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Across the country this weekend, as you may have already read or heard in the media, clergy of various denominations, myself included, have committed ourselves to address the compatibility of science and religion.  This year’s Evolution weekend was chosen by Michael Zimmerman, a biologist and the dean at Butler University in Indiana, in large part because it follows on the heels of the bicentennial of Charles Darwin’s birth marked this past Thursday; however, Zimmerman kicked off this project four years ago to counter the fundamentalist fervor behind efforts to replace, and even debunk science, including Darwin’s extraordinary theory of evolution, with creationism and intelligent design theory.  

At the crux of the issue is how we view our canonized religious scripture.  Preaching to what I presume, this morning, is a predominately liberal and certainly non-fundamentalist group, I fear that it is often our acceptance of science as truth that causes us far too often to dismiss Torah outright.  The fault of fundamentalism is that it accepts the biblical account not only as religious truth but as historical fact, as an accurate, scientific if you will, accounting of events.   Equally, though, the fault of our rationally based, scientifically grounded approach to the text, is that we too easily dismiss what is not historically accurate but may still have religious and/or moral truth at its core.   

The Biblical canon was closed long before our modern understanding of science.  The tools by which we make scientific inquiry in the modern world didn’t arise until the middle ages.  Certainly science as a field of study has its early roots in the hellenistic period, a period when the canon may have had still some degree of openness, but ultimately the roots of scientific exploration post-date the closing of our Biblical canon.  The Bible was never intended to serve as a scientifically accurate reckoning of events, and to accept it as such undermines the valuable role it can play in our lives.   The primary goal of our biblical authors and editors was to promote the story of a chosen people and to promulgate Israelite religion with God, specifically Adonai, at its center.   The manner of study that grew around the text, even from an ancient period, underscores the fluidity with which we are to approach the text.  The peshat, the literal understanding of the text was never accepted as the sole understanding once the text was fixed. Drawing out the remez, the allegorical meanings in the text, the midrash, the homiletical meanings that extend beyond the immediate context, and even the sod, the secret mystical meanings have always been understood as valid ways to interpret and understand our sacred text, even if our sages argued over which method was best.  

It seems fitting that for us Jews, this Evolution Weekend falls on Shabbat Yitro, when we read and are invited to stand as if re-enacting revelation at Sinai.  It is a powerful read, full of drama and emotion; at the same time, it is a scene that is not at all historically provable.  The idea that our biblical ancestors stood at the foot of a mountain receiving innovative laws directly from God amidst thunder, lightening, fire and smoke, stretches our imagination, and yet would we dismiss the value, the importance of the words offered in the text as those commandments.  We hold them up as truth - placing them front and center (note above the ark).   The literary scene compels us to pay attention, and that is the point.  We won’t forget our experience at Sinai, even if it didn’t actually happen as preserved by our text.  

The laws can be historically traced as evolving out of a number of legal systems of the Ancient Near East.  It is clear that the formula of our Biblical 10 commandments closely parallels ancient Hittite treaties between rulers and their vassals in the 2nd millenium BCE; this scientific, critical analysis of the text, which is a fascinating matter unto its own, does not necessarily match the religious ideal that the biblical narrative is trying to express, namely pay attention here: the law and its revelation as establishing a brit, a covenantal relationship between the people and God is foundational to their journey.

כבד את אביך ואת אמיך, honor your father and mother, sits right in the middle of the aseret hadibrot,  these 10 Commandments.  Generally understood as a significant marker separating the first 4 commandments that address our relationship with God from the remainder which address the interactions between human beings, this commandment could be read as an acknowledgment of the biological processes of life which were far from understood in the day in which this was written.   We are not asked here, despite the classic commentary that understands it as such, to honor God, the ultimate creator; rather, we are asked to honor our father and mother - we commanded to recognize our human origins, and perhaps by extension our humble place in the biological processes of evolution.   

Religious fundamentalists might cry foul, to such an anacranistic d’rash arguing that science has no place in religious thought, yet Darwin himself was a seminary student who seriously considered the Anglican priesthood.  Gregor Mendel, too, who made invaluable contributions to the field of genetics was a monk who did much of his research in the gardens of his abbey.  These were religious men.  Maybe it was their religious faith that enabled them to take the necessary risks required for such significant intellectual advancements. 
  


Rabbi Bradley Shavit Artson reminds us in his commentary, The Bedside Torah,  that the Talmud teaches that three partners are involved in the birth of a human being: God, a mother, and a father.   God and science can, and must, co-exist.  We must recognize the limits of the sacred texts we’ve inherited, appreciating them as the expression of religious ideals while refraining from linking these ideals with historical verity.  At the same time, our desire to be grounded in science and seek that which is provable does not necessitate a negation of the basic truths offered by our canonized text.



