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About 18 months ago I decided to find a different doctor.  On the recommendation of one of you I called for an appointment and got right in.  The receptionist gave me a form to fill out.  There were essentially two parts to it.  One was insurance information, and the other part was a medical and family history.

Perhaps you have done the same thing.  But why do you think that a medical doctor would have any interest in the medical history of my family, my father and mother, and even my sister?  You know the answer to that!  Many diseases are hereditary, from the predisposition for diabetes, glaucoma, heart disease, cystic fibrosis and alcoholism to an estimate of my longevity based on the age of my parents.

Modern medicine can save lives by paying attention to human genetics, and we have a long history of pioneers in science and medicine to thank for that. Gregor Mendel, an Augustinian monk in what is now the Czech Republic discovered the basic theory of genetics by experimenting with the peas in the monastery garden.  Mendel was inspired in his work by a book “The Origin of Species” written by the Englishman, Charles Darwin. Both Mendel and Darwin had two things in common, a profound curiosity about the natural world, and the fact that both began their journey as people of faith; Mendel by entering a monastery, and Darwin by studying for the Anglican priesthood.

Dr. Francis Collins is a devout evangelical Christian and the lead scientist on the Human Genome Project. That is the decades-long study that has unraveled the complex hereditary code that determines all of our physical attributes. In his book “The Language of God” he has this to say, “Truly it can be said that not only biology but medicine would be impossible to understand without the theory of evolution.”

This may seem startling, or even troubling to many who have been convinced that the theory of evolution contradicts faith in God.  And it is true that some atheists hold up the theory of evolution as the hallmark of their diatribes against Christianity. However their affection for the theory of evolution is a gloss reminiscent of those political figures who use religions language to gain an audience among the faithful.

By far the vast majority of scientists, doctors and researchers are people of faith.  In the case of Dr. Collins, it was his research into the mysteries and complexities of life that led him to a personal faith in Jesus Christ.

Most Christians reap huge benefits from the research and discoveries that have come from the work of Charles Darwin.  Many of us are alive today because of these advances in science and medicine.  But yet there is uneasiness among many Christians about Darwin’s discoveries.  This goes back to the very beginning, to the story of Creation and our understanding of it.  We all stand in awe of the powerful words of Genesis 1. “In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth….”

How do we reconcile this most basic belief with these compelling discoveries?  For that, I turn to one of the early fathers of the faith, St. Augustine.  In the fourth century he wrestled with the meaning of scripture, especially the challenge of deciphering what was historical and what was poetic, allegorical and symbolic in the Bible.

St. Augustine had this to say in his commentary on Genesis;

 “Usually even a non-Christian knows something about the earth, the heavens and the other elements of this world, about the motions of the stars and even their size and relative positions, about the predictable eclipses of the sun and moon, the cycles of the years and the seasons, about the kinds of animals, shrubs, stones and so forth, and this knowledge he holds to as being certain from reason and experience.

Now it is a disgraceful and dangerous thing for an infidel to hear a Christian, presumably giving the meaning of Holy Scripture, talking nonsense on these topics….  If they find a Christian mistaken in a field in which they themselves know well and hear him maintain his foolish opinions about our books, how are they going to believe those books and matters concerning the resurrection of the dead, the hope of eternal life, and the kingdom of heaven when they think their pages are full of falsehoods on facts which they themselves have learned from experience in the light of reason?”

St. Augustine lived in North Africa, and was well read in the classics of Greece and Rome.  He was aware of the discoveries of the Greeks almost a millennium before his time that the earth was a globe, and that it orbited the sun.  They even had a relatively close approximation of the size of the earth.  It was in the light of this knowledge that this giant of the early church comes to see the creation story in allegorical terms.  He summarizes in his commentary on Genesis;

In short, it must be said that our authors knew the truth about the nature of the skies, but it was not the intention of the Spirit of God, who spoke through them, to teach men anything that would not be of use to them for their salvation." 

If Darwin had read St. Augustine, (which he probably did…) he would likely assume that his discoveries would be welcomed by the Church.  But he should have also remembered what happened to Galileo. 
In the 17th century Galileo was tried by the Roman inquisition for writing that he believed the earth orbited the Sun.  Had the Pope not read Augustine?  It was not until 1992; 359 years later that Pope John Paul II exonerated Galileo and restored his reputation from the ranks of the heretics.

Most Christians find no conflict between science and faith.  Most Christians understand and accept the truth of the age of the universe, the origins of the earth, and the fact that life emerged on this planet through a gradual process over millions of years.  After all, what is more inspirational, to think that God created us in an afternoon, or took millions of years and innumerable intermediary steps to bring us to where we are today?

If Augustine understood the creation stories of Genesis to be allegorical from the perspective of 1,600 years ago, who are we to impose a literal interpretation on a text that is impossible to defend in that way?

Throughout this country there are discussions and debates over science education.  School boards are coming under attack by those who want some form of creationism or intelligent design theory taught as an alternative to the theory of evolution. 

 You might ask what would be wrong with that?  There is nothing wrong with faith.  We are here to be witnesses to that.  But creationism and its cousin, Intelligent Design, are philosophies dressed up to look like science. It is the equivalent of demanding that we teach astrology as an alternative to astronomy.

There is nothing wrong with healthy debate.  But this one has gone on for far too long.  And the losers are primarily on the side of the Church.  When literal faith goes up against physical facts, faith loses.  This is apparent in the attitudes of our young people. 

I received a call a few months back from a young man advertising an event called “Acquire the Fire.”  He began his sales pitch by saying, “Doesn’t it bother you that ten years ago 30% of our young people were born-again believers, yet today only 18% are?”

I replied, “Yes, it bothers me, but I can understand why that is so!”  He was stunned.  I went on to explain. “The church either does not reach young people where they are in ways they can relate to, or it teaches things that are patently untrue. These kids are smart.  They can figure things out. If we teach things that just don’t wash with reality they will write us off on the basics of the faith as well!”

It goes back to the statement of St. Augustine.  How are they going to believe the truth of the gospel if we package it with things that they simply cannot swallow?

Some say that evolution is just a theory.  But modern medicine and biology would challenge that.  Dr. Collins points out that the word “theory” has more than one definition.  In common usage, a theory is an untried assumption.  But in its scientific usage a theory is defined as “a fundamental principle of an art or science.”  The dictionary uses the examples of “Music theory” or the “theory of equations.”  

I could go on at length about both the functional relevance of the theory of evolution, or its compatibility to our faith in God, but I will save that discussion for one-on-one dialogues over coffee.  We simply need to know that most scientists are both believers in the truth of Christ and the truth of science.  Some, like Dr. Collins, came to Christ because of the truth of science.

My greatest concern is that young people, age 12 to 30 who are looking for meaning in their lives will see the church as a place that teaches lies and tries to bury the truth.  Galileo must go free! Darwin is not evil! We need a faith that makes sense.  We need to ask the right questions, the big questions, the cosmic questions.  We need to be a place of intellectual honesty and spiritual integrity.  We need to be a forum for discussion and debate, and a place where any query is welcome.

This is what it means to be a place of “Open hearts, open minds, open doors.”  This is what it truly means to be followers of the one who said, “You shall know the truth, and the truth will make you free.”
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