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Pastors have evolution and creation on the pulpit
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Your bookshelf has room for the Bible and Charles Darwin's ``The Origin of the Species,'' too.
A handful of local pastors is carrying that notion to the pulpit this month in a growing effort among some denominations to affirm that science, including the theory of evolution, can be compatible with religious faith.

Congregations in Framingham, Holliston and Hopedale are among about 850 in the United States and 11 other countries with sermons or discussions planned to mark the fifth annual Evolution Weekend.

Paired with Darwin's birthday on Feb. 12, the event grew out of the Clergy Letter Project, in which some 13,000 religious leaders have signed or written statements saying scientific and holy truths can coexist without conflict.

``Science asks the question how and religion asks the question why,'' said the Rev. Anita Farber-Robertson, interim minister of Hopedale Unitarian Parish. ``They are two different questions and therefore two different answers.''

Other schools of Christian thought with a more literal view of the Bible see it much differently.

``Science and the scriptures can work together, but we categorically don't agree with the theory of evolution,'' said the Rev. Tim Horton, pastor at Grace Evangelical Free Church in Framingham. ``We believe in the intelligent design of a creator, and to me, the two views have to be at odds with each other.''

The way the debate about evolution recently played out in public schools prompted the Clergy Letter Project.

Michael Zimmerman, a biology professor and a dean at Butler University in Indiana, started the initiative in 2004 after a school board in Wisconsin voted to allow the teaching of creationist views, as well as evolution.

Similar controversies unfolded in Kansas and Pennsylvania as opponents of evolution argued in favor of also teaching a theory that some complex aspects of nature can be best explained as the work of an ``intelligent designer.''

Others, such as the National Academy of Sciences, say this is essentially a religious idea that cannot be tested by scientific methods.

Zimmerman said the debate caused ``unnecessary division and confusion.''

``I wanted to let the public know that numerous clergy from most denominations have tremendous respect for evolutionary theory and have embraced it as a core component of human knowledge, fully harmonious with religious faith,'' Zimmerman wrote in a letter on his Web site.

Overall, 43 churches in Massachusetts are joining in Evolution Weekend.

Pastor Brad Watters at Grace Congregational United Church of Christ in Framingham signed onto the Clergy Letter Project, and he said on Friday he planned to participate in Evolution Weekend.

He called the Bible's story of creation ``a beautiful metaphor'' and said the theory of evolution is a ``fascinating, deep, rich way to understand how creation is assembled.''

Grace Congregational inherits a New England tradition of embracing reason and humanity's creativity and curiosity, Watters said. Openly discussing the relationship between science and religious belief fits with the church's motto, he said: ``Faith in action.''

That mission also brought Watters to the State House recently to join others in advocating for extending further rights to transgender people.

``It's about standing up for what you believe,'' he said.

At St. Michael's Episcopal Church in Holliston, the Rev. Christine Whittaker said her congregation usually sticks to a busy liturgical calendar, but she sees a place for discussing the relationship between science and faith.

``I think there needs to be a clear witness for the fact that science and religion can and do coexist for many thinking people of faith,'' she said.

In a forum at 9 a.m. before regular services today, St. Michael's will screen ``Judgment Day: Intelligent Design on Trial.''

The NOVA documentary explores a 2004 legal battle over evolution in public schools of Dover, Pa. St. Michael's has held past discussions, too.

While Whittaker said she views the Bible as the word of God, she also believes it's important to view it in context as a series of books written at different times, not a history or science textbook.
``I think they contain profound truth, but truth about different things and not about scientific developments,'' she said.

Farber-Robertson said she has participated in Evolution Weekend since it began, before she arrived in Hopedale last year.

She gave a sermon on the subject last weekend, drawing parallels between scientific advancement and improvements in quality of life, and recalling the trial of Galileo for teaching what is now basic astronomy.

People in this region often do not realize the implications of debates that are largely taking place elsewhere about the role of creationist ideas in schools, Farber-Robertson said.
``They can have whatever belief system they want, but don't call it science,'' she said.

Horton, who called himself a ``strict constructionist,'' said evolution is a flawed theory. A number of reputable scientists say it takes more faith to accept Darwin's ideas than religion, he said.
``The Bible is very clear,'' Horton said. ``It says in the beginning, God created heavens and the earth.''
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