Reconciling Evolution and Religion

A Roman Catholic Perspective

Loyola Marymount University

Instructor Guide

In the United States, a tension remains between faith and science, and this can be seen in presidential debates and popular culture. Many religious people have a hard time grasping and accepting science, especially the theory of evolution. Evolution is taught in biology classrooms across the United States, and some religious students struggle with evolution as they feel it contradicts their beliefs. Religion is one of leading factors that brings about low acceptance of evolution in the United States, and with many different religions, there is a need to address this with a focus on each religious population.

Learning Outcomes;  That student understand various models of how to relate evolution and religion, including the arrangements /assertions underlying these models.

Type of Course  Upper division Biology course (Principles of Evolution)

Suggested Place in Curriculum  2nd-3rd week

Estimated time One 50 min period

Advanced Prep for Instructor  Reading up on the five main models of the relationships between evolution and religion; assembling materials for the class period, inc. the use of online resources as deemed helpful.

Supplies Needed None

Cultural Barriers to be Considered   

There are not substantial issues to accepting evolution in the Catholic faith tradition. In the Catholic tradition, the creation accounts in Genesis have been interpreted in a wide variety of ways. Both literal and figurative readings of Genesis are theologically acceptable for Catholics. Some theologians, such as Saint Ambrose, understood the Genesis account of creation in a literal way. But for the most part, Catholic theologians, including Saint Augustine, Saint Thomas Aquinas, Blessed John Henry Newman, Pope John Paul II, and Pope Benedict XVI, have interpreted Genesis as teaching the truth about creation in a nonliteral, nonscientific way. Pope St. John Paul II puts the point as follows:  “The Bible itself speaks to us of the origin of the universe and its make-up, not in order to provide us with a scientific treatise, but in order to state the correct relationships of man with God and with the universe. Sacred Scripture wishes simply to declare that the world was created by God, and in order to teach this truth it expresses itself in the terms of the cosmology in use at the time of the writer.”

Establishing Respect in the Classroom   The use of a standard paragraph about this published by our Center for Teaching Excellence will be used.     

PreClass Assignment  Read a review paper about the five models, as well as paper about Pope John Paul II on evolution (Message to the Pontifical Academy of Science on Evolution, 1996).

In Class: We do not spend any portion of class time on this.

PostClass Assignment  Write a reflection paper concerning which model YOU personally thinks is weakest or strongest, and the basis for your choice.

Other Potential Assignments (for out of class):

Evolution in the Media

Since most of your LMU peers will never have the chance to take this class, their knowledge of evolutionary processes will largely come from the media.  Your task for this aspect of the course will be to find two articles where evolutionary processes are spotlighted in the news media.  You can find such science articles in hard copy form or on websites, but they must be from a newspaper or newsmagazine, not a scientific journal.  Acceptable sources include:

Christian Science Monitor: Environment

Los Angeles Times: Environment

Los Angeles Times: Science and Medicine

New York Times: Health

New York Times: Science

Newsweek: Health

Time Magazine: Health and Science

USA Today: Health and Behavior

The news articles you choose must report on the findings from original research, also known as primary literature, and not be derived from reviews or summaries of many scientific studies (sometimes called secondary literature).  The articles you choose must also be current (within the last six months).  As much as possible, try to find articles which are different from those of your peers.

Once you have selected and read an article, in a 1-page, single-spaced, typed (1-in. margins) entry you will:

1. Summarize the key points of the article, with reference to supporting data/major examples as appropriate.  That is, what would your typical non-science citizen learn from reading this article?

2. Outline your critical reaction to the article, in light of the scientific background you have gained from this and other relevant courses.  That is, did the reporter/writer generally get the science "right"?

Reconciling Evolution & Religion

In the United States, a tension remains between faith and science, and this can be seen in presidential debates and popular culture.  Many religious people have a hard time grasping and accepting science, especially the theory of evolution.  Evolution is taught in biology classrooms across the United States, and some religious students struggle with evolution as they feel it contradicts their beliefs.  Religion is one of leading factors that brings about low acceptance of evolution in the United States, and with many different religions, there is a need to address this with a focus on each religious population.

As for Catholicism, there are not substantial issues to accepting evolution.  In this faith tradition, the creation accounts in Genesis have been interpreted in a wide variety of ways. Both literal and figurative readings of Genesis are theologically acceptable for Catholics. Some theologians, such as Saint Ambrose, understood the Genesis account of creation in a literal way. But for the most part, Catholic theologians, including Saint Augustine, Saint Thomas Aquinas, Blessed John Henry Newman, Pope John Paul II, and Pope Benedict XVI, have interpreted Genesis as teaching the truth about creation in a nonliteral, nonscientific way.  Pope St. John Paul II puts the point as follows:  “The Bible itself speaks to us of the origin of the universe and its make-up, not in order to provide us with a scientific treatise, but in order to state the correct relationships of man with God and with the universe. Sacred Scripture wishes simply to declare that the world was created by God, and in order to teach this truth it expresses itself in the terms of the cosmology in use at the time of the writer.”

Your job for this assignment is to read a review paper about the four models of the relationship between science and religion, as well as paper by Pope John Paul II on evolution (Message to the Pontifical Academy of Science on Evolution, 1996).  

Thereafter, in a 3-page, single-spaced, paper (1-inch margin), you will write a reflection paper concerning which models YOU personally think are strongest and weakest, and the basis for your choices, based on the papers and your faith context (or non-faith context).

Evolution vs. Intelligent Design

Intelligent design is the concept that "certain features of the universe and of living things are best explained by an intelligent cause, not an undirected process such as natural selection" [Discovery Institute (http://www.discovery.org)].  Its leading proponents say that intelligent design is a scientific theory that stands on equal footing with, or is superior to, current scientific theories regarding the evolution and origin of life.

Premier Christian Radio, as part of its show Unbelievable, has featured several debates between proponents of evolution and intelligent design.  Among the most interesting is one from 2009 between Peter Hearty of the British National Secular Society, and Peter S. Williams of the Damaris Trust (www.damaris.org), a Christian charity dedicated to relating Christianity and contemporary culture.  Hearty says that evolution alone explains the living world, while Williams claims that evolution is a theory with serious problems that only an inference to design can explain.  Moderated byUnbelievable host Justin Brierley, Hearty and Williams debate and respond to questions from listeners.

Your job for this assignment is to:

1. Listen to the Unbelievable program for July 18, 2009, which is available via the link below:
http://www.premierradio.org.uk/listen/ondemand.aspx?mediaid={CA11CD79-1BF2-4FD7-AD3D-96FBB0A37723}
2. As you listen, record the major arguments/comments/rebuttals made by Hearty and Williams, as well as by Justin Brierley and the callers.

3. Now, in a 4-5 page, single-spaced, paper (1-inch margins), you will:
A) Summarize the arguments, pro and con, for evolution and intelligent design made during the show, referencing the person(s) responsible in each case.
B) Outline your reaction to the discussion/debate.  From your perspective (which includes being a science student), which “side” came across as more convincing - the proponents of evolution (Hearty, some callers) or of intelligent design (Williams, some callers)?  Either way, why was this so, in your estimation (e.g., better data, better arguments, slicker "style", etc.)?

C) In the USA, there has been a vigorous struggle in many states concerning whether or not to allow the teaching of alternative theories to evolution (e.g., intelligent design) in the public schools.  If you were a member of the California State Board of Education and were faced with this choice, state how you would vote, including your rationale for why the children of California would benefit from your decision.

 

