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“Evolution and Our Faith”

Some people have amazing insights into the futuhereas others have little insight at all. Theelattas
the case back in 1882, when tBleristian Union a newspaper read by many New England
Congregationalists, made the following statemestthfat newspaper declared:

the time when ministers scoffed and derided Daswith his disciples has forever passed.

That confident declaration was made 127 yearsBig.how wrong that statement turned out to be. For
in 1882, the real battle over Darwin’s theory obkenion was just beginning.

As you know, here in America, there was the infasm8aopes trial in 1925. That year, the state of
Tennessee passed a law forbidding the teachingodditeon in its public schools. And, John Scopekigh
school biology teacher was soon brought up on @sanfjbreaking that law.

A prominent lawyer, Clarence Darrow, took on ScepiEfense, and William Jennings Bryan, a lawyer
and three time Presidential candidate, was theeputer for the state. The public tended to seedvaas a
skeptic and rationalist and Bryan as a defendémaditional Christian faith.

Likely you've seen the famous movigherit the Wingdwhich was based on that trial. I've read that
nearly 1,000 people were in the courtroom to sagettial begin, and 100 reporters were there tecdy
The nation and the world were watching. As one modeholar wrote,

That the [Scopes] trial was a drama there is nolaipthe question is whether it was a tragedy, a
comedy, or a farcé.

At the trial’s end, the jury deliberated for 9 miesi and brought in a guilty verdict against Scopes.
Scopes was fined $100, which someone else liket}; pad he was freed. Later that verdict was agoet
the Supreme Court of Tennessee. That court comsidbe case “bizarre” and eventually reversed Ssope
guilty verdict on a legal technicality.

Scopes’ trial had a long-standing, damaging efledthe decades following it, American school texik
publishers steered away from telling students abwalution, as they wanted their textbooks to be
marketable in all the U.S. states.

It wasn’t until the late 1950's, during the Cold Mpariod, that that situation was dramatically &dn
around. At that time, evolutionary biologists begeaasserting themselves publicly. And CommunistsiRus
launched its Sputnik satellites, which spurredulf®. to focus on making its own scientific advandes
part of that effort, the U.S. government began islitiag school textbooks which highlighted scierarel
discussed the theory of evolution fullyremember those very science-oriented, post-Spyéars, perhaps
you do too?

For a moment, let’s turn back to the early yearthef2@' century. In that period, the division in
American Protestantism over evolution became de&iendamentalist Protestants strongly rejected
evolution. However, more liberal Protestants, sames called Modernists, accepted the basic comiigtib



of the Christian faith with evolution.

Among such Modernists was the famous preacheryHamerson Fosdick at Riverside Church in New
York City. As you may know, our Falmouth churchagdoften sings Fosdick’s noted hyn@od of Grace
and God of Glorywhich appears in owilgrim Hymnal

Generally speaking, in the early"2entury, most American Congregationalists wer¢herliberal side
of the evolution controversy, which became quitéebiat times. As a modern Congregational histohnias
noted, fundamentalism was never prominent in Cayajienalisnt. Also, theKansas City Statement of
Faith which Congregationalists adopted at their nationeéting in 1913, never mentions the theory of
evolution directly. However, that statement’s tamel optimism about the future, do reflect a general
acceptance of evolutidh.

You've seen that913 Kansas City Statement of Faitts in our Pilgrim Hymnal A version of it also
appears in our church’s bylaws, as 8tatement of Faitbf our Falmouth church.

Why were and are, fundamentalist Protestants sosgapto evolution? One reason, is that
fundamentalists believe the Bible is entirely Gogltsrd. They believe that every part of it is toibrpreted
literally. Thus, they reject the theory of evolutjdecause they see it as contradicting theiliter
interpretation of the Genesis description of ourldie creation.

Here’s another reason, not always recognized, wanyyrfundamentalists oppose evolutiddany
fundamentalists do not have an optimistic viewhaf future of humanity. Instead, based on their
interpretation of the book d&tevelationthey see our world as getting worse and wors#, furally:
--faithful believers like themselves, are safelgtuaed to heaven,

--Christ returns to earth, and
--the great supernatural battle between good aihdcalted Armageddon, is fought with massive destion
and a number of deaths on earth.

As they await that terrible Apocalypse, fundamastsltend to stress spreading the gospel of JelsustC
to others and focusing on the purity of their owad ather people’s souls. Many fundamentalists eltbat
only God can save people in this worsening worltlsl they reject any ideas that we humans can draw
closer to God and God’s kingdom through any kintwhan progress.

In their view, human progress--for example, in noew, social justice being, environmental stewagsh
and other realms of human endeavor--are not p&bdfs all important end-time scenario and salvatio
plan.

Now let’s consider evolution. Christians who haeeepted evolution tend to have a positive viewhef t
future. Accepting the idea that organic life orsthianet has evolved to more “complex” forms, arakimgy
the judgment that such evolution has been “goagth<Christians have tended to view human progress,
including social and scientific progress, as imaoetricomponents in the lives of faithful Christians.

In short, instead of rejecting human progressy themse of faith, has led them to strongly embsach
progress.

Let’'s go back again, to that 1983atement of Faitin our church‘s hymnal and bylaws. That statement
says of us Christians, that we are:



laboring for the progress of knowledge, the promobf justice, the reign of peace and the
realization of human brotherhood.

Without a doubt, the “progress of knowledge” mendid in that statement includes the advancement of
scientific knowledge. And the “realization of humamtherhood” mentioned there, is exactly what
Katharine Lee Bates was hoping would become atyealour society, “from sea to shining sea,” im he
hymn, America, the Beautifulvhich is from this same general period.

That 1913Statement of Faitkends with theswords:

...we work and pray for the transformation of tharl into the kingdom of God, and we look
with faith for the triumph of righteousness, and life everlasting

Those are words of optimism and hope. They are svetdch essentially affirm that human society can
evolve for the better, and that human progres$yreah lead to God’s Kingdom. Those words affirra th
belief, that such progress, really is a part of Gadlvation plan, after all.

However, as | said earlier, fundamentalists hanangty rejected such optimistic ideas, and alonidp wi
them, they've rejected Darwin’s evolutionary theory

So what about science’s theory of evolution itsélEhy people say that evolution is only a theomyt,B
in saying that, they misunderstand science. Facience, calling something a “theory” does notessarily
imply that scientists aren’t confident in its truth fact, as the National Academy of Sciences saal
publication last year:

Evolutionary biology has been and continues to leeraerstone of modern science...the evidence
supporting descent with modification, as Charlesvida termed it, is both overwhelming and
compelling...Because of the immense body of ewagdenentists treat the occurrence of evolution
as one of the most securely established of saefaidts. Biologists also are confident in their
understanding of how evolution occirs.

What practical difference does the theory of evolumake to our lives today? Well, it is helping ou
world progress to a better state of being in maaysw

For example, understanding evolution has been gakenthe identification of current viruses arieir
ancestors which cause disease, and in the devetbmheaccines and other means to treat those shsea
As the National Academy of Science has stated:

Knowing the evolutionary origin of human pathogeisbe critical in the future as existing
infectious agents evolve into new and more dangefoums’

The understanding of evolution has also been imaporh agriculture, for it has helped us develofdre
food crops, such as varieties of wheat wite increasingly resistant to droughts , heat, gnebts.™

The principles of evolution have also been appitefields outside biology, for example, to createren
effective chemicals, such as new enzymes wtaah convert cornstalks and other agricultural wast into
ethanol with increased efficiency®”



| was raised in a family which had a high regandsimence. My father helped developed sonar for
submarines during the Cold War. | think | rememdeszing the launching of our nation’s first nuclear
powered submarine, tidautilus just across the river from my home in New LondGaonnecticut. | was 5
years old then.

In my youth, | was taught by my family and by myr@eegational Church in New London, that science is
one of God’s many gifts to us humans. | was tatiggdit God gave us science, to help us improve ouldwo
and that we Christians should strive to do thag asy of loving God and loving our neighbor, asu¥e
taught us to do.

In my youth, | was taught to appreciate human @egjrto be optimistic about the future, and to look
forward to the day, when finally God’s kingdom wdwome, and God’s will would be done on earthi &s i
in heaven—as The Lord’s Prayer says.

In my youth, | was taught, that religion and scegnacluding science’s theory of evolution, do have
to be at war with each other. For each looks atartd in a different way and each deals in a défe kind
of truth.

| was taught, and | continue to believe, that tik@ Creation stories in Genesis are not to be riéaclly
as real historical accounts or as scientific desioms of our world’s creation.

Rather, those accounts are to be read and ap@ecest stories written in faith, to convey certain
spiritual truths about God and about us humanse Her some of those spiritual truths:
--that our God is a personal deity, not just somgearsonal force;
--that our God cares for us humans;
--and that we humans are created in God’s “image.”

As an adult, | believe that God is the source btrath, and that there are still many mysteriestin
world. Thus, even though | am not always sure rmvetoncile the empirical truths discovered byrsoee
with the spiritual truths taught by my faith, | aontent, that ultimately, all real truths lead tods

Thus, as | see it, | cannot be wrong, ultimatéli/go through this life, with the search for trutirough
religion in one hand, and the search for truthdgloscience in my other hand. For, as | believa batys of
seeking and understanding, are truly gifts to amfGod.

Sadly, from my point of view, the effort of morenservative Christians to undermine the teaching of
evolution in American science classrooms has oedusigain recently, but U.S. courts have responded
appropriately.

As you may know, Creationism is a view of the wiwlcreation, which is based on literal readings of
Genesis. Intelligent Design is another, more reeent of the world’s creation, which is related to
Creationism. Both were recently reviewed by U.Surto

In 1987, in the case &dwards vs. Aguillardthe U.S. Supreme Court struck down a law in Lian,
which mandated the teaching of “creation scient@figwith evolution in public schoolS.

In 2005, in the case #fitzmiller v. Dover Area School Districh Federal District Court, ruled against the
teaching of “Intelligent Design” along with evolati in public school classes.
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Both rulings maintained that “Creationism” andvgsious forms, like “Intelligent Design,” are ralq,
not science. Therefore, they don’t belong in a fwdhool science course. As the federal courbpB2
stated:

“[W]e find that ID [intelligent design] is not sciece and cannot be adjudged a valid, accepted
scientific theory, as it has failed to publish ieep-reviewed journals, engage in research andrgsti
and gain acceptance in the scientific community.”

As that court further said:

“The goal of the IDM [intelligent design movemerg]not to encourage critical thought, but to
foment a revolution which would supplant evolutigngneory with ID [intelligent design] *®

| might add, given U.S. law, Creationism and Ingelht Design, can be studied in public school
classrooms, but only as forms of religion, and onlgn academic, not devotional, way, as in a abass
comparative religion.

Recently in the media, statements have come,fddiming that there is great controversy among
scientists today, over the theory of evolution, #rat a number of those scientists do not accegtiBon
themselves.

In my understanding, such a claim is completelgdaln fact, as the National Academy of Sciencess ha
stated quite bluntly:

There is no controversy in the scientific commualigut whether evolution has occurred. On the
contrary, the evidence supporting descent with freadion, as Charles Darwin termed it, is both
overwhelming and compellirtg.

Today is Evolution Sunday in our church. We araijgy more than 800 churches and synagogues this
month, in affirming the view that our faith andesace, and science’s theory of evolution, are coifleat

Looking optimistically to the future of humankindt us be true to our church’s long-stand8tgtement
of Faith, which calls us
--to labor ‘for the progress of knowledgeghd
--to “work and pray for the transformation of our woridto the kingdom of God.”

| thank Charles Darwin, who was born 200 yearstagomonth, for his role, in helping us with those
important goals.

Rev. Dr. Douglas K. Showalter Copyright 2009
Falmouth and Plymouth, Massachusetts
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