CREATIONISM: A Case for 

Too Much Faith in Science;

Too Little Faith in God

The all too public controversy, supposedly between science and religion, on the theory of evolution seems to me to be misfocused on peripheral issues rather than central concepts.  On one side of the argument is the faction of scientists who rightly insist that the theory of evolution provides the most satisfactory explanation of the processes through which most modern living systems have arisen.  The extremists of this faction (and the most vocal in their repudiation of the creationists' claims) wrongly reject the possibility of any alternative explanation despite the quite reasonable evidence that that there are phenomena for which selection through survival of the fittest may not best suit the facts.  For example, it is far from obvious that the hundreds or perhaps thousands of genomic variants that would have had to occur sequentially in the appearance of the camera eye each conferred sufficient selective advantage on their bearers to have led to survival over those without this slightly altered phenotype.  To put it another way, why would each component of a not yet functional eye help the cephalopod or chordate with this visually "useless" component to outcompete others?


On the creationist side of the controversy are those who correctly stress the theoretical nature of Darwinian evolution and the incomplete character of its supporting evidence. But this group, paradoxically, also includes a large number of those who actually are expressing a profound belief in science in proclaiming their faith in the Bible!  Let me explain; consider what the creationists' claims involve.  Those who cite the statements from the King James (or any other) version of Holy Scripture, which describe the acts of God in creating the earth, living things, man, etc., seem to be assuming that the validity of these statements is equivalent to that of statements written by a modern geologist or biologist.  The truth value of the statements made in this part of Genesis are thus being limited by criteria that a reader would expect of an article published in, say,  Scientific American.  Genesis was not written by scientists, nor were the concepts, insights or intentions ever intended to be limited to the restrictions of the scientific paradigm (which actually was not even formally articulated until the 16th century CE).  The words of Genesis were chosen by religious geniuses, not as scientifically verifiable descriptions of ways in which the world operates, but as statements of faith -- metaphors depicting the essential role of God in creation.  They were not intended to convey how God works but to testify that ultimately God is responsible.  To insist that the words are only true if they conform to meanings we now consider consistent with our science is certain evidence that those who so insist have more faith in science than they do in what should be the far more inclusive domain of their religious beliefs.


So, in actuality, the literal creationist and the strict evolutionist are not in opposition, but are united in their agreement that the only valid criteria for determining any kind of truth must be scientific criteria.  Science provides one of the most reliable methods for understanding many types of easily observable phenomena, but it is unscientific to assume that the scientific method is capable of providing answers to all types of questions, particularly complex or subjective questions or those involving purposes or values.  Thus, one of the ironies of the creationists' insistence on a literal, scientific interpretation of Scripture is that this attitude betrays a lack of faith in the ingenuity and the power of God.


Now I recognize that this line of reasoning to expose the creationists' fallacy involves assumptions that may not seem appropriate to the atheist or secular humanist schools of creationist opponents, but please note that the argument warning against too great faith in the universality of the scientific paradigm applies to all camps.   Problems such as those associated with the evolution of the eye cited above have led to speculations that other processes may influence the direction of biological changes.  These have been given such names as "directed evolution", "entelechy", etc.  Serious flaws in such proposals have led to their abandonment, at least as originally proposed.  However, these examples emphasize that, while initially championing the standard mechanisms of evolution for tracing the marvelous plasticity of bioorganic forms, we should be open to other possibilities and tolerant of an evolution in our ways of interpreting new data with appropriate amendments to our treasured theories.  

I am a scientist who finds no fundamental conflict teaching Darwinism in the classroom and what Marcus Borg calls panentheism (note: this is quite distinct from pantheism) to my Methodist Adult Sunday school class.  So, what do I, consider to be the most reasonable position with respect to the apparent conflict between science and religion?  I personally find the notion of a creator responsible for creation and subsequent evolution appealing, and I am impressed by the accumulating evidence that there seems to be a great deal of non-randomness that somehow got built into the structure of our universe, the components and combinations of our metabolic processes and the properties of our neural machinery.  There most likely is a God in the machine and (s)he has been there from the very beginning.
All of this may be of personal benefit in seeing new orientations to the creation/evolution controversy, but may not be directly helpful in presenting evolution in the classroom.  When I teach the section on evolution, I emphasize that both the theory and the evidence for it have evolved since Darwin's time and that the major controversies that the theory has stimulated have resulted from oversimplifying either the scientific or the religious concepts or both.  I note the oft-heard criticism that Darwinism is merely a theory and, thus, unproven, but I restate Darwin's central hypothesis, that environmental conditions determine which organisms among those with certain small variations survive, and refer to a number of cases in which the hypothesis has been proven as support for expecting it to be the most reasonable operating factor in the majority of cases.  To the student or parent who objects that Darwinism conflicts with what the Bible says, I take advantage of the opportunity this offers to explore Pilate's question at Jesus' trial: "What is Truth?".   I point out that literal truth is but one of many kinds of truth and that it is illogical to accept objectively repeatable and shareable observations (i.e., the scientific method) as the only path to all truth.  I admit that the theory of evolution has been applied to inappropriate cases but that it is the most comprehensive theory we have and it is evolving in its application to an ever-growing number of cases.
