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DECATUR - The Rev. Jim Montgomery is the pastor of a Christian church. He also believes in the theory of evolution. And Montgomery is not alone.

The pastor of Decatur's First Presbyterian Church is one of nearly 13,000 signers of the "Clergy Letter Project," a nationwide movement of Christian and Jewish clergy that rejects traditional views of creation in favor of acknowledgement that science and faith can exist side by side. On the weekend of Feb. 12, coinciding with the 202nd birthday of Charles Darwin, several Decatur-area churches participated in "Evolution Weekend," highlighted by the signing of the central document to the Clergy Letter Project.

"To quote that letter, ‘Religious truth is of a different order from scientific truth,' " Montgomery said. "And it continues: ‘Its purpose is not to convey scientific information but to transform hearts.' "

In the pastor's eyes, there's no reason why scientific inquiry and his faith can't coexist, or even strengthen one another. In speaking to his congregation about the subject, Montgomery attempts to make them understand the "different questions" that science and religion cause people to ask in their everyday lives.

"In the sermons I gave, I talked about the strident voices in modern Christianity that say we need to choose between religion and science," he said. "The truth is that they aren't mutually exclusive. Similarly strident cries went up against Copernicus when he insisted that the Earth revolved around the sun, and today this is widely accepted. Religion and science don't even attempt to answer the same questions: Science asks ‘what' and ‘how,' but religion asks ‘who' and ‘why.' "

Montgomery also believes that other church communities are often unable to embrace these views due to a certain lack of flexibility.

"Other groups will take the Bible much more literally," he said. "I take it very seriously, but not literally. I don't see how Christian faith should be unable to accommodate this theory. The participating churches are found in all 50 states plus eight countries, and run the gamut of all denominations."

Naturally, members of the congregation are occasionally hesitant and may voice concerns. Montgomery listens to all arguments, but he said he has faith for the churchgoers to come to their own conclusions.

"I'm in favor of dialogue. I'd like to hear him or her explain any concerns they have," he said. "I try to explain my belief that I don't see anything in the theory of evolution that contradicts the idea of God initiating the process of creation. We have people with strong opinions in this congregation, and we welcome that. These people don't just check their modern minds at the doors of the church."

First Presbyterian isn't the only house of worship in town to participate in Evolution Weekend. Pastor Bill Pyatt of Mount Zion United Methodist Church also is a signer of the Clergy Letter Project. Looking at his educational history, it's fairly easy to see why.

"I am actually a scientist by training; I was a biology major in college," Pyatt said. "I don't use the Bible as a history book - I use it as a theology book. I tell my congregation that it's my understanding that science and religion intersect in many parts of our lives. Scientific inquiry and hypothesis just doesn't threaten my faith."

According to Pyatt, the United Methodist Church "has not really tried to seriously sort out evolution vs. creationism." The pastor, then, sees it as his duty to address the topic each February with his congregation. He experiences occasional backlash but feels the discussion makes his group stronger as a whole.

"I agree to meet with anyone with concerns and respectfully let him present his argument," he said. "In the bigger scheme of things this debate disappears when more important topics come up, like who is going to stock and staff the food pantry? When I meet with someone about a topic like this, the worst that will happen is that they tell me I'm wrong, but they're still happy to have me as their pastor."

