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Type of Course: General Biology (BIO-005), a general education course for biology majors and non-majors.
Learning Outcomes: Students will consider common visions of evolutionary theory in light of Christian faith and vice versa, and demonstrate awareness of theological and scientific stakes.
Suggested Location in the Curriculum: Sporadic, throughout the semester, giving students time to process and honoring Theodosius Dobzhansky’s claim that “nothing in biology makes sense except in the light of evolution.”
Estimated Time: Two hours’ classroom time, as well as additional out-of-class assignment time. One hour co-taught with a member of religious studies faculty. Early exposure and two catch-up times later in the semester.
Advanced Preparation for Instructor: Instructor will read the assigned reading before class and prepare answers to the questions to be asked of students. Read Lesslie Newbigin’s Foolishness to the Greeks or Proper Confidence to locate scientific learning among the disciplines and in the history of ideas. Participate in new faculty “wayfinding” course on Christian liberal arts and faith-learning.
Supplies Needed: required selections in Denis Lamoureux, Evolution: Scripture and Nature Say Yes, chapters 1-2; Francis Collins, The Language of God, and the whole of Donald MacCrimmon MacKay, The Clockwork Image: A Christian Perspective on Science.
Cultural Barriers to be Considered: Westmont’s student body draws from mainly nondenominational churches and families with a variety of stances towards evolution, from acceptance to indifference to qualified affirmation (microevolution, etc.) to rejection, and a spectrum of hermeneutical assumptions about biblical texts on creation. Different church and cultural authorities draw their respect. Other students come from mainline and conservative Protestant, Catholic, Orthodox, and other traditions. Many have public high school educations, while a sizeable minority come from a diverse range of Christian educational backgrounds. Presently around 3 in 10 are students of color; in some of their church traditions, evolution is discouraged. Students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds may be first-generation college students, may not have the same familial or church support networks, or may have more narrowly professional goals for their education. So instructors and fellow students should bear in mind the possibility of unforeseen conflicts, motivations for education, and diversity within classes.
Establishing Respect in the Classroom: Student culture is presently reluctant to disagree with authorities or with one another in a classroom setting, particularly when challenging a perceived campus consensus (or reigning ideology). The discipline of biology also struggles to be respectful of young earth creationism and to a lesser extent Intelligent Design theory, leading to an intimidating atmosphere that can easily suppress voicing of unfavored views. The course will feature written assignments to work around the chilling effect of this educational culture. Faculty will encourage students to express opposing views and should reward them. The instructor will cultivate an atmosphere of ‘convicted civility,’ naming the institutional biases and promising (and encouraging from peers) respect for those who dissent from them even while their positions may be critiqued.
 
Pre-Class Assignment(s): Written critical and personal response to assigned reading.
Procedure: One hour will feature a short presentation by one religious studies faculty member and forty minutes of discussion with the class and including the biology instructor. A second hour will be an in-class guided discussion among peers. Response prompts are TBD and depend on the instructor (this course is taught by different instructors).
Lesson Plan / Agenda: 
First hour:
[Pre-reading: Lamoureaux shows that one doesn’t need to read Genesis literally, and in fact we already don’t and can’t. Mackey shows that limited reductionism is self-refuting, by appealing to “different levels” of meaning.]
An in-class multidisciplinary session: ‘Viruses before Adam’ as the topic of a specific case study or microcosm demonstrating what’s at stake in different proposals of conflict/reconciliation/bifurcation.
-Invite students, in groups, to articulate the theological and biological implications of virological phenomena, according to a particular vision. Then offer their appraisals of their proposal.
-Show how this exercise demonstrates theological, scientific, and other forms of knowledge as distinct, related, and informing one another. (Theology explores the Kingdom of God’s framework; other disciplines explore domains it frames and serves.)
Second hour:
Instructor begins with a Google Forms survey on attitudes towards evolution, then breaks students into groups of 4-5 to discuss the results and offer their own attitudes and stories. Then instructor tells his or her own story of reconciliation of science and faith and solicits testimonies and questions from the class. Concludes by stressing that these activities are meant to facilitate a longer term process, not conclude one.
Post-Class Assignment: In a test, students will articulate common proposals for understanding and evaluating evolutionary theory in light of Christian faith and vice versa. A written reflection on the student’s own developing stance may also be considered. The topic receives much further attention in Biology 006.
 
Available Resources for Students and Instructors
Michael J. Dodds, Unlocking Divine Action: Contemporary Science and Thomas Aquinas.
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