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A parishioner once gave me a cartoon that pictures a man in a lab coat standing in front of a door labeled, “Scriptural Biology Lab.” In smaller letters, the sign continues, “Please close mind behind you.”

This cartoon sums up one aspect of the culture wars that have polarized our country in recent years — the debate between religion and science.

At the center of that battle is Charles Darwin, the father of evolutionary biology, whose 200th birthday is today.

Do you believe in evolution? Or do you believe in the Bible?

How you answer that question may determine where or if you go to church, where you send your kids to school, how you vote in elections and even what kind of vacation you take.

Two kinds of rafting trips are now offered down the Colorado River through the Grand Canyon.

One, led by scientists, examines the geological wonders of the canyon’s carving 2 billion years ago.

The other, led by creationists, teaches that the Grand Canyon was formed 4,500 years ago by the great global flood described in Genesis.

Do you believe in evolution? Or do you believe in the Bible?

For me, the problem begins with those questions, the pairing of religion and science as polar opposites.

Many Christians agree with the words of the late televangelist Jerry Falwell,

who declared that the Bible “is absolutely infallible, without error in all matters pertaining to faith, as well as in areas such as geography, science and history.”

Although I believe that the Bible contains the words of the living God, I also think that looking to the Bible for modern scientific knowledge requires denying the use of one of God’s greatest gifts, our minds.

“I will pray with the spirit, but I will pray with the mind also,” the apostle Paul says. “I will sing praise with the spirit, but I will sing praise with the mind also.”

“You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind,” Jesus says. “This is the greatest and first commandment.”

Science, faith intersect
A faith that requires you to close your mind in order to believe is not much of a faith at all.

The Bible was never meant to be a science textbook.

Instead, it tells the story of the relationship between God and human beings, between the Creator and creation.

Scripture begins with stories of creation. Notice I said stories, not story; plural, not singular. There is first the familiar story of God creating the heavens and the Earth and all that dwells within it in six days, which biblical literalists take to mean six 24-hour periods.

I have never understood how those who say the Bible must always be read literally explain the second story of creation in Genesis. In this story, human beings are created at the beginning of creation.

In this story, God does not simply speak creation into being, but is more hands on, molding the Earth with the divine hands and breathing life into humans with the divine breath.

In this story, male and female are not created at the same time, but separately. In this story, no mention is made at all of the moon, the stars and the sun.

Which story is true?

The answer is that both are — not literally, but figuratively. These stories were never meant to answer our scientific questions of how the world began, but to answer questions about what kind of God created the world, and what the relationship between Creator and creation should be.

I believe that it is possible to believe both the religious and human truths in these stories and at the same time to accept the scientific truths of evolution, given to us by the work of human intelligence, also a gift of God.

Of course, we want our children to grow up knowing the stories of our faith.

We hope those truths become the foundation of their faith and inform how they live, how they treat those around them, how they see the world.

But we also want them to grow up knowing the basics of science, to use the minds God has given them, to be aware of the amazing discoveries that are being made almost daily about the world and universe in which we live.

Most of all, we want them never to feel they have to stop asking questions, stop seeking knowledge, stop looking for truth for fear that doing so might threaten or somehow lessen their faith.

Years ago, I had a poster in my office that is an answer to the cartoon of the scriptural biology lab and to all those whose faith makes them blind to scientific truths.

The poster has a picture of Jesus and these words, “He came to take away your sins, not your mind.”
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