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Science and Religion:  Evolution

INTRO to SCRIPTURE

We are in the middle of a three week 
series on science and religion.  
Last week the topic was food, today 
evolution and next week the nature of 
God.  As someone said to me the other 
day - tongue in cheek - “I’m glad you 
have chosen such easy topics.”  Me 
too.  Indeed the topics are very complex, 
which is why we need both science and 
religion for our reflections.  

Some of us have been part of groups -
either religious or scientific - that see the 
other group as problematic, at best, or 
the enemy, at worst. I belong to a group 
called The Clergy Letter Project, which 
was formed to offer religious voices in 
the public square in support of teaching 
evolution in public schools.  This group 
of clergy works to encourage creative 
and constructive dialogue between 
science and religion, while recognizing 
the differences in the two disciplines.  
We often talk about evolution on this 
weekend in recognition of Darwin’s 
birthday later this week. 

For today’s scripture reading I have 
chosen Psalm 19, in which the Psalmist 
declares the glory of God, giving thanks 

for creation and for God’s teachings. 
Later, the adult choir will sing an anthem 
based on this psalm.

SERMON

Since this is a heavy topic let’s start light - 
with a cartoon.  
A zoo-keeper and an orangutan.
The orangutan is reading two books - the
Bible and Darwin’s The Origin of Species.
The zoo-keeper asks, “Why both books?”
The orangutan responds, “I just want to 
know if I am my brother’s keeper or my 
keeper’s brother.”  (juliantrubin.com)

My answer is “both,” even just from a 
religious perspective.  Not only does 
religion care about ethics - being my 
sister’s keeper - it also cares about the 
existential unity of creation - being my 
keeper’s sister.  Long before Darwin, the 
poetic language of familial connection 
with creation was used by the psalmist 
and people such as St. Francis of Assisi 
who spoke of “brother” sun and “sister” 
moon.

Darwin, however, in The Origin of 
Species, in 1859, opened to the public 



a new world of scientific exploration 
and theory.  He described a process of 
evolution, indicating how intricately the 
creation of humans is intertwined with the 
rest of creation.  For some, this was and 
is a blasphemous challenge to our sense 
of the “specialness” of humans.  God 
surely wouldn’t make us in the same way 
as all the other creatures!  This kind of 
emotional response feels similar to that of 
a child first learning about where babies 
come from.  Surely that can’t be true!

In fact, evolutionary science gives us 
whole new insights into the process of 
creation and our interconnectedness with 
all that is.

In college my minor was Biology and one 
of the electives I chose was Evolution.  It 
was a great class.  It was intellectually 
stimulating in terms of the science but 
it also affected my religious thinking.  
This class accentuated the dissonance 
I had already been experiencing with 
the teachings of my childhood church, 
which discouraged questions and 
resisted engaging science.  We were 
supposed to “just have faith.”  However, 
it was increasingly clear to me that 
my faith seeks understanding, of all 
kinds.  Exploring evolution brought me 
to new - both exciting and unsettling - 
considerations about God, scripture, and 
humans’ place in the universe. 

For instance, let’s consider the story of 
creation in the book of Genesis.  When 
we are young we often think this story is 
an historical account of “what happened.”  

However, as we grow up, we begin to 
realize that no one was there to take 
any videos; so we obviously don’t know 
with certainty what really happened.  
In addition, we begin to recognize the 
discrepancies and absurdities from a 
scientific perspective.  I know some 
of your children are bringing up those 
concerns.

However, the creation story is not an 
historical account. I suspect those who 
first told the story didn’t intend it to be. 
Rather it is a poetic expression of the 
religious conviction that there was and 
is a Holy Spirit engaged in the creative 
process of life.  

Too often we think of ancient people as 
primitive, but maybe it was their very 
intimate communion with nature that 
fostered the amazingly intuitive insights 
we find in the creation story.  I am in awe 
of their astonishing “evolutionary” sense 
of creation.  
  
In the story, creation begins with a flash 
of light, “Let there be light.”  And there are 
waters.  As we know – both existentially 
and scientifically - without light and water 
there would be no life as we know it.  
Then organic life begins in the ocean.  
Over time (one metaphoric day at a time) 
larger and more complex creatures come 
to life.  The basic progression depicted 
in the creation story is very much in line 
with today’s evolutionary science.  How 
insightful those people were!



In the ancient world, science and religion 
were not really separate fields of inquiry.  
Science as we know it today is only a 
couple of hundred years old and is deeply 
connected to technological developments 
for measuring and testing.     

Science and religion both seek truth, 
but they approach life with different 
questions.  Science looks at the world 
primarily through the lens of “How – How 
does it all work?”  Religion’s primary lens 
is “Why - What does it all mean?” In my 
own experience, I have found that what 
I learn in one arena brings new insights 
and new questions to the other and back 
again.  It is a fascinating dialogue.

You don’t always find that kind of 
dialogue on late night TV, but sometimes 
you get lucky.  A year ago, Brian Green, 
a theoretical physicist and string theorist, 
was on David Letterman. (1/5/14)  He 
was there to talk about his new book The 
Fabric of the Cosmos.  He said,
 A big question is how did the universe 
begin? We cannot answer that question.  
Some people think that the Big Bang 
is an explanation of how the universe 
began.  It’s not.  The Big Bang is a theory 
of how the universe evolved from a split 
second after whatever brought it into 
existence.   ...If we really had a sense 
about how the universe began I think that 
would alert us to our own place in the 
cosmos in a deep way.

I’m struck by how Greene’s conversation 
about science brings him to a question of 
meaning, “Why are we a part of all this?”   

Letterman, quickly sensing a dialogue 
between science and religion, asked if 
maybe science’s unknowns build a case 
for the universe being “created by an all- 
powerful being?”  Greene responded 
that science can’t rule out “a God if you 
will,” but acknowledged that “it’s not a 
very satisfying answer from a scientific 
perspective.”   And so the dialogue 
continues. 

Having heard from a scientist, let’s 
consider a theologian - Pierre Teilhard de 
Chardin.  Actually Teilhard was both.  He 
was an early 20th century Jesuit priest 
and paleontologist. He was particularly 
open to and captivated by the concept of 
evolution - both in its particular meaning 
for scientific study and as a more general 
concept meaning a “process of growth,” 
which he applied to theological reflections 
and spiritual insights.  Teilhard was 
interested in what he described as the 
growth of human consciousness toward 
God consciousness, which he called the 
Omega Point.  Here is one way he talked 
about it. 

Someday, after mastering the winds, the 
waves, the tides and gravity, we shall 
harness for God the energies of love, and 
then, for the second time in the history of 
the world, (we) will have discovered fire. 

Too often religion can seem to be only 
about the past - ancient stories told by 
ancient peoples about an ancient God.  



Nice for a museum but not necessarily 
very helpful in the complexities of day 
to day living. However, these witnesses 
from the past embolden us to engage our 
times with similar passion and hope.

For the living of these days we need all 
the wisdom and truth that comes to us. 
As the banner out front says, “Our faith is 
2,000 years old, but our thinking is not.”  
We are evolving.  

 


