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This past Sunday morning, like every morning, there was an incredible force that caused the sun to rise.

Perhaps it was the same force that prompted hundreds to get up and go to Sunday worship. Perhaps it was the same force that caused the Rev. Charles Ortman to give another one of his passionate sermons.

Whatever it was, in a statement addressed to 400 worshippers inside the Unitarian Universalist Congregation at Montclair, Ortman attempted to meld religion and science – two forces that he said have been antithetical for too long.

“[Some] people try to create these false dichotomies of having to believe in either science or religion, and I just find those arguments to be archaic. There’s no need to choose between the two. They are not at odds with each other,” Ortman said. “Science can help us understand questions about religion, just as religion can answer questions about science.”

Ortman’s statement came as part of a global movement, Evolution Weekend, occurring this coming Feb. 8 through 10. The Montclair congregation is one of nearly 800 congregations worldwide that will set aside this time to recognize that “religion should be seen as complementary, not confrontational.”

Part of the pastor’s statement read: “The goal of Evolution Weekend is to demonstrate that those outspoken fundamentalists who assert that people have to choose between religion and science are not speaking for the majority of religious leaders and religious persons.”

His congregation of hundreds nodded in agreement.

Recognizing Evolution Weekend a week early, the congregation lit a candle in its remembrances section.

The Unitarian Universalist Congregation at Montclair is the only participating house of worship in the township. Fifteen other congregations in New Jersey also are involved in Evolution Weekend.

Michael Zimmerman founded Evolution Weekend in 2006. Zimmerman, the dean of the College of Liberal Arts and Sciences at Butler University in Indianapolis, Ind., told The Times that ministers from throughout all 50 states and nine different countries intend to participate this weekend. They will be offering discussions, guest speakers, sermons and activities congregations choose to bring the worldwide controversy to the table. Throughout the weekend, scientists serve as consultants to assist clergy members.

Zimmerman said Evolution Weekend stemmed from the Clergy Letter Project, written in 2004 and signed by about 11,000 Christian clergy members after the Grantsburg, Wis. school board had attempted to pass anti-evolution policies. The letter urges school board members to affirm teaching the theory of evolution as part of school curriculum.

“The controversy over the teaching of evolution is worldwide,” Zimmerman said. “Creationism and fundamentalism has been expanding at a rapid rate around the world. Evolution is under attack in nearly every country.”

The United States, he said, is probably under the greatest attack. “Religiously, we’re not very progressive. Our roots are such that we’ve embraced fundamentalist religion,” Zimmerman said.

The Rev. Clenard Childress, pastor of The New Calvary Baptist Deliverance Outreach Church, will not be participating in Evolution Weekend.

Childress said that the Bible should be brought into the classroom, noting, “It’s the only credible explanation for creation.”

Childress maintained that “there will always be a division of religion and science because there are so many interpretations of one’s religion.”

When it comes to evolution, the pastor said, “There is no scientific proof of evolution. It’s a farce.

“The only credible theory of how the world began is in the first two chapters of Genesis. The Bible and science agree.”

For Ortman, the theory of evolution holds true, believing in his heart and mind that religion and science are compatible.

“Science tells us things that are true about our world, and religion tells us things that are true about our nature,” Ortman said. “They needn’t be exclusive. We would do well to incorporate them both in the way in which we go about being in the world.”
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