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Feb 11, 2007
GOD AND EVOLUTION

By Rev. Dr. Ledyard Baxter
Old Steeple Community Church, United Church of Christ

Aquebogue, NY

Genesis 1:1-5 About 550BC the Hebrew people in exile in Babylon and surrounded by a mythology that involved many Gods and a violent creation story, found a way to restate their deep belief in one all powerful but non-violent God. It is the familiar Biblical creation story.

Mark 1:40-45 As followers of Jesus we believe that he was God’s new creation sent to reclaim a still troubled world for the author of creation. He came filled with the Spirit and power of God to bring healing and hope to people then and now.

May our minds be refreshed and our spirits renewed through the reading and sharing of God’s living and creative Word for us.
+++

I want to talk with you today about GOD AND EVOLUTION. Just saying that reminds me of school day experiences when the teacher would say, “You should limit your topic.” Well, let’s think of this as opening a door into this huge subject and at least seeing what’s in there. To be a bit more specific, I’m interested in the tension between what scientists call “evolutionary biology” and in this whole idea that has been in the news so much lately called “Intelligent Design” or “ID.” What I intend to do here is to review the history of this conflict briefly and then to show how we can embrace both religion and science, both faith and reason, as a faithful and creative response to the life that God gives us.
Why do this today? This whole subject has fascinated me for years and I would love to include it in our growing list of issues that we are facing together. I am prompted to delve into it today in part by something called “The Clergy Letter Project” in which over 10,000 clergy persons have joined a kind of declaration that science and faith need not be enemies but can and should work together. I have signed the letter (which is available here) and we are one of over 535 congregations from many different denominations all across the country who are talking about this today. All of this is a response to those who want to drive a wedge between religion and science and specifically to undermine Charles Darwin’s theory of evolution as the basis of modern evolutionary biology. So this is much more than an intellectual exercise or a different kind of sermon. What is at stake here is the future of scientific inquiry – which is currently being under funded and under taught in this country. What is also at stake is a deeper understanding of God and nature including human nature. So much for “limiting” our topic!”
Here’s the problem: Since the time of the ancient Greeks, some people have wondered, did God (or the gods) create things as they are or do some things just happen on their own – through natural processes? Fast forward to Copernicus around 1500 and Galileo around 1600 who opened our eyes to the truth that the earth goes around the sun, not the other way around. The 16th century Protestant Reformation also shook the foundations of the medieval church. Things really got interesting during the period of the Enlightenment in the 18th century when old systems were being challenged everywhere. There was – and still is for many – “a crisis of faith” as reason and the emerging sciences raised serious questions about such things as the literal truth of the Bible. By 1859 when Darwin wrote The Origin of Species, there was already a clear division between those who saw the hope and promise of scientific “progress” and those who saw these new ideas as a threat to their Christian faith. 
The essence of Darwin’s claim was that all life “evolved” from simple organisms to more complex ones through a process of “natural selection” and “the survival of the fittest” to adapt to various environments over a long period of time – perhaps 3 to 4 billion years since the earliest life forms appeared. That means that all of life is related. And so we humans are quite literally cousins not only of chimpanzees and gorillas but also of all the rare and rapidly vanishing species of plants and animals in the rain forest. Of course, as with our extended human family, there will be some of our relatives who we will appreciate more than others and some who we would just as soon not have living with us in the same house – such as mice and fruit flies. But we are, none the less, one family on the tree of life.  As the theory of evolution itself has developed over the last 150 years and as more recent discoveries in such related fields as genetics and molecular biology have been added to it, it has become the widely accepted back bone of the modern life sciences. 

Because it seemed to upstage God, the concept of evolution through natural selection was a direct challenge to the classical Christian view that God created living things all at once and pretty much as they are now and not very long ago – 6 to 10,000 years at the most according to “young earth” advocates. Darwin was English, but the conflict carried across the Atlantic and was intensified in this country as the evangelical, Biblical literalist churches provided much of the structure of meaning and hope for those on the American frontier and in the Southern states and in the more “evolutionist” north as well. 
Does God work through gradual change and natural processes or through sudden and miraculous intervention? That’s one way of phrasing the key question. Throughout the 20th century, right up to the present there has been an intense cultural clash between “progressive evolutionists” who are inclined to see hope for humanity in the present as we continue to evolve socially and biologically toward the greater fulfillment of God’s purposes, and (largely) “Christian fundamentalists” who believe that Genesis contains literal history, that only God can save us from our own folly, and who therefore put all their bets on Christ coming again in the near future to suddenly make things right.  

These two camps have historically been in reaction to each other. How many of you remember when the Russians launched Sputnik in 1957? I do. I was in 7th grade and our teachers were upset about it. All of a sudden there was a big push for science in this country. We had to catch up! Suddenly evolution was being taught in high school science classes. The fundamentalists renewed the battle and have been fighting ever since. The Intelligent Design movement is only their latest effort. Court cases like the one last year in Dover, Pa show perhaps that they will not have an easy time of it. That’s good news for those of us on the side of evolution where I clearly put myself. I put myself there because I don’t believe that Intelligent Design theory is science at all as its proponents claim. I would agree with the court decision that they are trying to sneak religion – their particular brand of religion – the biblical literalism of the creationists – into the public school system. If they were to succeed, it would undermine and compromise or at least confuse the teaching of science – especially, evolutionary biology. It would be one thing to discuss Intelligent Design and other religious theories of creation in a social studies class or a course on comparative religions but it would be totally inappropriate to masquerade it as science.
OK, so I want to join the rising chorus of concerned voices who see this Intelligent Design movement as another foray of what has been called the fundamentalist jihad against evolution. There is another reason for speaking up about this. Not only is ID bad science – or non-science, it is also not very good theology. You could say that it is a simplistic Deism by which God is like a great watch maker who created the world and then left it to run on its own. That is one of their own examples. ID proponents say they want to show – from the complexity of nature – that there had to be an intelligent designer. They are offended or fearful of the seemingly Godless theory of evolution which apparently sees no need for God in the Darwinian process of natural selection. Now it is true that there are some scientists and proponents of evolution who are atheists believing in no God or agnostics who aren’t sure about God, but there are plenty of people of faith who think that evolution makes lots of sense and who also believe in God. Call it “theistic evolution.” How do we put it together? Well, for one thing you have to look at the Bible differently. I believe that the Bible is “The Word of God” that it was inspired by God, but through many people and generations and in many different situations. As I’ve said before, the Genesis story is not even about how the world was created in any modern scientific sense. It is primarily about who did the creating. Those 6th century BC exiles needed to retell their story to their own people and to succeeding generations – to promote their God, Yahweh, in the face of the Babylonian fertility gods and astrology gods – and also to promote their way of life which centered around the Sabbath – and so “God rested on the 7th day and you should too!” they said to one another. The imagery fits a pre-scientific world view with a flat earth! How is it that light appears before the sun and moon anyway? So it is not “true” as science or geological history, but Genesis in particular, and the Bible in general contains another kind of truth – theological truth – truth about the nature of God and of our relationship to God and to the rest of creation. 
When we add the Christian story to the creation story (and to the rest of the Hebrew scriptures), we have a compelling narrative of the God who – in the words of our United Church of Christ statement of faith, calls the worlds into being, creates humankind in the divine image …and who seeks in holy love to save all people from aimlessness and sin …through Christ, the Holy Spirit, and the Church.
So we can resolve the faith/science dilemma by saying they are different subjects – answering different questions. Science is about the “How” and Faith is about the “Who” of creation, salvation, and inspiration. Galileo himself is famous for saying that “faith teaches us how to go to heaven. Science teaches us how the heavens go.” Steven Gould, a modern geologist, says “faith is about the Rock of Ages, and geology is about the ages of rocks.”

But in another sense this still begs the question of how God creates. Is there a way to relate science and faith without resorting to the special creation of the IDers? Can evolution and God really go together? Yes. There are many ways. And here is a strange irony. I think that you and I are just as concerned to promote God – to convey to each other and to the people around us the power and love of God – as are our more fundamentalist sisters and brothers. I just don’t think we need to knock evolutionary science out of the way to do it. In fact, science can be a friend of faith. For example, when I look out at the universe on a clear winter night and see the stars and think of the vastness of it all, I experience awe and wonder. It’s a short step from there to worshipping the God who I believe created it all and who continues to be intimately involved in the swirling galaxies and in your life and mine. I feel the same way about the whole process of evolution. That too, is an amazing thing full of wonder and mystery, even though we understand quite a lot about it. Scientific discovery leads to more wonder as we continue to probe the mysteries of creation. But I don’t need science to “prove my faith.” I do in fact see plenty of evidence of a caring and incredibly imaginative creator in the variety of birds that land on our feeder or in the sound of my grand daughter’s giggle, but I don’t need even that to prove God’s existence. I already look at nature through the lens of faith and “know” that God is here. That sense of God’s caring presence is grounded and deepened in Bible study, prayer, and the fellowship of the church – this church – and the wider church. You help me to know and to experience that the God-of-creation-as-evolving-nature is real. We do that for one another. 
So then, far from threatening each other, faith and science are two distinct but complementary ways of knowing and understanding the gift of life, a gift that I also believe God wants us to care for and pass on to future generations of people and other living things through careful conservation of this ancient and amazing creation. Let us join in prayer to our creator God.
+++
Thank you, wondrous God, Creator, Redeemer, and Sustainer of the universe – thank you for calling the worlds into being and for the miracle of life. Thank you for your powerful and patient Holy Spirit brooding over the primordial waters and evolving ever more complex forms of life from simple ones. Stir in us a sense of kinship with our fellow humans, with all other living things, and with the earth itself. Though we are but insignificant specks in the vastness of time and space, you have blessed us with a still evolving capacity to comprehend the wonders of nature and all creation and to worship and adore you. Give us wisdom and courage and faith for the living of these days. Bring healing and hope to those we know to be in need and guide us in helping to bring about your Kingdom of peace with justice on earth as it is in heaven. We humbly and hopefully ask all this in the name and spirit of our Lord Jesus Christ. Amen.
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