Evolution & Religion
A Jewish Perspective
Instructor Guide
 
BACKGROUND INFORMATION
Learning Outcomes
When students complete this unit they will be able to:
Learn in, about and from scientific and religious perspectives on the origins of the universe, life, and humanity, as well as articulate models of interaction between them.

A- Jewish sources that relate to Origins—session 1

1- Discuss Biblical sources: e.g. Genesis 1 and 2; Psalm 104; Job 28.
2- Relate to Talmudic and midrashic sources
3- Describe medieval and modern Jewish understandings
4- Explain the nature of argumentation and justification in Rabbinic discourse based predominantly on a hermeneutic discussion of what a text means: a question is identified, a relevant textual reference is brought (most authoritative would be from the Tanach), the text is then interpreted in a variety of ways by a number of people, the interpretations are deliberated, the consequences and ramifications of the various interpretations are discussed, examples of practice are brought, sometimes the case is adjudicated as one side being the authoritative for practice but all sides are preserved as having value.
5- Explain how religious claims are different from scientific ones (science deals with how the world works and religion with how we should live).


B- The Nature of Science and Evolution—session 2

1- Describe what scientists do; including: 
a- identifying a problem 
b- formulating a hypotheses to address the problem 
c- designing a way to test the hypothesis 
d- testing the hypothesis in a way that can be reproduced
e- analysing the data 
f- drawing conclusions
2- Offer an explanation as to why scientists work this way. For example: it effectively addresses the problems identified, it leads to theoretical understanding of why things are the way they are, etc.
3- Describe the current state of evolutionary theory including the relevant evidence.
4- Articulate how evolutionary theory based on its relevant evidence is a scientific theory.


C- Fostering Dialogue between science and Judaism on the topic of evolution—session 3

1- Articulate several ways in which traditional Jewish sources have attempted to   address potential conflicts between Jewish sources and the theory of evolution.
2- Identify what science illuminates about the Torah, and what the Torah illuminates about science.
3- Describe forms of interaction between Judaism and Evolution.  
 
Type of Course:  Unit in a biology course for Orthodox students in two contexts: 1- Undergraduates at Touro College in New York (science majors and non-majors) and 2- upper level high school students in Israel’s religious education stream (11th and 12th graders, biology majors and non-majors).
Suggested Location in the Curriculum: Towards the end of the first semester of a yearlong course. Note: this unit may require a team of as many as three instructors to present the material in this unit. 
Estimated Time:  Three two-hour sessions.
Advanced Preparation for Instructor: A team that includes experts in Biology, Jewish thought and Bible, who prepare for and execute this unit together, may be the best approach. Because this topic is sensitive, we believe the instructors will need specific training before teaching. The designers of this unit have compiled a source book and other materials (attached). (We further suggest that the teaching team create an online community for inquiry in which a common pedagogy for addressing the material is developed.)
Supplies Needed:  Course materials
Cultural Barriers to be Considered:  
1-  Evolution is often associated with secular identity.
2- A growing turn towards literalism combined with a paucity of knowledge regarding multiple readings in Jewish sources.
3- A tendency to move towards Ultra-Orthodox perspectives on religion 
4- A loss of dignity and uniqueness of humanity that is perceived to derive from common descent.
5- A tendency to oversimplify complex issues (“I did not come from a monkey”). 
6- Evolution is sometimes associated with a degeneration of values including racism, eugenics, promiscuity, lack of concern for the weak. 
7- A sheltered upbringing that did not engage with the world outside their Jewish community.
8-  The belief that Judaism accepts science but not evolution because evolution is not good science. 
Establishing Respect in the Classroom:  Establishing a well-prepared team who has the respect of the students. This team will present diverse and divergent opinions that are each given respect. They will state that it is a ground rule that multiple positions expressed by students in class need to be taken seriously. Indeed every student’s question will be valued as worthwhile as different views will be invited and explored. Critique will be offered, because this in fact is the greatest sign of respect and instructors will role model for students that views need serious consideration based on reasoning, evidence and respectful argumentation, discussion, and dialog on the issues at hand and never relate to personal attacks. It will be pointed out to students that this method is reflective of both traditional Jewish learning, such as in the Talmud, as well as scientific method.
 
OUTLINE OF SESSIONS:
 
Pre-Class Assignment(s): Write a paragraph in which you describe: how do you understand evolution? What is your view of how the Torah describes the origin of the universe, life and humans? In your view are there one or more ways to describe a possible relationship of between evolution and the Jewish view, if so what could they be, and what is your position on the issue? Fill out the survey to obtain a base line (review the questions to see if they should be adapted for this population) add an additional question regarding whether they view themselves as someone who has a “science-only”, “religion-only”, or “science and religion” orientation/world-view. 
 
Procedure
1st session:
Provide the students with a source book material ahead of class (including Biblical texts with commentaries as well as midrashic and Talmudic texts- a draft will be compiled by Tzvi’s grad student based on the appendix in the Rabbi Sacks book, the source material chapter in Challenge, and other sources if needed in the coming weeks to be reviewed by the team) and ask them to read the material. 
Select texts will then be studied in pairs when the students arrive at the class (20 min) that highlight different approaches to the topic of origins within the tradition and authoritative Jewish sources that are all understood to be in consonance with the first chapters of Genesis. 
Discussion of which of these accounts are in tension or not with evolution. Despite religion and science having different aims and goals (one about teaching us how to live and the other about how the world works) they can still be related to one another, engage with one another, and have ramifications for one another. 

2nd session
· Review NOS and scientific method that had been taught earlier in the semester
· Devote the majority of the session to Evolution, but begin with a discussion of the age of the Universe and students thoughts often begin there. Attention should also be paid specifically to: mutations, speciation (DNA evidence, homology on a molecular basis in plant, animal and human evolution), physiological hominin evolution that reviews the paleoanthropological evidence (as students often come in with an impression that there is a missing link and may likely be surprised by the evidence that exists). There will be a group rule to follow this line of thinking to the end and try to understand it all the way through and “from the inside” on its own terms, and then ask questions after it has been fully presented (students should write down their questions so that they are preserved to when they are in place.
· Homework assignment: identify the components of evolution that adhere to the scientific method.
· Supplemental reference papers will be provided for students to see the most recent publications in the field. 
3rd session
2nd packet- sources of Jewish responses to evolution (including at least one anti-evolution perspective like R. Schneerson, also to be found in the two sources mentioned above with a draft similarly prepared and reviewed). Pre-read, and chevruata as in last session. Finish with the exercise presented in RISE with wrap up debrief. 
 
Post-Class Assignment: Redo pre-Unit survey, write paragraph reflecting on what they learned in the unit, and ask them to analyse a source that we provide. This tri-parte assignment will both asses change in their own views as well as asses their understanding of the scientific method by their analysis of claims made in the source presented, and their familiarity with the Jewish sources on the topic of evolution through their analysis. After submission of the final assignment, we will also provide the student with a FAQ that summarizes some of the topics covered in the unit 
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