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Christians gather in celebration ... of Darwin
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This week marks the 200th anniversary of Charles Darwin's birth, and this year the 150th of "The Origin of Species" and the fourth in a campaign to proclaim -- from the pulpit -- that religion and science are not sworn enemies. 

More than a dozen Oregon faith communities are among 980 congregations taking part in Evolution Weekend in all 50 states and 14 countries. 

"People assume that a large portion of Christianity is opposed to science," said the Rev. Daniel E.H. Bryant of Eugene, who was polishing his sermon earlier this week. "We aren't," said the pastor of First Christian Church (Disciples of Christ). "We are not literalists in our approach to Scripture," he said in an interview. "We take creation seriously, not literally." 

Bryant is one of more than 246 Oregonians out of 11,800 Christian, Jewish and Unitarian Universalist clergy members who have signed one of three versions of "The Clergy Letter" since 2004. The letter declares that "the theory of evolution is a foundational scientific truth" and that rejecting it or portraying it as "one theory among others" amounts to embracing "scientific ignorance" and passing it along to the next generation. 

"I signed The Clergy Letter to make a public statement that there is no conflict between religion and science," Bryant says. The public debate between the two, he says, is a "manufactured one" and boils down to "our truth vs. their truth." 

Bryant refers to arguments made famous by the Scopes trial in 1927, which still arise in places where creationists and supporters of intelligent design want their views taught in science classes. 

Creationists believe that God created life as Genesis describes it. Advocates of intelligent design argue that evolution is the design of a higher power. Both argue that Darwin's ideas about evolution and natural selection conflict with the Bible. 

But thousands of religious leaders do not agree, says Michael Zimmerman, who organized The Clergy Letter Project and Evolution Weekend (www.theclergyletterproject.org) from his office at Butler University in Wisconsin. 

"There is one religious world that wants to be the norm," Zimmerman said in an interview. "And just because they are the loudest, they want their religion taught in science classes." Zimmerman, a biologist, believes that Evolution Weekend educates people about diversity in the religious sphere and recognizes that, for many people of faith, religion and science do not conflict. 

Here are excerpts offered by three Oregon ministers from sermons or prayers they will use to observe Evolution Weekend with their congregations: 

We should not fear the truth of science nor doubt the revelation of Scripture. There is no conflict between evolution and faith, no contradiction between Darwin's "Origin of Species" and the Bible's origin of creation. 

One provides answers to how and when; the other gives us purpose and meaning. Both point to the wonder of the world, the beauty of life and the immense complexity -- and yet incredible harmony -- of the universe. 

-- the Rev. Daniel E.H. Bryant, First Christian Church (Disciples of Christ), Eugene
Evolution has remained the prime battleground of a perennial (and grievously misguided) war between science and faith for 150 years. ... 
Glimpsing humans as small moving parts of such vast and intricate wholeness stuns me into silence. ... Survival mechanisms abound, which beggar the limits of trial and error; innovations that had to be right the first time; interdependent systems that must be complete and simultaneous to be functional at all. And elegance abounds, in such complex detail as the sequence of differentially marked feathers that create a single stripe on the brow of a warbler. ... 
Evolution sets us within the flow of Life, in which we are both a part and, however small, a creative partner.
-- the Rev. Margaret Keip, Unitarian Universalist Fellowship of Grants Pass


Thank you, God, that Darwin asked countless questions about all he saw and encountered in this world. Thank you for the wonders he did not understand and the options that they presented. Thank you that in spite of what he was taught, he came to find a different way of understanding how your creation works, a way that did not dismiss you, did not belittle you, and did not lessen the awe and wonder of all your universe. ... 

We praise and thank you, God, for those who ask the questions and push the boundaries so that we might move away from fear and superstition and come to a place of awe and reverence for you and your universe. Amen.
-- Prayer by the Rev. Tim Overton-Harris of Vermont Hills United Methodist Church, Portland, inspired by "A Reflection on Darwin's Work" by the Unitarian and Free Christian Churches of the United Kingdom
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