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Darwin gets his day in church

By Rhea Edmonds

The Journal Gazette

Religious leaders throughout the nation, including northeast Indiana, are fed up with religion being used in a narrowly defined way.

That’s why Michael Zimmerman, dean of the College of Liberal Arts and Sciences at Butler University in Indianapolis, believes participation in Evolution Sunday, which he started last year, has considerably increased this year.

“I get an enormous amount of hate mail saying, ‘If you believe in evolution, ” Zimmerman said. He thinks it’s time to move beyond that you’re going to hell,’ sort of thinking.

Evolution Sunday, which will be observed by nearly 600 congregations throughout the United States on Sunday, is a starting point. Nineteen Indiana congregations are expected to participate, two of which – Epiphany Lutheran Church, 6606 Maplecrest Road, and the Unitarian Universalist Congregation, 5310 Old Mill Road – are in Fort Wayne.

“Unitarian Universalists are not biblical literalists,” said Jay Abernathy, a minister with the congregation “Darwin’s family were Unitarians in England. We have a connection that way.”

The point of Evolution Sunday is to discuss and share the belief that science, namely the theory of evolution, which Charles Darwin founded, and the Bible are not mutually exclusive. Monday is the 198th anniversary of Darwin’s birth.

“I think it’s fair to say that the religious leaders participating understand that taking a very narrow view of religion being a biblical literalist, and assuming that the Bible needs to be read – that the Bible needs to be read like a scientific text – demeans religion and is terrible science,” Zimmerman said. “I think it’s fair to say that the religious leaders participating recognize that religion, especially Christians, for centuries believed that the sun revolved around the Earth. That was supported by lots of quotations from the Bible. We’ve come past that now and coming past that in no way threatens the viability or importance of religion. Similarly, recognizing that there are other aspects of modern science that are not consistent with a literal interpretation of the Bible pose no threat to anybody’s spirituality or morality.”

Evolution Sunday is an outgrowth of the Clergy Letter Project, a letter that has been signed by more than 10,500 Christian clergy who agree that “the theory of evolution is a foundational scientific truth, one that has stood up to rigorous scrutiny and upon which much of human knowledge and achievement rests. To reject this truth or to treat it as ‘one theory among others’ is to deliberately embrace scientific ignorance and transmit such ignorance to our children,” according to a written statement.

Zimmerman started the Clergy Letter Project in 2004, after a Wisconsin school board passed a series of anti-evolution policies, according to the written statement.

Zimmerman wanted to demonstrate that science and religion don’t conflict.

Abernathy said his congregation did not participate in Evolution Sunday last year because they didn’t know about it.

This year, however, they will have special music Sunday in honor of Evolution Sunday and a related sermon the following Sunday, he said. “It’s a very popular Sunday for our folks.”

Zimmerman said he hopes participants walk away with an understanding that they do not have to choose between religion and science. If American citizens are forced to make that choice, Zimmerman believes most people would choose religion. If so, “we will have a deepening crisis on our hands,” he said. The crisis would be that the nation would continue to fall behind other developing nations in key areas such as science. “If we go on to train very few scientists, you can imagine what’s going to happen in this country,” he said.

