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Area clergy make room for evolution with the divine

Sunday, October 02, 2005

BY MARY WARNER

Of The Patriot-News 

Darwin and God seem irreconcilable to many Americans. That's why evolution remains a flashpoint in public schools. 

Many others see no conflict, though. And that reconciliation has been a subtext of a closely watched federal trial in Harrisburg about teaching evolution. 

"Faith and reason are not only compatible. They are complementary," testified Ken Miller, a biologist who took the stand to affirm Charles Darwin's theory as established science. 

Responding to questions sparked by the trial, some local clergy and a professor of the history of science described how God for them co-exists with evolution. 

Some referred to the writings of Pope John Paul II. Some described evolution as God's means of creating. One said evolution's "long and twisted path" enhanced his understanding of God. 

At issue in the trial, which resumes Wednesday and is expected to last through Nov. 4, is a decision by the Dover Area School Board to tell students before they study evolution that it's "not fact" and has "gaps" and that there's an alternative called intelligent design. Eleven parents sued. 

Intelligent design says life is so complex that Darwin's theory can't explain it all and that there must have been a designer. The parents' lawyers are presenting expert witnesses who say evolution is well-established and intelligent design isn't science. 

Miller led that chorus, declaring Monday that the Dover board was misleading ninth-grade science students about the nature of science. 

He also said he is a Roman Catholic who believes "God is the author of all things seen and unseen." 

To many people, evolution is so sweeping a natural story that it's hard to reconcile with belief in God. "It seems to me he's relegated to such a distant small corner," the Rev. David Martin of the Evangelical Free Church of Hershey said in an interview. 

So how does Miller make that reconciliation? He believes the Bible is "spiritually correct," but he said religion does not enter the equation when he does scientific research. 

On the stand Friday, theologian John Haught of Falls Church, Va., said that some prominent Darwinists are atheists but that the scientific theory is neutral on the existence of God. 

"Science deals with natural causes. Religion deals with questions about ultimate meaning and ultimate purpose," he said. "They cannot possibly stand in a competitive relationship." 

For him, Haught said, God is not "a tinkerer or meddler who makes ad hoc adjustments to creation" but "something much more generous, much more expansive," able to "make a universe that can essentially create itself." 

Here are comments from outside the courtroom on the compatibility of Darwin and God: 

  Bishop Kevin C. Rhoades, Roman Catholic Diocese of Harrisburg: "From the viewpoint of Catholic teaching, there are no difficulties in explaining the origin of man in regard to the body by means of the theory of evolution. However, the church's doctrine affirms that man's spiritual soul is created directly by God. 

"Pope John Paul II explained that according to the hypothesis of evolution, 'it is possible that the human body, following the order impressed by the creator on the energies of life, could have been gradually prepared in the forms of antecedent living beings. However, the human soul, on which man's humanity definitively depends, cannot emerge from matter since the soul is of a spiritual nature.'" 

  The Rev. Howard Dana, Unitarian Church of Harrisburg: "The creation stories in Genesis 1 and 2 were never meant to be taken literally, not even by the ancient Hebrew people. These poetic stories metaphorically explain life's origin. 

"If we can think of God as the creative force at work throughout all life, evolution and religion fit comfortably with one another. But if we cannot move beyond God as a supernatural heavenly being, we have merely created him in our own shortsighted image." 

  Ted Davis, professor of the history of science and director of the Center for Science and Religion, Messiah College: "As a Christian, I believe that God, the wise and powerful creator of the universe, cared enough about the creation to dwell among us, setting aside power to suffer for our redemption. The modern scientific picture of the world is not only compatible with my faith, it actually enhances my faith. 

"Astronomy provides evidence that the universe is not eternal, that it was carefully crafted by divine power and given the ability to bring forth and sustain life. Biological evolution, with its long and twisted path, suggests further that the creation reflects the character of the suffering servant who upholds it now." 

  The Rev. James Brown, Market Square Presbyterian Church, Harrisburg: "In the beginning God ... Thus begins the gargantuan biblical leap of faith that has the psalmist declaring that the heavens are the work of God's fingers, that God established the moon and the stars. On a different and yet compatible track, geniuses of scientific reflection such as Galileo and Darwin and Einstein have sought to discern the how of creation, leading to insights about a created order still in process, still becoming. 

"Let scientists develop their insights and theists their own. Both lead to a celebration of the joy of participating in a creation full of wonder and awe." 

  Rabbi Eric Cytryn, Beth El Temple, Harrisburg: "I look for moral and ethical truths from the first few chapters of Genesis, not scientific truths. 

"The scientific evidence -- which I accept -- is that evolution is a fact. Therefore, God's plan was evolution. But that's my religious belief. It doesn't belong in public school science class." 

  Bishop Jane Allen Middleton, Central Pennsylvania Conference, United Methodist Church: "I do not see a conflict between my understanding of God and my appreciation for the discoveries of science. 

"I believe that when I say that God is creator, I am making a literal statement. That is, the life reality that I name as God has ordered the universe, filled with wonder, beauty, and miraculous intricacies, many of which science cannot even now explain. At the same time, science is constantly teaching us more and more about our universe both in the macrocosm and in the microcosm." 
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