The Tennessean, Nashville, TN

Clergy seek reason in creation vs. evolution fight

By RAY WADDLE • February 7, 2009

Nearly 12,000 Christian ministers, 161 from Tennessee, have signed a petition saying believers have nothing to fear from science.

The Clergy Letter Project says pious resistance to evolutionary science cheats America's schoolchildren and insults God.

If news of this clergy letter surprises you, blame the prime-time militants who work so hard to drown out interesting voices in order to keep their own drama alive — the conflict between biblical literalism and scientific materialism.

These two extremes, the Bible creationists and the bio-atheists, are in a public battle to the death. It's survival of the fittest. A thoughtful middle position is a threat to their Darwinian publicity struggle.

Maybe the 200th anniversary of Charles Darwin's birthday next week will refresh a moldy debate. Locally, a potluck gathering, with music and a lecture on Darwin's impact, is set for Thursday at
7 p.m.

A few churches plan Darwin-related sermons Feb. 15. See other events at www.nashville-au.org/news.html.

Reconciling God, evolution

Now back to the Clergy Letter Project. It was initiated by activists nationally seeking sensible evolution instruction in America's embattled public schools. See www.clergyletterproject.net.

The letter says clergy of many traditions believe that the timeless truths of Scripture and the discoveries of science can coexist: "We believe 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 evolutionary theory is to embrace scientific ignorance and to transmit such ignorance to our children, the letter declares.

"We believe that among God's good gifts are human minds capable of critical thought and that the failure to fully employ this gift is a rejection of the will of our Creator."

The letter says believers can take Scripture seriously without reading it as science. The Adam and Eve story is a metaphoric way to convey humanity's turbulent history with God and the need for redemption.

Literal readings of the six days of creation will only discredit religion. This is the dream of secularists who perfectly agree with fundamentalists that Scripture must be literal at all points or it is nothing. Missing from the controversy is a third voice, moderates who defend Bible and biology together.

A recent book shows how. In Saving Darwin: How to be a Christian and Believe in Evolution, physicist Karl Giberson describes evolution as an expression of God's creativity. In this overheated debate, he urges something no debater wants to concede, humility:

"We don't know anywhere near enough about evolution to infer from it that God is not the creator. And we don't know anywhere near enough about God to dismiss the idea that evolution might be a part of God's creative processes."

Columnist Ray Waddle, a former Tennessean religion editor who now lives in Connecticut, can be reached at ray@raywaddle.com.
