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Misconceptions, myths about evolution 

	 

	 

	

	


A column by Al Kuelling 

On Sept. 8, IPFW's distinguished lecturer Eugenie C. Scott, executive director of the National Center for Science Education, presented our area with a challenge – to significantly raise the level of acceptance of evolution among the populace. Why?

Because rejection of evolution is a dangerous anti-science attitude. That attitude puts at risk the high level of scientific achievement that has helped to propel the United States to an economic, technological and political leadership position in the world.

Incidentally, religion not accepting evolution is a significant reason why churches lose young people when they realize the role evolution plays in the world in which we live.

I invite you to read this article while planning to take it to your clergy as a starter for a discussion group. Or, better yet, ask your clergy to participate in the religiously educational Evolution Weekend 2011 (www.TheClergyLetterProject.org).

Let me combine information from Scott's presentation with some from additional sources to help explain what the problem is, and how to solve it. First some facts.

♦Fact 1: Evolution is a synonym for “change.” In cosmological and geological evolution, it is the universe and the earth that change. In biological evolution, it is living things that change. The changes that evolution describes are those that are heritable, those that can be passed on from parent to offspring. Is there anyone who would deny that things change in this manner? Nothing new or to be alarmed about.

♦Fact 2: Scientists investigating biological evolution have concluded that every living thing in existence today has evolved from some earlier form. Indeed, every living thing shares a common ancestry from long ago. There are different processes involved in evolutionary change, including, famously, natural selection.

♦Fact 3: The concept of biological evolution is the fundamental cornerstone – the glue, so to speak – that ties together the biological sciences. Evolution is also practically important for things held dear to religion. Evolution is used daily to understand disease, create pharmaceuticals, increase agricultural yields and much more.

♦Fact 4: Within the scientific community, evolution has been accepted worldwide for a long time. Practically every organization of professional scientists has endorsed the teaching of evolution as an integral part of science education. A 2009 poll of U.S. scientists showed that 97 percent accept evolution over creationism – and among biologists the percentage is even higher.

Still, many people don't understand evolution. When a person understands even the rudimentary concepts of evolution, they then accept evolution. Misconceptions about evolution are rampant. Here are a few of the most common:

♦Misconception 1: “Evolution is only a theory.” In popular parlance, a theory is a hunch, or a guess. But in science, a theory (such as evolution) ties together all the facts, laws, principles and so on that have been gathered in a field of inquiry. In science, a theory is the top level – there is nothing higher.

♦Misconception 2: “Evolution is scientifically controversial.” Not so. The basic idea of evolution has long been accepted. However, science is still finding and debating processes of evolution. But there is a significant difference from debating small details to challenging the overall concept, and scientists aren't doing the latter.

♦Misconception 3: “Humans evolved from apes (or chimps, or monkeys).” Not exactly. You and I aren't descended from any of the apes or monkeys that are alive today. Biology has shown (like it or not) that we share common ancestors with them – perhaps as close as 10 million years ago. We are distant cousins of the apes.

Part of the reason these misconceptions continue may just be poor science education. But part of the reason is clearly due to religious qualms about evolution. So why do some religious people find it difficult to accept these findings of science – which we all would agree are acquired with the intellect that God gave us?

Often before science explains a phenomenon, religion will come up with, or endorse, a nonscientific guess. Such was the case with the ideas that the earth is flat, that the earth is the center of the universe and that living things were separately created. Then when science explains the phenomenon, it is hard for people of faith to abandon the guess.

Complicating matters, there are many myths about science and religion. Again, I'll list some of the most important ones.

♦Myth 1: “Science is tantamount to atheism.” Not so. Science deals only with evidence, or ideas that can be tested. But God is not testable – God can't be confined to a test tube, after all. Within the ranks of scientists, a wide divergence of beliefs about God can be found – from atheists like Richard Dawkins to strongly committed believers like Francis Collins of human genome fame, now serving as director of the National Institutes of Health. They disagree about God, but they agree about evolution.

♦Myth 2: “Evolution is in contradiction to the inerrant word of God.” Some religious people think that taking the Bible seriously means rejecting evolution. But some religious people have thought that taking the Bible seriously meant accepting a flat earth, a solar system with the earth at its center and slavery. The problem here is an unwillingness to interpret the Genesis creation stories in way consistent with what we know from science about God's creation. Or from how other portions of the Bible are interpreted.

♦Myth 3: “Churches and religious leaders reject evolution.” Not so. In Christianity, from Pope Pius XII's 1950 encyclical Humani Generis, to the United Methodist Church's (my denomination) explicit acceptance of evolution in 2008, many (but not all) churches and religious leaders have officially accepted evolution. Regrettably, in many denominations the news hasn't reached their entire membership.

We owe it to our children, to each other and to the future of our country to work together in accepting the findings of science. Together we need to correct the misconceptions and discard the myths. We need to recognize that the findings of science enhance our understanding and awe of God's creation. 



Al Kuelling of Fort Wayne is retired from an industrial career in applied physics. He authored two of the three petitions regarding evolution that were overwhelmingly accepted into “law” by the United Methodist Church in 2008. Kuelling speaks to religious groups on evolution. 

