StarGazette.com

Darwin's birthday evolves into discussion on faith and science

Local groups to take part in series of events
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Five religious congregations in the Southern Tier representing Christian, Jewish and Muslim faith traditions will celebrate Evolution Weekend this Friday through Sunday.

They will be among 627 congregations in all 50 states, the District of Columbia and 13 other countries scheduled to participate in the observance that coincides with the Feb. 12 anniversary of Charles Darwin's birth. Participants hope to show that religion and science are compatible.

"A lot of people assume that because you believe in evolution that you don't believe in God, or that you're an atheist, and that certainly is what we want to dispel with this weekend," said the Rev. Gary McCaslin, pastor of First Baptist Church of Painted Post, one of the participating congregations.

"Science and religion are not exclusive, but they can co-exist, and they can celebrate each other," said McCaslin, who will preach on "The Evolution of a New Theology or Jesus Did Not Die for My Sins" during morning worship at 10 a.m. Sunday. "One talks about how things are done. The other one talks about why things are done."

Paul Solyn, executive director of the Jewish Center and Federation of the Twin Tiers in West Elmira, will speak on "Why Is Evolution So Scary?" on Saturday during the Evolution Shabbat at Congregation Shomray Hadath in West Elmira. The service begins at 9 a.m., and he will speak at approximately 11.

"From a Jewish point of view, I would say that we have very little opposition to the teaching of evolution, even from those of us who believe the biblical account of the creation in six days as literal fact, which probably not everyone does," he said.

"Within the spectrum of Jewish belief, even the most orthodox have no real objection to the teaching of evolution," Solyn said. "They tend to think of science and religion as different spheres of knowledge, and if they appear to be in conflict, that's not a problem."

Maimonides, a Jewish sage from about 800 years ago, said if science and religion appear to be in conflict, it is only because our knowledge and understanding are incomplete, he said.

"I think it's important that people not disassociate evolution from the Bible story," said the Rev. Michael Hartney, rector of the Episcopal Parishes of Schuyler County. During Evolution Sunday, he will preach and offer special prayers during the 8:45 a.m. service at Saint John's in Catharine and at the 10:45 a.m. service at Saint James' in Watkins Glen.

"There's nothing incompatible between scientific theory and the Bible. It's important for churches to say that," he said. "I think it's very important that churches that believe that there is compatibility to say it strongly so that point of view is heard. Other churches have a very strong voice in another direction."

The Islamic Association of the Finger Lakes in Big Flats will celebrate Evolution Jumu'ah when Imam Zaman Marwat will speak on "Evolution -- How Is It Understood by a Religious Community?" during the afternoon worship service that begins at 1:15 Friday.

Muslims generally don't see conflict between science and religion, said Dr. Najeeb Rehman of Horseheads, a spokesman for the Islamic Association.

Islam does not prevent you from learning scientific disciplines and using them to your advantage, but you should not test your religion on the basis of scientific principals because they could be flawed and may change over time, he said.

"I'm not a theologian, but the general concept in the Muslim world is that Adam and Eve were created and God created all the species, and from thereon there has been adaptation and evolution. That's the basic belief and concept in Islam," he said.

"If somebody was trying to prove that human beings evolved from apes, I think that would definitely contradict beliefs," Rehman said. "We do not keep science out of the religion, but we do not take science as a basis to inform the religion."

