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Churches encouraging science-religion balance on Evolution Weekend
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Can religion and evolution co-exist without anger, yelling and threats of going to hell?

More than 800 congregations will say "yes" this weekend, when pastors and rabbis in nine countries are expected to offer sermons and discussion groups on the potential for peace between the warring camps.

The Rev. Hub Nelson, of St. Stephen Lutheran Church in Pompano Beach, will preach about Christian support for scientific research on Sunday.
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"My belief is that Jesus Christ does not separate me from science," Nelson said. "I believe everything began with God and will end with God. But I also wouldn't want scientists to be anything but rigorous."

Evolution Weekend, created by Michael Zimmerman, a dean at Butler University in Indiana, is timed to celebrate the Feb. 12 birthday of Charles Darwin, who in 1838 brainstormed the theory of evolution by natural selection.

Two years ago, Zimmerman decided he was tired of fighting with fundamentalist Christians about teaching evolution in the schools. He began to seek out clergy who believe in compatibility.

His idea, known as the Clergy Letter Project, began with 467 churches in 2006 and has grown to 800 this year.

"There are loud voices that say you have to choose between religion and science," Zimmerman said. "We needed a counterbalancing voice."

Zimmerman and Clergy Letter religious leaders believe the two camps do not have to be at odds. They say they want to mend the rift by encouraging discussion and finding common beliefs.

On his Web site, www.evolutionweekend.org, Zimmerman provides sample sermons and the names of hundreds of scientists who can talk about the relationship of religion and evolution.

Nelson, the Pompano Beach pastor, believes Christians should not take the stories of biblical creation literally.

"If the Bible were to be our science book, there would be only one account," Nelson said.

The Rev. Nancy McCarthy, of St. Mary's Episcopal Church in Deerfield Beach, agreed. She said Christians should not treat the Bible as scientific fact.

"The creation stories in Genesis are ways of conveying greater truths about human beings," McCarthy said. "I want my congregation to be open to new findings. We do our church a disservice when we don't teach up-to-date science and evolution in the schools."

Most Americans don't agree that evolution is scientific fact. According to a Harris poll taken in November, 42 percent believe in evolution, about the same amount (39 percent) that believes in creationism. The poll showed that 82 percent of Americans believe in God.

John West, senior fellow at the Discovery Institute, a Seattle-based think tank that supports intelligent design, sees Evolution Weekend as a public-relations strategy for evolution proponents to find support in churches.

"They are enlisting religion to get their views accepted," said West, author of Darwin Day in America, which explores the impact of social Darwinism on politics. "They suppress dissenting views among scientists. Their ultimate goal is to keep their one-sided dominance."

Still, Evolution Weekend appears to be expanding among different denominations and philosophies. Jewish congregations, Presbyterians, Methodists, Mennonites, Unitarian Universalists, theology schools and campus ministries have agreed to talk about evolution this weekend.

"The point of the story is that God did it, not the manner," said Rabbi Anthony Fratello, of Temple Shaarei Shalom west of Boynton Beach, who wrote an article for the Reform Jewish congregation's bulletin about evolution. "Too many people look at science as either/or. It doesn't have to be that way."
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