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Are religion and science compatible? Join the discussion Friday in Reno
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Evolution, intelligent design and points of view in between have become political topics in recent years but how such beliefs can exist in harmony with faith will be addressed during a meeting Friday night in Reno.

More than 1,000 meetings in all 50 states and in 15 countries are part of the fourth annual Clergy Letter Project’s Evolution Weekend started by a professor at Butler (Ind.) University who worked with religious leaders across Wisconsin in 2004 to prepare a statement to school systems there in support of teaching evolution. 

This year coincides with the 200th anniversary of Charles Darwin’s birth and the 150th year of the publication of his book, “On the Origin of Species by Means of Natural Selection.”

Darwin (1809-1882) was known for presenting scientific evidence that all species of life have evolved over time from common ancestors.

“It’s imperative we understand science and religion are compatible and we need to be knowledgeable,” said Rabbi Myra Soifer of Temple Sinai, which hosts the event at 7:30 p.m. 

People with all views on the matter are welcome to attend, Soifer said.

“Last year we had about 160 people from different religions and the secular community,” she said. “There were teachers and educators there as well.”

Kevin Padian, curator of paleontology at the University of California Museum of Paleontology, is the scheduled guest speaker. Padian is professor of integrated biology at UC-Berkeley and president for the National Center for Science Education. Paleontology is the study of prehistoric life.

The Clergy Letter Project has published three “open letters concerning religion and science” on its Web site. All faiths mentioned suggest school boards affirm the teaching of the theory of evolution. Here are excerpts:

o Christian clergy state that religious truth is of a different order from scientific truth and that the truths of the Bible and the discoveries of modern science may comfortably coexist. The theory of evolution has stood up to rigorous scrutiny and to reject this truth is to deliberately embrace scientific ignorance and transmit such ignorance to one’s children. But to argue that God’s plan of salvation for humanity precludes the full employment of the God-given faculty of reason is to attempt to limit God, an act of hubris. 

o Jewish clergy state the Bible is a primary source of spiritual inspiration for many but it’s open to interpretation. Some taking the creation account and other content literally and some preferring a figurative understanding. It’s possible to be inspired by religious teachings while not taking a literalist approach. Those who perceive evolution to be in conflict with their religious beliefs and seek to influence public school boards to authorize the teaching of creationism is viewed as a breach in the separation of church and state.

o Unitarian Universalists stated that scripture can convey truths about humans and their relationship to the sacred but the clergy stands in solidarity with Christians and Jews who do not read the Bible literally, as they would a science textbook. The Bible’s purpose is not to convey scientific information but to transform hearts. They say that science should remain science and religion remain religion, which they described as two different, but complementary, forms of truth.
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