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Methodists embrace both religious, scientific thought

SHORTLY after the United Methodist General Conference in Fort Worth, I received an e-mail on science and religion, a topic faced by the 982 delegates at the conference. So let me step back for a moment. 

I attended college at Baker University, the oldest college in Kansas, a small Methodist school founded in 1858. I graduated in Baker's centennial year.

There I found a girl who married me, gave me three children and seven (so far) grandchildren. Judy was ensconced in Baker tradition. Her great-uncle was academic dean in the decade before we arrived. At least six other relatives attended Baker. Baker had a huge impact on me and on my wife. 

Professor Suderman taught English literature when I was a sophomore, and as we came in "Paradise Lost" to the part where Satan is thrown from heaven, he made a comment that has stuck with me for more than 50 years. He said, "I keep my religion in my left pocket, my science in my right." He gestured to the pockets in his sport coat.  

I was never happy with that approach to learning, but I must admit after these five decades that it has a certain virtue. That's not much more than admitting that I keep art in one pocket and music in the other. These are different types of experience: a strong faith on the one hand, accompanied by clear thinking on the other. But it's silly to think there should be a power struggle between my coat pockets. The same God who gave us this wonderful universe also gave us our wonderful minds and the longing for holy experience. 

I thought about Professor Suderman's claim as I read Jim Haught's fine May 25 column on the beauty of West Virginia, the geology of Appalachian mountains and rivers, the shifting of tectonic plates, the slow working of erosion, the waters of ancient oceans, the accumulation of crustaceous debris and the never-ending work of evolution. 

I have often thought of Professor Suderman's division of human experience as I read my bi-monthly publication, "Star Date," published by the McDonald Observatory at the University of Texas.

I study the photos from the Hubble Telescope, read the descriptions of time and space - explained in light years - the black holes, cosmic phenomena, the billions of galaxies and the absolutely awesome celestial images beyond description. 

I thought about Professor Suderman's sentence when I received that e-mail from Dr. Michael Zimmerman, academic dean of Butler University, Indianapolis. 

Dean Zimmerman has sponsored a project that attempts to reconcile religion and science in the minds of faithful Christians.

At the United Methodist Conference, Dean Zimmerman reports, delegates overwhelmingly endorsed Petition 80990, which states: "The United Methodist Church endorses The Clergy Letter Project and its reconciliatory programs between religion and science." Here is the statement endorsed at the conference: 

"Within the community of Christian believers, there are areas of dispute and disagreement, including the proper way to interpret Holy Scripture. While virtually all Christians take the Bible seriously and hold it to be authoritative in matters of faith and practice, the overwhelming majority do not read the Bible literally, as they would a science textbook. Many of the beloved stories found in the Bible - the Creation, Adam and Eve, Noah and the ark - convey timeless truths about God, human beings, and the proper relationship between Creator and creation expressed in the only form capable of transmitting these truths from generation to generation. Religious truth is of a different order from scientific truth. Its purpose is not to convey scientific information but to transform hearts. 

"We, the undersigned Christian clergy from many different traditions, believe that the timeless truths of the Bible and the discoveries of modern science may comfortably coexist. We believe that the theory of evolution is a foundational scientific truth, one that has stood up to rigorous scrutiny and upon which much of human knowledge and achievement rests. To reject this truth or to treat it as 'one theory among others' is to deliberately embrace scientific ignorance and transmit such ignorance to our children. We believe that among God's good gifts are human minds capable of critical thought and that the failure to fully employ this gift is a rejection of the will of our Creator. 

"To argue that God's loving plan of salvation for humanity precludes the full employment of the God-given faculty of reason is to attempt to limit God, an act of hubris. We urge school board members to preserve the integrity of the science curriculum by affirming the teaching of the theory of evolution as a core component of human knowledge. We ask that science remain science and that religion remain religion, two very different, but complementary, forms of truth."

I read a book once entitled "Your God is Too Small." To those who want to constrict the workings of the universe to a tiny space enclosed within a few thousand years, I can only repeat the title of that book. Your God is too small.

Warner, professor emeritus at West Virginia Wesleyan College, is a Gazette contributing columnist.
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