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Jeremiah’s career was a remarkable one. He 
worked in the midst of one of the most trau-
matic moments in the history of the people 

of Israel: the Babylonian invasion, the fall of 
the Davidic monarchy, and the exile to Baby-
lon. While the nation rested confidently in the 
tradition (received from the prophet Nathan) 
that David’s heirs were established in Jerusalem 
forever, Jeremiah warned that a day of reckon-
ing had come and that the Babylonians at the 
gate were God’s instrument of that reckoning. 
More than warn. He broke clay vessels illustrating 
the pending destruction of the nation; he wore 
a yoke, forestaging the captivity; and worse, he 
encouraged the soldiers to desert.

Yet as Jerusalem was about to fall to the Baby-
lonians, Jeremiah did an unthinkable thing. He 
paid taxes in order to retain family property in 
Jerusalem. He offered a sign of hope—a sign, an 
embodied word, not simply a prophecy of better 
times in the future. It was at once a small and 
risky thing, yet a concrete powerful witness of 
confidence in the promise of God’s covenant with 
the people of Israel. ( Jeremiah 32.6-12)

These are difficult times now within the life 
of the Presbyterian Church (USA) and in relation 
to the world at large. Many seem satisfied to call 
for ever more firm allegiance to the tradition 
when that tradition has been unresponsive to 
the real exigencies that the world brings before 
our church doors—a world revealed in evermore 
detail and order by the sciences and reordered 
through human technological intervention, both 
intentionally and unintentionally, a world that 
is challenging our traditional confidence about 
what it is to be human and what our place in 
the universe is.

At the 1992 meeting of the General Assembly 
in Milwaukee, a group of Presbyterians organized 
the Presbyterian Association on Science, Tech-
nology and the Christian Faith to take the relation 
of our faith to that world with deep seriousness, 
to encourage the PCUSA to engage contempo-

rary scientific and technological culture both to 
discern God’s creative activity in it and to offer 
a credible Reformed witness to it.

This is the 10th anniversary year, and we stand 
at a moment symbolically not unlike Jeremiah’s. 
With a desire to emulate Jeremiah’s optimism in 
the face of deep uncertainty, the PASTCF Board 
is challenging the members of the Association 
to invest in the support of a major three-year 
project that can enable a quantum leap in the 
capacity of PASTCF to serve the Church, our 
society and the world.

The project has four primary dimensions: 
outreach, theological development, institutional 
development, and governance enhancement. 

Outreach includes:
• Enhance SciTech†, the Association journal/

newsletter and one of its primary means of com-
munication to members and the world.

• Facilitate the development of local Associa-
tion chapters at congregational and presbytery 
levels to nurture the essential work at the roots 
of the Church.

• Enhance the Association’s outreach at 
meetings of the General Assembly primarily by 
subsidizing the Association luncheon to allow 
more attendance and providing an honorarium 
for the luncheon speaker.

• Enhance the Association’s “Science as 
Christian Vocation” program by enabling those 
being recognized to attend in person.

• Enhance the Association’s outreach to 
Presbyterian church educators.

• Provide churchwide leadership workshops 
for clergy, elders, and other church leaders on 
“A Living Faith for the 21st Century,” focus-
ing on congregational worship, education, and 
mission.

• Coordinate work with ecumenical part-
ners in the Ecumenical Roundtable on Science, 
Technology and the Church including facilitating 
the Roundtable’s outreach to the scientific com-

munity at the annual meeting of the American 
Association for the Advancement of Science.

Theological Development includes:
• Empanel a working group in consultation 

with the General Assembly’s Office of Theology 
and Worship and in response to overtures adopted 
by the General Assembly to assist the Presbyterian 
Church (USA) discern the relationship between a 
contemporary Reformed Christian faith and the 
findings of the contemporary sciences.

Institutional Development includes:
• Membership recruitment: add 750 new 

members by the end of the project.
• Endowment development: establish an 

endowment of $1,250,000 by the end of the 
project.

Governance Enhancement includes:
• Enhance representation on the Association’s 

Executive Board by broadening its geographic, 
ethnic, and theological diversity.

• Increase the effectiveness of Board leader-
ship and oversight by making possible two full 
Board meetings annually.

• Employ a fulltime executive secretary who 
will be responsible for the coordination of the 
entire project and the day-to-day work of the 
Association.

Funding
The members of the Executive Board have 

pledged a combined $3,900 annual in support 
of this effort.

The Jeremiah Campaign is an integral part 
of the broader fundraising effort that has been 
mounted in support of this project. The total 
cost of the project over the three years will be 
more than $515,000. The annual goal for the 
Jeremiah Campaign is $35,000 per year. Com-
prehensive support for the project will come

“Jeremiah” continues on page 11 >>>

The Jeremiah Campaign
The Challenge Before Us
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PRESIDENTʼS CORNER BY   DEREK PURSEY

What do Presbyterians believe? The sum-
mary report of the Background Survey 
for the 2003-2005 Presbyterian Panel is 

available on the web at <www.pcusa.org/research/
panel>. To the extent that the randomly selected 
Presbyterian Panel is representative of the Pres-
byterian Church (USA) as a whole, a majority of 
Presbyterians believe that “the account of Cre-
ation presented in Genesis is a true account of 
how God created the world,” but fewer than one 
in ten believe that account to be “literally true, 
exactly as we find it in the Bible.”

A large majority agree1 that “the only absolute 
Truth for humankind is in Jesus Christ,” although 
fewer than half agree that “only followers of Jesus 
Christ can be saved.” More than two thirds of 
Presbyterians agree that “Jesus will return to earth 
some day,” and nearly all believe that “there is life 
after death.” Ninety-three percent of Presbyte-
rian elders surveyed believe in heaven, somewhat 
fewer (but still a large majority) believe in hell. 
Obviously, Presbyterians hold many more beliefs 
than these few, but no others were mentioned in 
the Background Survey summary.

Demographically, every age group between 
14 (confirmation age) and 40 is underrepresented 
in Presbyterian Church (USA) compared to the 
United States population as a whole, while every 
age group over 45 is overrepresented. We used 
to believe that we might temporarily lose young 
people while they are in college, but that they 
return to the Church once they are married and 
have children. That no longer seems to be so for 
Presbyterians.

Science magazine, published by the American 
Association for the Advancement of Science, is 
one of the world’s premier scientific journals. The 
issue of June 20, 2003 featured a series of review 
articles on “the dark side” of the universe—black 
holes, the “dark age” before stars formed, “dark 
matter,” and “dark energy.” I was surprised by 
how much is already known about all four topics, 
even though the kinds of stuff that dark matter 
and dark energy are made of remain unknown. 
Based on many astronomical observations of 
several different kinds, one amazing conclusion 
is the stuff that we, the planets, and the visible 
stars are made of—atoms, molecules, electromag-
netic radiation (including light), and the whole 
menagerie of “sub-atomic particles” studied by 
high energy physicists—makes up only about 
4% of all of the stuff in the universe. The rest is 

the mysterious dark matter and the even more 
mysterious dark energy. Although the articles are 
written in sober scientific language, one cannot 
escape a sense of excitement about recent findings 
and the expectation of new discoveries in the near 
future. Interestingly, the age groups significantly 
underrepresented in our denomination form a 
high proportion of the nation’s scientists and 
engineers.2

The beliefs probed by the Presbyterian Survey 
seem almost like a package of doctrines hermeti-
cally sealed against any contamination by scien-
tific insights such as those described in Science. 
Perhaps this partially explains why the age groups 
most prominent in science and engineering are 
notably underrepresented in the Church. If “the 
only absolute Truth for humankind is in Jesus 
Christ,” where does that leave scientific knowl-
edge? If Jesus is going to return to earth some 
day, where is he right now? The Apostles’ and 
Nicene creeds say that he is in heaven. However, 
the contemporary understanding of the universe 
gives no hint as to the 
existence, let alone the 
locations, of heaven and 
hell. Should PASTCF 
be concerned about 
these questions?

Four distinct kinds of question are raised 
here. The first kind asks whether there is a causal 
connection between the under-representation of 
young people in Presbyterian Church (USA) and 
a perceived irrelevance of Presbyterian beliefs 
to life in the “real” world, dominated as it is by 
science-based technology. While I believe that 
there is such a causal connection, I am unaware of 
any surveys or other studies that would confirm 
or disprove my gut feeling. Can any PASTCF 
member enlighten me on that?

The second kind of question is largely philo-
sophical and theological. What is the nature of 
scientific knowledge, to what extent is it “true,” 
what is the nature of religious truth, and how (if 
at all) can the two relate to each other?

The third kind has to do with the specific 
beliefs highlighted by the Presbyterian Panel, 
especially those about life after death (including 
beliefs about heaven and hell) and the expected 
return of Jesus “to judge the quick and the dead.” 
To what extent can these beliefs be justified either 
as valid religious truths (specifically in the context

“Contrasts” continued on page 11 >>>

Wil l  the rain reach the grass?

Contrasts and Challenges

The beliefs probed by the Presbyterian Survey seem almost like a 
package of doctrines hermetically sealed against any contamination 
by scientific insights such as those described in Science.

>>> “Thomas” continued from page 10
mean that the theological naturalist would aban-
don supernaturalism (there is only nature, which 
is creation) while affirming both the reality of 
God and that all phenomena in nature admit, in 
principle, to an explanation in terms of nature. 
This would imply, theologically, that all action 
in the world, even divine action, would be open 
to a natural explanation. Does this seem like a 
strange conclusion?

Another Christian, much more astute than I, 
has written: “ … God, the Author and Creator of 
all natures, does nothing contrary to nature; for 
whatever is done by Him who appoints all natural 
order and measure and proportion must be natural 
in every case.”5 In this light, the resurrection of 
Jesus the Christ, which we celebrate not only 
in this season but every first day of the week, is 
a fully natural event, a part of the order of the 
world that God is creating. That the resurrection 
is natural, makes it no less “awe-full.”

The Psalmist has written : “Fear of the Lord 
(or perhaps better, the “awe-full” apprehension of 
the Lord) is the beginning of wisdom … those 
who act accordingly have good understanding 
…”

Those of us who take our stand in a resur-
rection faith do so not because we have placed 
our hands on Jesus’ wounds, but because we trust 
the witness of those, like Thomas, who did and 
the natural chain of effects that lead from that 
event until today.

But this is not exceptional. Those of us 
who take our stand in an inflationary big bang 

>>> “Contrasts” continued from page 2
of Christian faith) or as scientific truths?

The fourth kind of question challenges us 
to get up from our armchairs (or down from our 
ivory towers) to really do something to help the 
denomination face up to the earlier questions.

Many scholarly books have been written in 
response to the philosophical and theological 
questions, but how many Presbyterians have read 
them or are even interested in doing so? Few if 
any scholarly books discuss the second coming 
of Christ or the reality of heaven and hell (as 
these beliefs are commonly understood) within 
a context that fully accepts the contemporary 
scientific worldview and is also fully consistent 
with the Reformed theological tradition. Do any 
such books exist? The late George Neal likened 
most scholarly writing on science and faith to 
virga—a meteorological term for rain that leaves 
the clouds but evaporates before it reaches the 
ground. Neal wrote, “We must find a way for the 
rain to reach the grass.” 3 I believe it is imperative 
for the future of the Church that the questions I 
am raising be addressed in such a way that “the 

directors of Christian education to bring some 
science, at age appropriate levels, into the whole 
of the Christian education program. Believe me, 
most Christian educators will be grateful for any 
such help that you can provide.

We should also promote PASTCF as the 
only organization affiliated with Presbyterian 
Church (USA) that is actively engaged in ques-
tions of science and faith. There is so much more 
that we could be doing if we had the resources. 
Since we depend almost entirely on membership 
dues for our income, finding resources for new 
initiatives depends in large part on recruiting 
new members.

1“Agree” in this essay includes both the “strongly agree” and “agree” 
categories of the survey.

2According to a National Science Foundation study, available at 
www.nsf.gov/sbe/srs/seind02, 57.4% of scientists and engineers in the 
workforce in 1999 were younger than 45. According to the same study, 
the most productive years for scientists and engineers are between the 
ages of 30 and 45.

3George Neal, “Space Science and Theology for Faith Develop-
ment,” SciTech†, vol. 8, no. 4, November 1999. Reprints of this article 
may be ordered from the PASTCF Secretary/Treasurer.

rain reaches the grass” in the pulpits and pews 
of our churches.

What should be the role of PASTCF in this? 
Many of our members are theologically trained 
pastors, and a few are even theology professors. I 
challenge you to write on these issues for SciTech† 
in a way that reaches the grass not only in the 
church pews but also in the science laboratory. 
Very many members of PASTCF are scientifi-
cally trained. I challenge you to write on these 
issues for SciTech† in a way that reaches the grass 
not only in the science laboratory but also in 
the church pews. For myself, I shall devote the 
next few President’s Corners to some of my own 
thinking on these matters.

But SciTech† reaches only a tiny minority of 
Presbyterians. I challenge all of us to do whatever 
it takes to educate, educate, and educate our laity 
and our clergy about “the world according to sci-
ence” as well as “the world according to scripture” 
and help people to wrestle with the issues that 
arise instead of ignoring them.

We can volunteer to teach classes on science 
and faith for adults and youth. We can offer to help 

cosmology do so not because we witnessed that 
moment of beginning, but because we trust the 
empirical observations and theoretical judgments 
of those who have assessed the effects that lead 
from that cosmic event until today. In both cases 
we take our stand in faith.

On this resurrection day may we, in faith, 
trust in the witness of Thomas to the awesome 
One who was then and is now making all things 
new and calling us to share in that creation.

1Richard Dawkins, The Humanist, Vol. 57, No. 1.

2Steven Weinberg, Cosmic Questions, 174.

3Philip Johnson, Darwin on Trial, 115.

4Religion and Scientific Naturalism: Overcoming the Conflicts, State 
University of New York Press, 2000.

5Augustine of Hippo, Reply to Faustus the Manichean, Book 
XXVI, 3.

Jim Miller shares his “Thomas” meditation 
during worship at the Ecumenical Roundtable 
in Richmond, Virginia on April 27, 2003.

>>> “Jeremiah” continued from page 1
from five sources:

• A major foundation grant that will provide 
more than 45% of the support of the project.

• Member dues.
• An ongoing grant from the General 

Assembly’s Office of Theology and Worship.
• Annual contributions from member com-

munions of the Ecumenical Roundtable on Sci-
ence, Technology and the Church in support of an 
outreach exhibit at the meeting of the American 
Association for the Advancement of Science.

• Endowment Income.

Standing before a moment of deep uncer-
tainty for his people and his faith, recognizing 
fully well the inescapable institutional trauma 
attendant upon his people, Jeremiah nevertheless 
committed himself to the steadfastness of God’s 
promise for the future. Can we who have the 
promise of the resurrection do less as we seek to 
proclaim faithfully in word and deed, the grace 
of the God who is making all things new? This 
is the opportunity that the Jeremiah Campaign 
provides for all members of the PASTCF at 
this moment.

By Jim Miller, PASTCF Development Officer, on 
behalf of the Executive Board of the Presbyterian 
Association on Science, Technology and the Chris-
tian Faith.

More information about the Jeremiah Campaign 
will be forthcoming in the months ahead.
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HAVE YOU NOTICED THE BIG GRAY THING?  SCIENCE & THEOLOGY TALKING 

By James B. Miller, Ph.D.
PASTCF Development Officer

A t the outset a distinction needs to be made 
between the ways that Americans think 
about the science and religion relationship. 

Publicly Americans often identify the relation-
ship as one of conflict. In 1997 when the Ameri-
can Association for the Advancement of Science 
held a conference to illustrate constructive dia-
logue between science and religion on “the epic 
of evolution” at the Field Museum in Chicago, 
a headline appeared in the Chicago Tribune that 
read, “Roll over Darwin those theologians are 
at it again.”

But if asked privately, many if not most 
Americans are more likely to voice a separatist 
view of the relationship between science and reli-
gion. This dualist view is part of the Cartesian and 
Kantian philosophical legacy of the 17th and 18th 
centuries. It divides the world into two isolated 
domains with acquired knowledge, matter, the 
body, objects, knowledge as such, facts, “how” 
questions, and science on one side; and revealed 
knowledge, spirit, the mind, subjects, faith, values, 
“why” questions, and religion on the other.

One of the most articulate expressions of 
this view is made by Stephen Jay Gould in his 
1997 Natural History article, “Nonoverlapping 
Magisteria” (later expanded in his book Rocks of 
Ages). Gould writes: “The lack of conflict between 
science and religion arises from a lack of overlap 
between their respective domains of professional 
expertise—science in the empirical constitution 
of the universe and religion in the search for 
proper ethical value and the spiri-
tual meaning of our lives.”1

Given this view, a defense 
of “scientific naturalism” (usually 
described as “methodological 
naturalism”) is made by sepa-
rating it from so-call “philo-
sophical naturalism” (perhaps 
better called “metaphysical” or 
“ontological” naturalism).2 This 
purported absolute distinction is 
held to create a noninterference 
relationship between scientific 
findings about and religious 
interpretations of the world.

The first amendment prin-
ciple of religious freedom is also 

rooted in this Enlightenment tradition. It is 
this Constitutional principle that until now has 
been the primary ground for opposing religiously 
motivated attacks on teaching the evolutionary 
sciences in the public schools.

But is this separatist view adequate?
I call your attention to a survey commis-

sioned by the People for the American Way fol-
lowing the Kansas State Board of Education’s 
1999 elimination of so-called macroevolution, 
the age of the Earth, and Big Bang cosmology 
from the state science education standards.3 The 
results are interesting.

The survey identified six alternative posi-
tions: teach only evolution; teach evolution in 
the science class and creationism in some other 
class; teach evolution as theory and creationism 
as belief; teach both as theory; teach both but 
unsure how; teach creationism only. Although 
the distribution of these responses is interesting, 
how they tended to be grouped when reported by 
various groups is even more interesting.

Those advocating the teaching of evolution 
tended to point out that 83% of the respondents 
favored the teaching of evolution while only 
16% advocated teaching only creationism. On 
the other hand, those supporting the teaching 
of creationism argued that 79% of the respondents 
favored teaching creationism somehow and only 
20% advocated teaching evolution alone. But per-
haps it is most accurate to say that while 20% of the 
respondents advocated teaching only evolution 
and 16% advocated teaching only creationism, 
63% advocated teaching both in some manner. 

This result, I think, illustrates that the science 
and religion relationship is actually much more 
historically complex than either the conflict or 
separatist views suggest.

One way to express this complexity would 
be to say that the description of nature generated 
by the sciences creates conditions of credibility 
for religion. At the same time, it is religious4 
presuppositions about the meaning of our lives 
that grounds science as a meaningful human 
activity.

But perhaps it is more precise to say that 
the point of interaction between science and 
religion is that of the narrative description of 
nature developed by the evolutionary sciences 
and the narrative elements of religious traditions. 
Religious narratives often begin in the preliterate 
oral traditions with etiological stories, stories that 
give an account of the reason for the world and 
for the community. These then form a part of 
the sacred texts of a religious community. But the 
narratives are also present in stylized form in the 
ritual practices of the community (e.g., Passover, 
the Eucharist, the Hajj). And lastly, these narra-
tives are the imaginative background for more 
abstract systems of religious doctrine.

We could say that the religious narrative 
is the vehicle that conveys the meaning of the 
religious tradition to other communities and to 
new generations of the traditional community. In 
this view, one could change the narrative without 
substantively changing the core religion. How-
ever, I think this view insufficiently expresses the 
intimacy of the narrative to the tradition.

I would suggest it is more like the following 
illustration. In a sense the narra-
tive constitutes the religion. So, if 
you change the narrative, you get 
a religion of a different sort. And 
it would be possible to so change 
the narrative that the religion as a 
sui generis reality disappears. (The 
religion is still there but its consti-
tuting narrative has been reduced 
to other cultural narratives so as to 
be indistinguishable from them.) 
In all of this, what needs to be 
emphasized is that every religious 
narrative tradition assumes some 
understanding of the universe and 
its history.

“Elephant” continues on page 4 >>>

Dealing with the Elephant in the Corner
You Canʼt Avoid Religion If You Want to Teach the History of Nature

>>> “Talking Together” continued from page 5
From the late 18th century to the present, 

separation of sacred and secular, begun in the 
Renaissance, has become the “lingua franca” of 
western life.

On the whole, in the United States there is 
still a strong sense of the importance of religion 
in daily life. Yet, in most of the western world 
religion is given little immediate value. I would 
suggest that in the U. S., the value of religion 
carries as much political as spiritual meaning.

Steven Weinberg has stated that “the more 
we know about the universe, the more it seems 
pointless!” Robert Pollack, in referring to science 
calls it a “set of data that otherwise show no sign 
of supporting any meaning to our lives on Earth, 
beyond that of being numbers in a cosmic lot-
tery with no paymaster.” His complete thought 
on this begins, “A Jewish understanding of our 
appearance by evolution through natural selec-
tion introduces an irrational certainty of meaning 
and purpose to ‘a set of data’ … ” I separated 
his statement to highlight his view of science 
without theology.

In many ways, Pollack addresses perhaps the 
most divisive aspect of the tension between people 
of science and people of faith—Evolution! The 
primary points of conflict between science and 
theology today seem to center about:

• Time of creation;
• Method of creation;
• Constitution of the human being (soul 

and survival beyond physical death).
Science has been viewed by many, practitio-

ner and nonpractitioner, as a philosophic view 
of existence rather than as it has developed—a 
methodology. The limitations of science as a 
method of knowing which is itself limited to 
knowing about the physical universe are all too 
often lost in the headiness of success.

There are no answers from science to ques-
tions about meaning ( love, kindness, altruism, 
etc.). Questions about God are not only unan-
swerable by science, they are simply questions 
which are not within the logical framework of 
the method.

One might ask, why are we considering the 
question of science and theology? My quick 
answer is—ignorance and fear. Theology is a 
healthy and advancing field of human study. 
However, the fruits of this study remain largely 
within the scholarly community. What is being 
taught to our children is the “old time religion” 
and what is preached is often merely a reflection 
of the same. At the same time, the advances of 
science are continually before people through 
the mass media. “Well informed” today gener-
ally omits the theological advances resulting 
from archeological studies and other advances 

in learning about the past.
I once discussed evolution with a Lutheran 

theologian, asking why the Lutheran church (as 
I had experienced it in my classes) fought against 
its teaching about evolution. His reply was one 
which I continue to remember—and in a broader 
context than was his immediate intent. “Dave,” 
he said, “the Lutheran church has no problem 
with evolution. We teach this in our seminar-
ies (he was not of the Missouri or Wisconsin 
synod). Our problem lies with our graduates 
who go into congregations which would not be 
accepting. Since their jobs are dependent upon 
satisfying the congregations, they avoid this or 
sometimes merely go along with active resistance 
to it.” In fairness, I have had high school biology 
teachers in Iowa tell me much the same relating 
to why they avoid teaching about evolution in 
their classrooms!

Ignorance and Fear
Fritjof Capra, theoretical and particulate 

physicist, has stated that “Science does not 
need religion—religion does not need science, 
but humans need both.”

In conclusion, I see less concern between 
science and theology, as might be surmised, than 
I do between science and the present practice of 
religion. Our Christian faith has become divided 
into two major and obvious camps—religious 
fundamentalist and some evangelicals and the 
more traditional, mainline groups. The latter are 
sometimes referred to as being liberal but that 
remains to be seen.

Science, especially the teaching of science in 
our public schools, is under considerable pressure 
regarding teaching about evolution by the former 
who are well funded in their efforts. My specific 
concern is, where are the mainline churches? Each 
of these groups is on record as being in support 
of teaching about evolution and that it is in no 
way seen as a threat to the religious lives of our 
youth. On that I agree. However, I don’t think 
mainline congregations necessarily have heard 
the position statements of their leaders. Also, I 
don’t think the teaching of evolution is nearly the 
threat to our youth as is their lack of foundation 
about the intellectual foundations of their faith. 
When they are confronted by youth from the 
more dogmatic, fundamentalist and evangelical 
groups, they feel unable to cope. This often leads 
to a serious questioning of their own faith and 
the churches in which it was spawned.

Dr. David V. McCalley, Ph.D. is Emeritus Profes-
sor of Biology, University of Northern Iowa. This 
article is from an address given at the inaugural 
meeting of the Central Iowa Chapter of PASTCF 
on March 15, 2003.

>>> “Thomas” continued from page 9
Inescapably lead to a rejection of religious 
faith?

I think not. But to reach this judgment it is 
necessary to make some distinctions.

The philosopher and theologian, David 
Ray Griffin, has offered a typology of different 
kinds of “naturalism” that I think is relevant to 
this issue.4

• For methodological naturalism science 
is only competent to investigate natural actions/
causes.

• For minimal naturalism there are no 
supernatural actions/causes in nature.

• For maximal naturalism nature is all there 
is, there is no other form of being (this is usually 
an explicit form of atheism).

I’d like to suggest a fourth form of naturalism 
that falls between minimal and maximal; namely, 
theological naturalism. In this case nature is all 
there is, but this assertion has no bearing on the 
reality of God. How can this be?

It seems to me that the argument for theo-
logical naturalism involves at least the following 
two arguments. The first argument has four steps, 
two of which are definitional:

• To exist is to be a creature.
• Nature is the set of all creatures.
• To exist, then, is to be a part of nature.
• Nature, as creation, is all that there 

“is.”
But what does this argument necessarily 

exclude as an affirmation of the “existence” of 
God? It would seem to rule out God’s “existence.” 
But, maybe such a judgment is called for theo-
logically, if we have a fitting understanding of 
what we mean by the word “God.” The second 
argument for theological naturalism might be 
something like the following:

Due to the transcendence of God, all ref-
erential language with respect to God is at best 
analogical.

Because of its realistic intent, on the one 
hand, and its inevitable use of analogies drawn 
from creaturely experience, on the other, all sys-
tematic theology, in principle, breaks the second 
commandment; that is, it constructs theological 
“idols” out of words or, in other words, we speak 
of God as though God were a creature.

If “to exist” is to be a creature (as in the 
earlier argument), then, technically, God, as 
transcendent, does not “exist.”

God is the “ground” of all existence, not one 
existent among others. Or, to use theologian Paul 
Tillich’s language, God is the “ground of being” 
not one being among others, not even a so-called 
“supreme being.”

Putting the two arguments together would
“Thomas” continues on page 11 >>>
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>>> “Elephant” continued from page 3
Several of the sciences, individually or in 

combination, produce narratives about the his-
tory of the universe, life, and humankind. It is in 
the encounter of these scientific narratives with 
religious narratives—traditional narratives that 
usually assume ancient histories of nature—that 
“the controversy about evolution” arises. Given 
this state of affairs some suggest that educational 
policy should permit “teaching the controversy” 
in the science classes of public schools.

But there is a distinction and a clarification 
that I believe needs to be made. The distinc-
tion is between “teaching the controversy” and 
“teaching about the controversy.” The former, I 
believe, suggests an engagement of the students 
in the controversy itself. The latter suggests 
helping students gain an understanding of the 

various dimensions of the controversy. Because 
the former is a political activity, I do not believe 
that it is appropriate for the public schools to 
facilitate such engagement. On the other hand, 
the latter is an educational activity and falls within 
the responsibility of the schools.

The clarification has to do with identifying 
what the “controversy” is? How is the phrase, 
“the controversy about evolution,” to be under-
stood?

Is it a scientific controversy? The simplest 
answer is, “No.” As any robust and vital field 
of scientific inquiry encourages lively debate 
on theoretical particulars, so in the biological 
sciences there is a lively discussion of weighting 
the mechanisms of biological evolution and, as 
an historical science, there is debate about the 
exact evolutionary pathways. However, there is 
no scientific debate about whether life, as we find 
it today in all its diversity, is the consequence 
of a long history of continuous descent with 
modification from one or a few first single-
celled forms of life.

Is the controversy a philosophical one? Perhaps. 
In one sense it is a controversy concerning whether 
the practice of science can attend only to natural 
and material causes without necessarily implying 
that nothing transcends nature and matter. In 
addition to epistemology, the controversy can also 
be seen as one of metaphysics and philosophi-
cal cosmology (e.g., is reality dualistic; is there 
a domain of “super-nature” as well as nature?). 
However, it is clear that there are evolutionary 
scientists (cosmologists, geologists, biologists, 
paleoanthropologists) who are also participants 

in traditional religious communities. So, it is 
prima facie the case that to be an evolutionary 
scientist does not require that one also be an onto-
logical reductionist, naturalist, and materialist. 
The interesting question is how these scientists 
manage this relationship. Is it by maintaining a 
profound separatism, a la Gould, or is it through 
some form of integration?

Is it an historical controversy? Perhaps in the 
public view it is, but it is not among historians. 
The popular lore of our culture does suggest that 
on the matter of evolution there is a necessary 
conflict between religion and science. In spite 
of important historical work over the past half-
century or more, which has demonstrated that 
the relationships between science and traditional 
religion are very complex, in America Inherit the 
Wind (the film and play) remains the cultural 

lens through which many view the “controversy.” 
Unfortunately, this work of art imitates history 
only in a superficial way as Edward Larson’s 
historical account of the Scopes Trial, Summer 
for the Gods, amply illustrates.

Is it a religious controversy? Yes. It is a meta-
theological controversy concerning the fitting 
relationship between religious and scientific 
viewpoints. It is a controversy at the intersection 
of narratives about the world, those produced as a 
result of scientific inquiry and traditional religious 
narratives that have served to provide people with 
the framework of meaning that orients their lives. 
However, it is not simply one between science 
and religion. It is also a theological controversy 
about how God’s activity in the world is to be 
understood. For some, if God is active in the 
world, then God must “leave fingerprints.” For 
others, the affirmation of divine action is an act 
of faith, not a conclusion from evidence.

It is worth remembering that there is more 
than one theological position on what it means 
to affirm a creator God. At least four can be 
identified and each relates the sacred narratives 
to the scientific narratives in a somewhat dif-
ferent manner.

There is strict creationism. It holds that God 
created the world directly in six 24-hour days. 
Here the Bible is read literally and is taken to be 
inerrant (that is, without error on any matter about 
which it speaks). This is a young-Earth view and 
is strongly interventionist in its understanding 
of divine activity. It assumes that there is only 
one world so that the findings of science must 
necessarily confirm and conform to what is taken 

to be the authoritative religious narrative.
Then there is progressive creationism. It holds 

that God has created directly at various points 
but treats the “days” of Genesis as metaphorical. 
It views the Bible as infallible (“not failing” with 
respect to its theological and moral teachings) 
and accepts an old Earth. It is still generally 
interventionist. Those with this view are will-
ing to accept some of the scientific narrative 
except where it bears on what they take to be 
a particularly crucial theological commitment 
grounded in their religious narrative (e.g., within 
Christian narratives the absolutely unique status 
of humanity in creation as being “made in the 
image of God” and its relation to the doctrines 
of sin and salvation). This is largely the view that 
William Jennings Bryan held at the time of the 
Scopes trial in 1925.

Theistic evolutionists have often been seen 
as the primary religious supporters of evolu-
tion. They generally affirm that God creates by 
means of evolution but ordinarily make a few 
exceptions: the very beginning of everything, 
perhaps the origin of life, usually the origin of 
authentic humankind. The Bible is viewed as 
infallible, the Earth as old, and God as a semi-
interventionist. Yet, those holding this view tend 
to end up with one or another form of dualism or 
separatism where the scientific and religious nar-
ratives are held to be “complementary” and where 
each has its own proper and absolute autonomy. 
This view is exemplified in Pope John Paul II’s 
1996 statement on evolution.

Evolutionary theists hold that God creates 
only indirectly through the evolutionary processes 
such that you cannot find divine “fingerprints” 
on nature. They tend to “confess” as a matter of 
faith commitment that they stand in the biblical 
tradition that affirms God as creator. They hold 
that the Earth is old. They are non-intervention-
ist, holding the God also evolves (i.e., God has a 
“biography” in which there is change) in relation 
to the creation. Various forms of process theol-
ogy exemplify this position (e.g., as illustrated 
in David Ray Griffin’s Religion and Scientific 
Naturalism: Overcoming the Conflicts). Those in 
this position seek a new religious narrative that 
integrates an intuition of transcendent purpose 
with the findings of the particular contemporary 
science.

Given the various ways that “the controversy” 
can be understood, are there appropriate venues 

“More Elephant” continues on page 9 >>>

>>> “More Elephant” continued from page 4
in public education where one can “teach about 
the controversy?” I believe that there are. Clearly, 
First Amendment guarantees do not preclude 
teaching about religion in the public schools. One 
can appropriately “teach about the controversy” 
in history and social studies classes. But what 
about science classes?

The elephant of religion is in the corner of 
the science classroom whether we acknowledge 
it or not. Students bring their religious tradition 
with them when they enter the classroom. But 
since “the controversy about evolution” is not a 
scientific one, how could the science class be an 
appropriate place to teach about it? It seems to 
me that there are two considerations that need 
to be taken into account. The first has to do with 
how the science is taught.

If science education is to take seriously the 
context of the learner, then it will be necessary 
to acknowledge the elephant in the corner. It will 
be necessary to recognize that science education 
necessarily has religious implications. Care must 
be taken not to suggest that the historical sciences 
require that one abandon a religious tradition. 
At the same time, although scientific develop-
ment cannot in principle invalidate the religious 
intuition of a transcendent ground of nature, it 
does qualify what can be said credibly about 
that ground given what we have learned about 
the history of the universe. Because religious 
traditions assume and are in part constituted by 
some traditional narrative worldview, the world 
narrative developed by the various sciences of 
the history of nature have a bearing on religious 
narratives. Such bearing needs to be recognized 
in public science education. How might this be 
accomplished?

Without specifying details, perhaps broad 
features of what is required would include the 
following: (1) Teachers need to understand the 
specific religious diversity of their class; (2) 
Teachers need to affirm that science does not 
offer conclusions on ultimate questions BUT 
… (3) Teachers also need to acknowledge that 
particular findings of science may have a bear-
ing on particular religious beliefs; (4) Teachers 
can help their class understand that there are 
a variety of ways that science and religion can 
be related.

The second consideration has to do with 
how the first consideration can be addressed. 
It seems to me that this can be accomplished 
through the significant inclusion of the his-
tory and philosophy of science in the science 
curriculum. Various national science standards 
call for such inclusion but these calls are more 
often honored in the breach. However, it is just 
this subject matter, which is crucial for a general 

public understanding of science, that can pro-
vide an appropriate educational loci for “teaching 
about the controversy,” and provide a place to 
acknowledge the elephant.

How might this be done? One way would be 
to make sure that any discussion of the history 
and philosophy of science includes fruits from 
the last half century of renewed scholarship on 
both the historical and philosophical relation-
ships between science and religion in Western 
culture,. As this scholarship amply demonstrates, 
religion is not an ancillary topic in the study 
of scientific development as the Cartesian and 
Enlightenment bifurcation of the world proposes. 
Instead religion is central to the understanding of 
science in the West, particularly the foundations 
of science. (This would include contributions 
from nonwestern as well as non-Abrahamic 
Western traditions; e.g., Pythagoreans were a 
religious order.) Religion also addresses not 
only the assumptions about nature that make 
science possible but also the moral value given 
to the scientific enterprise as such.

The educational challenge to accomplish 
this is great. But I will close with a quote from 
1925 that still seems fitting in the light of the 
contemporary issues surrounding the nature of 
science and science education and in particular 
the issues involved in “teaching about the con-
troversy about evolution.” In Science and the 
Modern World Alfred North Whitehead wrote: 
“When we consider what religion is for mankind, 
and what science is, it is no exaggeration to say 
that the future course of history depends upon 
the decision of this generation as to the relations 
between them.” We have yet to work out that 
decision but the deep cultural significance of 
the task remains.

James B. Miller, is Senior Program Associate for the 
AAAS program of Dialogue on Science, Ethics, and 
Religion. This article was presented at a meeting 
of the American Geophysical Union in Boston in 
May 2001, and as part of a panel on “Teaching the 
Controversy about Evolution” at the Sixth Inter-
national History, Philosophy, and Science Teaching 
Conference in Denver in November 2001.

1Natural History, 106 (2), 1997:18.

2According to Merriam-Webster Online, ontology is “(1) a branch 
of metaphysics concerned with the nature and relations of being; or, (2) 
a particular theory about the nature of being or the kinds of existents.” 
From the same source metaphysics is “a division of philosophy that is 
concerned with the fundamental nature of reality and being and that 
includes ontology, cosmology, and often epistemology.”

3Survey on Teaching Evolution and Creationism in the Public Schools, 
People for the American Way (March 2000).

4It is important to understand that the term “religious” need not 
refer to any particular historical or traditional religion. As Gould suggests, 
“religious” can properly refer to any matter that deals with the “meaning 
of our lives.” In this case, even a secular “philosophy of life” would be 
“religious” by definition.

… there is more than one theological position on what it means to affirm a creator God. At least four can be 

identified and each relates the sacred narratives to the scientific narratives in a somewhat different manner.

Thomas As Witness
A Meditation

By the Reverend James B. Miller, Ph.D.
PASTCF Development Officer

Thomas is my kind of disciple. Either he was 
from Missouri or he was a classic empiricist. 

Given the way the reliability of the disciples is 
depicted in the Gospels, you can understand 
how Thomas might be skeptical of their report 
of Jesus’ appearance.

In John’s account upon Jesus’ return to the 
disciples a second time, Thomas is invited by 
Jesus to test whether what is before him is an 
apparition or the real thing. But then Thomas is 
admonished by Jesus that those who “have not 
seen yet believe” are more blessed.

What can this mean? Is “faith,” perhaps 
better “blind faith,” in the witness of others 
to be valued more than the one’s own critical 
observation of nature?

For some “faith,” especially faith in God 
is of dubious value. One scientist has written: 
“It is fashionable to wax apocalyptic about the 
threat to humanity posed by the AIDS virus, 
‘mad cow’ disease, and many others, but I think 
a case can be made that faith is one of the world’s 
great evils, comparable to the smallpox virus but 
harder to eradicate.”1

While another noted scientist has opined 
that: “I am all in favor of a dialogue between sci-
ence and religion, but not a constructive dialogue 
… One of the great achievements of science has 
been, if not to make it impossible for intelligent 
people to be religious … then at least to make it 
possible for them not to be religious. We should 
not retreat from this accomplishment.”2

Ironically some who oppose such judgments, 
nevertheless share the view that the practice of 
contemporary empirical science leads (shall I say 
“naturally”) to such anti-religious conclusions. 
For example, Philip Johnson, the University 
of California at Berkeley law professor, writes: 
“Naturalism does not explicitly deny the mere 
existence of God, but it does deny that a super-
natural being could in any way influence natural 
events, such as evolution, or communicate with 
natural creatures like ourselves. Scientific natural-
ism makes the same point by starting with the 
assumption that science, which studies only the 
natural, is our only reliable path to knowledge. 
A God who can never do anything that makes a 
difference, and of whom we can have no reliable 
knowledge, is of no importance to us.”3

Could Johnson and Dawkins and Weinberg 
be correct? Does so-called scientific naturalism

“Thomas” continues on page 10 >>>
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A MISSIONARY HERO BY   LEHR BRISBIN 

Frank Vandegrift was born in 1924 in Bir-
mingham, Alabama. He obtained his Bachelor 
of Mechanical Engineering degree from Georgia 
Tech. This was quickly followed a year later by 
a Master’s degree in Religious Education from 
Columbia Theological Seminary in Decatur, 
Georgia. Thus, early in his career, the two domi-
nant themes of: (1) science/technology, and (2) 
religion were established as basic components 
of Frank’s life.

Frank first arrived in the Congo as a mis-
sionary of the PC(USA) on January 1, 1950 and 
quickly immersed himself in learning both French 
and the Tshiluba language. Until he and his wife, 
Catherine, were forced to leave the Congo due to 
violent uprisings in 1960, Frank was responsible 
for a variety of mission projects. These included 
repairs and improvements of the Kellersberger 
Hospital at Bibanga Station, construction of 
a chapel, a residence, and two buildings for a 
school at the same location along with construc-
tion of another school for teachers, and a small 
hydroelectric plant. A church was also built under 
Frank’s direction in Mbuji Mayi, and the Station’s 
airstrip and water system were kept repaired and 
functional—never easy tasks in such remote loca-
tions. The final days in the Congo/Zaire war zone 
were not easy. As the Station’s engineer with the 
know-how, Frank was the one who knew how 
to keep the radio powered and running. Thus 
during the evacuation, as rampaging military 
forces drew ever nearer, Frank was the one who 
had to hide-out and wait to the bitter end to keep 
the radio on the air to guide the vital incoming 
rescue/evacuation aircraft.

When Frank and Catherine returned to 
the United States in 1960, he worked for the 
Alabama Power Co. for three years and then 
was hired by Auburn University’s Department 
of Cooperative Education, eventually becoming 

its Director. Along the way, he received many 
awards for excellence from the American Society 
for Engineering Education (ASEE). When he 
subsequently took early retirement from this 
position in 1984, his career could have easily 
settled—into something of the “standard model” 
for retired technical professionals with former 
overseas mission experience—a comfortable life 
of well-earned leisure at home in the United 
States around family, friends, and particularly 
grandchildren.

However there was no such life of leisure for 
Frank Vandegrift, and it’s here, at the age of 60, 
that the depth of his life commitment to his church 
began to assert itself. With Catherine still by his 
side, he returned to the Congo/Zaire in 1984 
to help lead the construction of a hydroelectric 
plant for the Good Shepherd Hospital and the 
Christian Medical Institute of the Kasai in the 
south central area of that country. He went back 
to the Congo in 1990 and 1994 for six months to 
train others to maintain the hydroelectric plant. 
As late as 1996 and 1997, at an age of more than 
70, Frank served several three-month terms as a 

project manager for the building of an Ortho-
pedic Hospital of the Presbyterian Church of 
East Africa in Kikuyu, Kenya. With his skills, 
college degrees and many awards in engineering, 
Frank Vandegrift could easily have held a series of 
high-paying comfortable jobs with engineering 
firms here in the United States. But the needs 
of his church’s mission work in Africa called and 
Frank and Catherine did not hesitate to heed that 
call, even at an age and stage in life when leisure 
and well-deserved rest would beckon many of 
the most dedicated of the church’s retired mis-
sionaries. Frank still had work to do and neither 
advancing age nor the increasing risks associated 
with living and working in difficult parts of the 
world were going to get in the way!

As an Elder and member of the Mission 
Committee of the First Presbyterian Church 
of Aiken, South Carolina, I met Frank and 
Catherine when they moved to our town to 
be near their daughter and her growing family. 
They joined our church in 1998 and shortly 
thereafter Frank began to be plagued with an 
increasingly debilitating condition which proved 
to be Multiple Myeloma. Until his death in 2001, 
Frank continued to bring “youth” and enthusiasm 
to our church’s mission committee. Above all, 
he provided the all-important tempered wisdom 
and wise counsel which were always needed and 
welcome as we planned church mission activities 
in both Zambia and the Sudan.

In writing to the PASTCF Board, requesting 
consideration of a special recognition for Frank’s 
life and work, Dr. V. Birch Rambo, a colleague of 
his in Africa, described watching him join other 
mission and church people (evangelists and doc-
tors) preaching on Sundays in the surrounding 
villages. He wrote, “As a close observer of Frank 
during his work under difficult conditions, in heat 
and the need for improvisation, communicating 
in French and Tshiluba, I attest to his outstanding 
patience, love, wisdom, and grace in his work. 
His devotion to the Lord and the Gospel was 
exemplary and an attractive example to all who 
worked with him and for him.”

Perhaps a comparison to the life and work of 
Albert Schweitzer isn’t so sacrilegious after-all… 
PASTCF is honored to be able to remember the 
life and work of Frank Vandegrift as a mechani-
cal engineer and as a missionary spreading and 
living the Gospel of Jesus Christ in some of the 
most remote parts of the world.

I. Lehr Brisbin Jr., Ph.D. is a former PASTCF Board 
Member and Elder at the First Presbyterian Church 
in Aiken, South Carolina.

A Tribute Remembering the Life and Work of Frank Vandegrif t

Even for those active in the foreign mission field, having one’s life and 
work compared in some ways to those of Albert Schweitzer may seem 
at least a bit sacrilegious. However that is just what happened when 

the PASTCF Board reviewed the life’s work of the late Frank Vandegrift, a 
professional mechanical engineer and PC(USA) missionary to the Congo 
and East Africa, his work spanning a period of 47 years. The Board first 
learned of the life and work of Frank Vandegrift as part of its discussion of 
nominees for the Daniel W. Martin Science as a Christian Vocation pro-
gram. Recognition under this program is restricted to persons who are still 
living. However, the Board felt that a special remembrance was in order in 
the case of this very special man whose life’s work so embodied the goals 
and ideals of PASTCF.

Derek Pursey presenting certificate to Catherine 
Vandegrift honoring the missionary work of her 
late husband, Frank Vandegrift.

By David V. McCalley, Ph.D.
Member of Central Iowa Chapter

Science, as we have come to know it, is a relatively new 
phenomenon in the history of human thought and action. 
Considering the effect science has had on humanity and 

the world in which we live, this “Johnny-come-lately” way of 
knowing has been extraordinarily successful. However, this very 
success has been the basis for considerable tension between 
the previous “world super power”—religion—and the new 
pretender to the throne.

Science and theology have common roots in human history. 
Archeologists and anthropologists gives us a story in which 
the non-rational and the rational are blended in the lives of 
our earliest human ancestors. From the earliest time, humans 
have sought answers to questions about existence:

• What can be eaten?
• Where can it be found?
• How can events be controlled?
• What happens after death?
Answers to these questions often came from everyday 

experiences, some from observations based on regularities in 
the surrounding physical world. In other situations, because 
there were no apparent regularities, answers were provided in 
a non-rational manner. Even the answers derived from the 
regularity of physical events carried a non-rational element. 
Sickness is an interesting example. There is ample evidence 
that sickness was treated with a variety of physical measures 
from a very early time in the history of Homo species. Yet, 
evidence also shows that these means were augmented by 
non-rational acts and that both were considered important 
in reaching the desired end.

It is clear that humans have relied upon both the regularity 
of events in nature (rationality) and the overlay of non-ratio-
nal thinking on these events as well as upon events having 
no apparent rational explanation. The stars and planets were 
observed to have regular motion nightly as well as seasonally. 
The regular movements of the stars, and the patterns they 
formed, were endowed with non-rational meaning. Stories 
were told which were to explain the cause and meaning of 
these stellar motions.

Similarly, stories were told to explain all of the events 
experienced in the physical world. Likewise, those events 
for which no apparent physicality was present—life, death, 
emotions, etc.—were explained through stories. The codifi-
cation of stories, the development of ritual story telling and 
related ritualistic behavior, represent what we generally call 
religion. Thus, the seeds of both science and theology were 
being sowed.

The early Egyptians and their handling of the dead illus-
trate this well. The coupling of rational behavior—the elaborate 
preservation of the corpse—with the non-rational—the belief 
in and planning for a life after death in which the physical 
body would be involved—represents a harmonious interplay 

between rational and non-rational thought.
Harmony continued only so long as the rational was 

subordinate to the non-rational. In the western world, after 
the rise of the Christian church as the source of all truth, the 
philosophical heritage from the Greeks was gradually lost and 
the long period of what has become known as the Middle Ages 
was ruled by the ecclesiastical thinking of the Church with its 
holding of a tiered universe in which the earth was at the center 
and all things revolved about it. The Bible provided the truth 
of this thought in such texts as Joshua 10.12-13 in which the 
sun “stood still” and in Psalms 93.1 with the statement about 
the world being established and “shall never be moved.”

With the rediscovery of ancient Greek writings (thanks, 
in part to the Crusades providing contact with Islam and the 
enlightened Arabic scholars), there was a renewed interest 
in other ways to consider existence. Thus the ecclesiastical 
universalism of the Middle Ages began to loosen. With this 
came the rise of nationalism and the onset of the Renais-
sance and the Reformation. Latin began to be replaced by the 
vernacular languages of Europe and papers having to do with 
natural philosophy were being written in the vernacular rather 
in ecclesiastical Latin as in the past. A gradual separation of 
natural philosophy and theology was beginning.

As the rapid growth of new materialistic and mechanistic 
understandings of the physical world progressed, a gradual 
separation between natural philosophy and what we call sci-
ence began to take place. The use of the term science began to 
be used for the first time in the mid-nineteenth century. The 
philosophies out of which science developed—materialism, 
mechanism, determinism, and naturalism—were still an inher-
ent part of science, but only as methodological guideposts. The 
concept that all reality exists only in particles of matter and the 
structures they form had no functional role to play in the new 
science. The new science operated as a methodological approach 
to dealing with the 
physical universe 
and assumed a 
regularity of action 
of its parts. Thus, 
the new science had 
been separated from 
the earlier theologi-
cal relationships and 
from the very philosophical foundations which nurtured its 
origin. Science became method and outcome.

Referring back to the great success science has had in 
revealing the nature of the physical universe, it is not difficult 
to understand that for many, this methodological materialism 
is also viewed in its philosophical wholeness: that physical 
existence is all there is, that life is only an expression of the 
complex machinery of biological existence, and the only 
meaning to be found is in understanding this complexity 
and dignifying it with humanistic values.

“Talking Together” continues on page 10 >>>

Why Science and Theology Need To Talk With Each Other
Science and Spirituality, separately and together, inform the totality of human experience

CENTRAL IOWA CHAPTER BY   DAVID MCCALLEY 

Our problem lies with our graduates who go into 
congregations which would not be accepting. Since their jobs 
are dependent upon satisfying the congregations, [pastors] 
avoid this or sometimes merely go along with active 
resistance to it.”
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The 215th General Assembly of the Presbyte-
rian Church (USA), held in Denver, CO, in 
late May, was a time of “firsts.” For the first 

time, a PASTCF member (and former Board 
member), the Reverend Dr. Susan Andrews, was 
elected GA Moderator. For the first time, the 
Moderator paid a visit to the PASTCF-sponsored 
luncheon. For the first time, PASTCF officers 
were invited to give an “Assembly Orientation 
Presentation,” open to anyone who wished to 
attend. For the first time, a local chapter joined 
the national PASTCF in sharing a double-sized 
booth in the exhibition area.

The Rocky Mountain Chapter put in 
months of preparation and planning for their 
share of the booth. Many of the plans were 
originally formulated by the late George Neal, 
and Chapter members regarded their work as 
a tribute to his memory. The display included 
a seven-foot high mock-up of a NASA rocket, 
originally constructed by George Neal for use in 
a church mission fair. There was also a display of 
NASA photographs accompanied by appropriate 
biblical and other quotations, arranged by Frank 
Schowengerdt. The Rocky Mountain Chapter 
provided pictures, literature, and beautiful book-
marks crated by a Chapter member specifically 
for the event.

A highlight was the visit one afternoon of 
“Galileo,” portrayed by the Reverend Larry Angus 
dressed in period costume. For several hours, he 
chatted with visitors to the booth about Galileo’s 
controversy with the Church of his day. A video 
recording of his previous enactment of Galileo 
was played continuously on a TV screen at the 
booth, and additional copies were made available 
for interested visitors.

The big blue PASTCF banner, familiar to 
those who visited the exhibit hall at previous 
General Assemblies, dominated the other half 
of the booth. The “meat and potatoes” of the 
national PASTCF display was the literature 
table, which included copies of the two most 
recent issues of SciTech†, brochures, advertising 
flyers for the luncheon speaker and for the Ghost 
Ranch Seminar led by Derek and Barb Pursey 
in late July, and copies of all of the literature 
items offered through the PASTCF Resource 
Catalog. The booth was staffed at various times 
by Joe Jensen, Don Brown, Howard Jansen, 
Dick Sugg, Larry Gabbard, Virgil Hill, Dick 
Wehrman, Roxanne Foster, and Barb Johnson, 
all from the Rocky Mountain Chapter, and by 
Barb and Derek Pursey, Jim Miller, and Margaret 
Towne, representing PASTCF.

The PASTCF-sponsored luncheon is always 
an important event, during which awardees of 
the “Daniel W. Martin ‘Science as Christian 
Vocation’” program are recognized. This year, 
only one, David W. Talmage, MD, was able to 
attend in person. While unable to be present at 
the luncheon, the two other Martin awardees this 
year are Thomas J. Hougen, MD, and David V. 
McCalley, Ph.D. 

As a member of 
the National Acad-
emy of Sciences, Dr. 
Talmage may be the 
most distinguished 
individual to have 
been recognized 
under ‘Science as 
Christian Voca-
tion’ program. His 
recognition was not 
because of scientific 
eminence, which 
has been rewarded 
many times by the 
scientific world. 
Rather, the Board 
chose to recognize him for the way that he has 
integrated his Christian faith with his under-
standing and performance of his professional 
work.

In addition, a special presentation was made 
to Catherine Vandegrift in recognition of her 
late husband’s dedication as an engineer to serve 
others both on the mission field and in engineer-
ing education.

The visit by the Moderator was much appre-
ciated. She spoke of her long-time interest in 
issues of science and faith, reminding people 
that she once served on the PASTCF Board. 
The featured luncheon speaker was Kenneth 
W. Culver, MD, who spoke about how he felt 
called by God, first to become a pediatrician, and 
later to go into gene therapy research. He also 
spoke about his ongoing church-related project 
to bring modern medical care to an impoverished 
region in the Dominican Republic (the subject 
of an article in a recent Presbyterian Outlook). 
His presentation was moving, stimulating, and 
challenging.

Barbara and Derek Pursey were asked by 
the Committee on Local Arrangements to give 
an Assembly Orientation Presentation, on the 
subject “They Matter: Scientific Discovery, 
Research, Theology and Faith.” About twenty 
people attended.

PASTCF AT THE 215TH GENERAL ASSEMBLY    REPORTED BY   HOWARD JANSEN AND DEREK PURSEY  
Creator for the scientific knowledge that is the 
basis of our technology. Barbara then discussed 
what science and theology have in common, 
and how we can form a creation theology that 
relates to the cosmos we actually live in, rather 
than depending on a medieval three-storey uni-
verse long since abandoned. She drew out some 
implications for worship language (hymns and 
prayers), and Christian education.

In all, the 215th General Assembly was 
an exciting, busy, and rewarding time for 
PASTCF.

Following are personal statements from two of this 
yearʼs Martin awardees. SciTech† hopes to include 
a statement from Dr. Hougen in a later issue.

David McCalley: Words are inadequate to fully 
express the relationship between my faith and 

my profession.  I was raised in a family of faith 
who encouraged my questioning, including my 
questions about things of faith.  This carried 
over through my collegiate education and my 
professional life.  During my collegiate experi-
ence, I began to compartmentalize my faith and 
my science studies largely because there was no 
readily available structure for growing within 
the faith as there was in my collegiate studies.  
After marriage, moving into my profession and 
becoming involved in the life of our new church, 
my questioning was enlarged upon through the 
faith and study groups in which my wife and I 
became involved. These studies illustrated the 
value of criticism, even within religious studies.  
This has been important to the development of 
my thinking both in the sciences and in religion 
and faith.

In the 1970s, the United States experienced a 
reoccurrence of antievolution sentiment fueled by 
a rise in fundamentalist Christianity, something 
which has resurfaced within the past several years. 
Evolutionary science is viewed as a serious threat 
by those whose religion is rooted in fundamental-
ism.  Understanding that there was no real debate 
between fundamentalists and scientists as we each 
began with differing premises, I began to teach 
about this rather that to urge more debate.  It is 
important to recognize that all Christian thinking 
does not start with fundamentalist presumptions.  
Indeed, many of these presumptions are based on 
scholarship which has long ago been superseded 
by more accurate understandings of the nature 
and the role of the Judeo-Christian Bible and 
traditions.  A problem for a great proportion of 
the general population of believers is not being 
well enough educated about the modern schol-
arship which informs our faith.  As a professor 
in a public university, I needed to walk a fine 
line between teaching and indoctrination at all 

times, but especially within this context.  None 
the less, I have found that the discussions are 
stimulating both for the students and for me.  
I have had more motivation to study religious 
works in order to bring some balance between 
my scientific background and my religion and 
faith.  In retrospect, it has been an interesting 
faith journey, one which is yet incomplete.

David Talmage: I was born and raised in 
Kwangju, Korea, where my parents were Pres-

byterian missionaries. My father had graduated 
from Tulane with a degree in Engineering before 
attending the Presbyterian Seminary in Austin, 
Texas. Although both of my parents had a strong 
faith in the validity of the scriptures, my father 
was always interested in scientific explanations 
of natural events. He taught me that although 
he never questioned the fundamental Truth of 
the scriptures, he often questioned the interpre-
tation given to it by others.

Our neighbors in Kwangju, the Wilson 
family, played a big role in my upbringing. There 
were seven children in each of our two families, 
and two of the Wilson boys were very close to 
my age. Dr. Wilson’s main mission work was with 
the lepers of Korea, for whom he built a colony 
where they could receive medical treatment and 
live a fairly normal life, protected from the rejec-
tion they received from the general public. This 
made a big impression on me and demonstrated 
the value of medical knowledge on implementing 
Jesus’ command to love your neighbor.

My childhood interest was astronomy. I 
remember trying to calculate when the next 
moon eclipse would occur. At Davidson Col-
lege, physics was my favorite subject although 
my goal was to be a doctor, an ambition my 
physics professor thought would be a waste of 
time. My main reason for going into medicine 
was because that was where one could be most 
helpful. A career in medical research turned out 
to me more exciting than I ever dreamed to be 
possible. I had a front row seat at the biggest 
revolutionary advance in knowledge mankind 
has ever seen. When I left medical school I had 
never heard of DNA. This year my grandson in 
seventh grade wrote a term paper on biogenetics 
and its philosophical implications.

After retirement I returned to study my first 
love, physics. But at the same time I read every-
thing I could find on the biology of homosexuality. 
My concern for the plight of gays and lesbians 
was derived, I believe, from the service that my 
neighbor, Dr. Wilson, had performed for the 
outcasts of another society. The biological origin 
of homosexuality is clearly a scientific question 
and this is clearly a situation where the truth will 
make you free to do the right thing.

Galileo, Gene Therapy, and Martin Awardees
Derek began by drawing attention to the 

dominance of technology in our daily lives—tech-
nology that is often so familiar that we forget 
how amazing it is. For example, a simple flip 
of a switch can plunge a room into darkness or 
bring forth light. He then laid out the basis in 
scientific research for many different technologies 
and challenged the group to give thanks to the 

Pictures, clockwise from top left: ¶ PASTCF Booth showing Secretary-Treasurer Barbara Pursey talk-
ing with the Reverend Ann Clay Adams and Rocky Mountain Chapter vice-president Virgil Hill. ¶ 
Galileo in the space age—the Reverend Larry Angus playing the role of Galileo. ¶ Kenneth W. Culver, 
MD, addressing the Association Luncheon. ¶ President Derek Pursey presenting the “Daniel W. Martin 
‘Science as Christian Vocation’ Recognition” to Dr. David Talmage. ¶ General Assembly Moderator, the 
Reverend Dr. Susan Andrews, visiting the Luncheon. Dr. Andrews is a former PASTCF Board member. 
Photos by Derek Pursey, Jim Miller, and Howard Jansen.
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The 215th General Assembly of the Presbyte-
rian Church (USA), held in Denver, CO, in 
late May, was a time of “firsts.” For the first 

time, a PASTCF member (and former Board 
member), the Reverend Dr. Susan Andrews, was 
elected GA Moderator. For the first time, the 
Moderator paid a visit to the PASTCF-sponsored 
luncheon. For the first time, PASTCF officers 
were invited to give an “Assembly Orientation 
Presentation,” open to anyone who wished to 
attend. For the first time, a local chapter joined 
the national PASTCF in sharing a double-sized 
booth in the exhibition area.

The Rocky Mountain Chapter put in 
months of preparation and planning for their 
share of the booth. Many of the plans were 
originally formulated by the late George Neal, 
and Chapter members regarded their work as 
a tribute to his memory. The display included 
a seven-foot high mock-up of a NASA rocket, 
originally constructed by George Neal for use in 
a church mission fair. There was also a display of 
NASA photographs accompanied by appropriate 
biblical and other quotations, arranged by Frank 
Schowengerdt. The Rocky Mountain Chapter 
provided pictures, literature, and beautiful book-
marks crated by a Chapter member specifically 
for the event.

A highlight was the visit one afternoon of 
“Galileo,” portrayed by the Reverend Larry Angus 
dressed in period costume. For several hours, he 
chatted with visitors to the booth about Galileo’s 
controversy with the Church of his day. A video 
recording of his previous enactment of Galileo 
was played continuously on a TV screen at the 
booth, and additional copies were made available 
for interested visitors.

The big blue PASTCF banner, familiar to 
those who visited the exhibit hall at previous 
General Assemblies, dominated the other half 
of the booth. The “meat and potatoes” of the 
national PASTCF display was the literature 
table, which included copies of the two most 
recent issues of SciTech†, brochures, advertising 
flyers for the luncheon speaker and for the Ghost 
Ranch Seminar led by Derek and Barb Pursey 
in late July, and copies of all of the literature 
items offered through the PASTCF Resource 
Catalog. The booth was staffed at various times 
by Joe Jensen, Don Brown, Howard Jansen, 
Dick Sugg, Larry Gabbard, Virgil Hill, Dick 
Wehrman, Roxanne Foster, and Barb Johnson, 
all from the Rocky Mountain Chapter, and by 
Barb and Derek Pursey, Jim Miller, and Margaret 
Towne, representing PASTCF.

The PASTCF-sponsored luncheon is always 
an important event, during which awardees of 
the “Daniel W. Martin ‘Science as Christian 
Vocation’” program are recognized. This year, 
only one, David W. Talmage, MD, was able to 
attend in person. While unable to be present at 
the luncheon, the two other Martin awardees this 
year are Thomas J. Hougen, MD, and David V. 
McCalley, Ph.D. 

As a member of 
the National Acad-
emy of Sciences, Dr. 
Talmage may be the 
most distinguished 
individual to have 
been recognized 
under ‘Science as 
Christian Voca-
tion’ program. His 
recognition was not 
because of scientific 
eminence, which 
has been rewarded 
many times by the 
scientific world. 
Rather, the Board 
chose to recognize him for the way that he has 
integrated his Christian faith with his under-
standing and performance of his professional 
work.

In addition, a special presentation was made 
to Catherine Vandegrift in recognition of her 
late husband’s dedication as an engineer to serve 
others both on the mission field and in engineer-
ing education.

The visit by the Moderator was much appre-
ciated. She spoke of her long-time interest in 
issues of science and faith, reminding people 
that she once served on the PASTCF Board. 
The featured luncheon speaker was Kenneth 
W. Culver, MD, who spoke about how he felt 
called by God, first to become a pediatrician, and 
later to go into gene therapy research. He also 
spoke about his ongoing church-related project 
to bring modern medical care to an impoverished 
region in the Dominican Republic (the subject 
of an article in a recent Presbyterian Outlook). 
His presentation was moving, stimulating, and 
challenging.

Barbara and Derek Pursey were asked by 
the Committee on Local Arrangements to give 
an Assembly Orientation Presentation, on the 
subject “They Matter: Scientific Discovery, 
Research, Theology and Faith.” About twenty 
people attended.
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Creator for the scientific knowledge that is the 
basis of our technology. Barbara then discussed 
what science and theology have in common, 
and how we can form a creation theology that 
relates to the cosmos we actually live in, rather 
than depending on a medieval three-storey uni-
verse long since abandoned. She drew out some 
implications for worship language (hymns and 
prayers), and Christian education.

In all, the 215th General Assembly was 
an exciting, busy, and rewarding time for 
PASTCF.

Following are personal statements from two of this 
yearʼs Martin awardees. SciTech† hopes to include 
a statement from Dr. Hougen in a later issue.

David McCalley: Words are inadequate to fully 
express the relationship between my faith and 

my profession.  I was raised in a family of faith 
who encouraged my questioning, including my 
questions about things of faith.  This carried 
over through my collegiate education and my 
professional life.  During my collegiate experi-
ence, I began to compartmentalize my faith and 
my science studies largely because there was no 
readily available structure for growing within 
the faith as there was in my collegiate studies.  
After marriage, moving into my profession and 
becoming involved in the life of our new church, 
my questioning was enlarged upon through the 
faith and study groups in which my wife and I 
became involved. These studies illustrated the 
value of criticism, even within religious studies.  
This has been important to the development of 
my thinking both in the sciences and in religion 
and faith.

In the 1970s, the United States experienced a 
reoccurrence of antievolution sentiment fueled by 
a rise in fundamentalist Christianity, something 
which has resurfaced within the past several years. 
Evolutionary science is viewed as a serious threat 
by those whose religion is rooted in fundamental-
ism.  Understanding that there was no real debate 
between fundamentalists and scientists as we each 
began with differing premises, I began to teach 
about this rather that to urge more debate.  It is 
important to recognize that all Christian thinking 
does not start with fundamentalist presumptions.  
Indeed, many of these presumptions are based on 
scholarship which has long ago been superseded 
by more accurate understandings of the nature 
and the role of the Judeo-Christian Bible and 
traditions.  A problem for a great proportion of 
the general population of believers is not being 
well enough educated about the modern schol-
arship which informs our faith.  As a professor 
in a public university, I needed to walk a fine 
line between teaching and indoctrination at all 

times, but especially within this context.  None 
the less, I have found that the discussions are 
stimulating both for the students and for me.  
I have had more motivation to study religious 
works in order to bring some balance between 
my scientific background and my religion and 
faith.  In retrospect, it has been an interesting 
faith journey, one which is yet incomplete.

David Talmage: I was born and raised in 
Kwangju, Korea, where my parents were Pres-

byterian missionaries. My father had graduated 
from Tulane with a degree in Engineering before 
attending the Presbyterian Seminary in Austin, 
Texas. Although both of my parents had a strong 
faith in the validity of the scriptures, my father 
was always interested in scientific explanations 
of natural events. He taught me that although 
he never questioned the fundamental Truth of 
the scriptures, he often questioned the interpre-
tation given to it by others.

Our neighbors in Kwangju, the Wilson 
family, played a big role in my upbringing. There 
were seven children in each of our two families, 
and two of the Wilson boys were very close to 
my age. Dr. Wilson’s main mission work was with 
the lepers of Korea, for whom he built a colony 
where they could receive medical treatment and 
live a fairly normal life, protected from the rejec-
tion they received from the general public. This 
made a big impression on me and demonstrated 
the value of medical knowledge on implementing 
Jesus’ command to love your neighbor.

My childhood interest was astronomy. I 
remember trying to calculate when the next 
moon eclipse would occur. At Davidson Col-
lege, physics was my favorite subject although 
my goal was to be a doctor, an ambition my 
physics professor thought would be a waste of 
time. My main reason for going into medicine 
was because that was where one could be most 
helpful. A career in medical research turned out 
to me more exciting than I ever dreamed to be 
possible. I had a front row seat at the biggest 
revolutionary advance in knowledge mankind 
has ever seen. When I left medical school I had 
never heard of DNA. This year my grandson in 
seventh grade wrote a term paper on biogenetics 
and its philosophical implications.

After retirement I returned to study my first 
love, physics. But at the same time I read every-
thing I could find on the biology of homosexuality. 
My concern for the plight of gays and lesbians 
was derived, I believe, from the service that my 
neighbor, Dr. Wilson, had performed for the 
outcasts of another society. The biological origin 
of homosexuality is clearly a scientific question 
and this is clearly a situation where the truth will 
make you free to do the right thing.

Galileo, Gene Therapy, and Martin Awardees
Derek began by drawing attention to the 

dominance of technology in our daily lives—tech-
nology that is often so familiar that we forget 
how amazing it is. For example, a simple flip 
of a switch can plunge a room into darkness or 
bring forth light. He then laid out the basis in 
scientific research for many different technologies 
and challenged the group to give thanks to the 
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A MISSIONARY HERO BY   LEHR BRISBIN 

Frank Vandegrift was born in 1924 in Bir-
mingham, Alabama. He obtained his Bachelor 
of Mechanical Engineering degree from Georgia 
Tech. This was quickly followed a year later by 
a Master’s degree in Religious Education from 
Columbia Theological Seminary in Decatur, 
Georgia. Thus, early in his career, the two domi-
nant themes of: (1) science/technology, and (2) 
religion were established as basic components 
of Frank’s life.

Frank first arrived in the Congo as a mis-
sionary of the PC(USA) on January 1, 1950 and 
quickly immersed himself in learning both French 
and the Tshiluba language. Until he and his wife, 
Catherine, were forced to leave the Congo due to 
violent uprisings in 1960, Frank was responsible 
for a variety of mission projects. These included 
repairs and improvements of the Kellersberger 
Hospital at Bibanga Station, construction of 
a chapel, a residence, and two buildings for a 
school at the same location along with construc-
tion of another school for teachers, and a small 
hydroelectric plant. A church was also built under 
Frank’s direction in Mbuji Mayi, and the Station’s 
airstrip and water system were kept repaired and 
functional—never easy tasks in such remote loca-
tions. The final days in the Congo/Zaire war zone 
were not easy. As the Station’s engineer with the 
know-how, Frank was the one who knew how 
to keep the radio powered and running. Thus 
during the evacuation, as rampaging military 
forces drew ever nearer, Frank was the one who 
had to hide-out and wait to the bitter end to keep 
the radio on the air to guide the vital incoming 
rescue/evacuation aircraft.

When Frank and Catherine returned to 
the United States in 1960, he worked for the 
Alabama Power Co. for three years and then 
was hired by Auburn University’s Department 
of Cooperative Education, eventually becoming 

its Director. Along the way, he received many 
awards for excellence from the American Society 
for Engineering Education (ASEE). When he 
subsequently took early retirement from this 
position in 1984, his career could have easily 
settled—into something of the “standard model” 
for retired technical professionals with former 
overseas mission experience—a comfortable life 
of well-earned leisure at home in the United 
States around family, friends, and particularly 
grandchildren.

However there was no such life of leisure for 
Frank Vandegrift, and it’s here, at the age of 60, 
that the depth of his life commitment to his church 
began to assert itself. With Catherine still by his 
side, he returned to the Congo/Zaire in 1984 
to help lead the construction of a hydroelectric 
plant for the Good Shepherd Hospital and the 
Christian Medical Institute of the Kasai in the 
south central area of that country. He went back 
to the Congo in 1990 and 1994 for six months to 
train others to maintain the hydroelectric plant. 
As late as 1996 and 1997, at an age of more than 
70, Frank served several three-month terms as a 

project manager for the building of an Ortho-
pedic Hospital of the Presbyterian Church of 
East Africa in Kikuyu, Kenya. With his skills, 
college degrees and many awards in engineering, 
Frank Vandegrift could easily have held a series of 
high-paying comfortable jobs with engineering 
firms here in the United States. But the needs 
of his church’s mission work in Africa called and 
Frank and Catherine did not hesitate to heed that 
call, even at an age and stage in life when leisure 
and well-deserved rest would beckon many of 
the most dedicated of the church’s retired mis-
sionaries. Frank still had work to do and neither 
advancing age nor the increasing risks associated 
with living and working in difficult parts of the 
world were going to get in the way!

As an Elder and member of the Mission 
Committee of the First Presbyterian Church 
of Aiken, South Carolina, I met Frank and 
Catherine when they moved to our town to 
be near their daughter and her growing family. 
They joined our church in 1998 and shortly 
thereafter Frank began to be plagued with an 
increasingly debilitating condition which proved 
to be Multiple Myeloma. Until his death in 2001, 
Frank continued to bring “youth” and enthusiasm 
to our church’s mission committee. Above all, 
he provided the all-important tempered wisdom 
and wise counsel which were always needed and 
welcome as we planned church mission activities 
in both Zambia and the Sudan.

In writing to the PASTCF Board, requesting 
consideration of a special recognition for Frank’s 
life and work, Dr. V. Birch Rambo, a colleague of 
his in Africa, described watching him join other 
mission and church people (evangelists and doc-
tors) preaching on Sundays in the surrounding 
villages. He wrote, “As a close observer of Frank 
during his work under difficult conditions, in heat 
and the need for improvisation, communicating 
in French and Tshiluba, I attest to his outstanding 
patience, love, wisdom, and grace in his work. 
His devotion to the Lord and the Gospel was 
exemplary and an attractive example to all who 
worked with him and for him.”

Perhaps a comparison to the life and work of 
Albert Schweitzer isn’t so sacrilegious after-all… 
PASTCF is honored to be able to remember the 
life and work of Frank Vandegrift as a mechani-
cal engineer and as a missionary spreading and 
living the Gospel of Jesus Christ in some of the 
most remote parts of the world.

I. Lehr Brisbin Jr., Ph.D. is a former PASTCF Board 
Member and Elder at the First Presbyterian Church 
in Aiken, South Carolina.

A Tribute Remembering the Life and Work of Frank Vandegrif t

Even for those active in the foreign mission field, having one’s life and 
work compared in some ways to those of Albert Schweitzer may seem 
at least a bit sacrilegious. However that is just what happened when 

the PASTCF Board reviewed the life’s work of the late Frank Vandegrift, a 
professional mechanical engineer and PC(USA) missionary to the Congo 
and East Africa, his work spanning a period of 47 years. The Board first 
learned of the life and work of Frank Vandegrift as part of its discussion of 
nominees for the Daniel W. Martin Science as a Christian Vocation pro-
gram. Recognition under this program is restricted to persons who are still 
living. However, the Board felt that a special remembrance was in order in 
the case of this very special man whose life’s work so embodied the goals 
and ideals of PASTCF.

Derek Pursey presenting certificate to Catherine 
Vandegrift honoring the missionary work of her 
late husband, Frank Vandegrift.

By David V. McCalley, Ph.D.
Member of Central Iowa Chapter

Science, as we have come to know it, is a relatively new 
phenomenon in the history of human thought and action. 
Considering the effect science has had on humanity and 

the world in which we live, this “Johnny-come-lately” way of 
knowing has been extraordinarily successful. However, this very 
success has been the basis for considerable tension between 
the previous “world super power”—religion—and the new 
pretender to the throne.

Science and theology have common roots in human history. 
Archeologists and anthropologists gives us a story in which 
the non-rational and the rational are blended in the lives of 
our earliest human ancestors. From the earliest time, humans 
have sought answers to questions about existence:

• What can be eaten?
• Where can it be found?
• How can events be controlled?
• What happens after death?
Answers to these questions often came from everyday 

experiences, some from observations based on regularities in 
the surrounding physical world. In other situations, because 
there were no apparent regularities, answers were provided in 
a non-rational manner. Even the answers derived from the 
regularity of physical events carried a non-rational element. 
Sickness is an interesting example. There is ample evidence 
that sickness was treated with a variety of physical measures 
from a very early time in the history of Homo species. Yet, 
evidence also shows that these means were augmented by 
non-rational acts and that both were considered important 
in reaching the desired end.

It is clear that humans have relied upon both the regularity 
of events in nature (rationality) and the overlay of non-ratio-
nal thinking on these events as well as upon events having 
no apparent rational explanation. The stars and planets were 
observed to have regular motion nightly as well as seasonally. 
The regular movements of the stars, and the patterns they 
formed, were endowed with non-rational meaning. Stories 
were told which were to explain the cause and meaning of 
these stellar motions.

Similarly, stories were told to explain all of the events 
experienced in the physical world. Likewise, those events 
for which no apparent physicality was present—life, death, 
emotions, etc.—were explained through stories. The codifi-
cation of stories, the development of ritual story telling and 
related ritualistic behavior, represent what we generally call 
religion. Thus, the seeds of both science and theology were 
being sowed.

The early Egyptians and their handling of the dead illus-
trate this well. The coupling of rational behavior—the elaborate 
preservation of the corpse—with the non-rational—the belief 
in and planning for a life after death in which the physical 
body would be involved—represents a harmonious interplay 

between rational and non-rational thought.
Harmony continued only so long as the rational was 

subordinate to the non-rational. In the western world, after 
the rise of the Christian church as the source of all truth, the 
philosophical heritage from the Greeks was gradually lost and 
the long period of what has become known as the Middle Ages 
was ruled by the ecclesiastical thinking of the Church with its 
holding of a tiered universe in which the earth was at the center 
and all things revolved about it. The Bible provided the truth 
of this thought in such texts as Joshua 10.12-13 in which the 
sun “stood still” and in Psalms 93.1 with the statement about 
the world being established and “shall never be moved.”

With the rediscovery of ancient Greek writings (thanks, 
in part to the Crusades providing contact with Islam and the 
enlightened Arabic scholars), there was a renewed interest 
in other ways to consider existence. Thus the ecclesiastical 
universalism of the Middle Ages began to loosen. With this 
came the rise of nationalism and the onset of the Renais-
sance and the Reformation. Latin began to be replaced by the 
vernacular languages of Europe and papers having to do with 
natural philosophy were being written in the vernacular rather 
in ecclesiastical Latin as in the past. A gradual separation of 
natural philosophy and theology was beginning.

As the rapid growth of new materialistic and mechanistic 
understandings of the physical world progressed, a gradual 
separation between natural philosophy and what we call sci-
ence began to take place. The use of the term science began to 
be used for the first time in the mid-nineteenth century. The 
philosophies out of which science developed—materialism, 
mechanism, determinism, and naturalism—were still an inher-
ent part of science, but only as methodological guideposts. The 
concept that all reality exists only in particles of matter and the 
structures they form had no functional role to play in the new 
science. The new science operated as a methodological approach 
to dealing with the 
physical universe 
and assumed a 
regularity of action 
of its parts. Thus, 
the new science had 
been separated from 
the earlier theologi-
cal relationships and 
from the very philosophical foundations which nurtured its 
origin. Science became method and outcome.

Referring back to the great success science has had in 
revealing the nature of the physical universe, it is not difficult 
to understand that for many, this methodological materialism 
is also viewed in its philosophical wholeness: that physical 
existence is all there is, that life is only an expression of the 
complex machinery of biological existence, and the only 
meaning to be found is in understanding this complexity 
and dignifying it with humanistic values.

“Talking Together” continues on page 10 >>>

Why Science and Theology Need To Talk With Each Other
Science and Spirituality, separately and together, inform the totality of human experience

CENTRAL IOWA CHAPTER BY   DAVID MCCALLEY 

Our problem lies with our graduates who go into 
congregations which would not be accepting. Since their jobs 
are dependent upon satisfying the congregations, [pastors] 
avoid this or sometimes merely go along with active 
resistance to it.”
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>>> “Elephant” continued from page 3
Several of the sciences, individually or in 

combination, produce narratives about the his-
tory of the universe, life, and humankind. It is in 
the encounter of these scientific narratives with 
religious narratives—traditional narratives that 
usually assume ancient histories of nature—that 
“the controversy about evolution” arises. Given 
this state of affairs some suggest that educational 
policy should permit “teaching the controversy” 
in the science classes of public schools.

But there is a distinction and a clarification 
that I believe needs to be made. The distinc-
tion is between “teaching the controversy” and 
“teaching about the controversy.” The former, I 
believe, suggests an engagement of the students 
in the controversy itself. The latter suggests 
helping students gain an understanding of the 

various dimensions of the controversy. Because 
the former is a political activity, I do not believe 
that it is appropriate for the public schools to 
facilitate such engagement. On the other hand, 
the latter is an educational activity and falls within 
the responsibility of the schools.

The clarification has to do with identifying 
what the “controversy” is? How is the phrase, 
“the controversy about evolution,” to be under-
stood?

Is it a scientific controversy? The simplest 
answer is, “No.” As any robust and vital field 
of scientific inquiry encourages lively debate 
on theoretical particulars, so in the biological 
sciences there is a lively discussion of weighting 
the mechanisms of biological evolution and, as 
an historical science, there is debate about the 
exact evolutionary pathways. However, there is 
no scientific debate about whether life, as we find 
it today in all its diversity, is the consequence 
of a long history of continuous descent with 
modification from one or a few first single-
celled forms of life.

Is the controversy a philosophical one? Perhaps. 
In one sense it is a controversy concerning whether 
the practice of science can attend only to natural 
and material causes without necessarily implying 
that nothing transcends nature and matter. In 
addition to epistemology, the controversy can also 
be seen as one of metaphysics and philosophi-
cal cosmology (e.g., is reality dualistic; is there 
a domain of “super-nature” as well as nature?). 
However, it is clear that there are evolutionary 
scientists (cosmologists, geologists, biologists, 
paleoanthropologists) who are also participants 

in traditional religious communities. So, it is 
prima facie the case that to be an evolutionary 
scientist does not require that one also be an onto-
logical reductionist, naturalist, and materialist. 
The interesting question is how these scientists 
manage this relationship. Is it by maintaining a 
profound separatism, a la Gould, or is it through 
some form of integration?

Is it an historical controversy? Perhaps in the 
public view it is, but it is not among historians. 
The popular lore of our culture does suggest that 
on the matter of evolution there is a necessary 
conflict between religion and science. In spite 
of important historical work over the past half-
century or more, which has demonstrated that 
the relationships between science and traditional 
religion are very complex, in America Inherit the 
Wind (the film and play) remains the cultural 

lens through which many view the “controversy.” 
Unfortunately, this work of art imitates history 
only in a superficial way as Edward Larson’s 
historical account of the Scopes Trial, Summer 
for the Gods, amply illustrates.

Is it a religious controversy? Yes. It is a meta-
theological controversy concerning the fitting 
relationship between religious and scientific 
viewpoints. It is a controversy at the intersection 
of narratives about the world, those produced as a 
result of scientific inquiry and traditional religious 
narratives that have served to provide people with 
the framework of meaning that orients their lives. 
However, it is not simply one between science 
and religion. It is also a theological controversy 
about how God’s activity in the world is to be 
understood. For some, if God is active in the 
world, then God must “leave fingerprints.” For 
others, the affirmation of divine action is an act 
of faith, not a conclusion from evidence.

It is worth remembering that there is more 
than one theological position on what it means 
to affirm a creator God. At least four can be 
identified and each relates the sacred narratives 
to the scientific narratives in a somewhat dif-
ferent manner.

There is strict creationism. It holds that God 
created the world directly in six 24-hour days. 
Here the Bible is read literally and is taken to be 
inerrant (that is, without error on any matter about 
which it speaks). This is a young-Earth view and 
is strongly interventionist in its understanding 
of divine activity. It assumes that there is only 
one world so that the findings of science must 
necessarily confirm and conform to what is taken 

to be the authoritative religious narrative.
Then there is progressive creationism. It holds 

that God has created directly at various points 
but treats the “days” of Genesis as metaphorical. 
It views the Bible as infallible (“not failing” with 
respect to its theological and moral teachings) 
and accepts an old Earth. It is still generally 
interventionist. Those with this view are will-
ing to accept some of the scientific narrative 
except where it bears on what they take to be 
a particularly crucial theological commitment 
grounded in their religious narrative (e.g., within 
Christian narratives the absolutely unique status 
of humanity in creation as being “made in the 
image of God” and its relation to the doctrines 
of sin and salvation). This is largely the view that 
William Jennings Bryan held at the time of the 
Scopes trial in 1925.

Theistic evolutionists have often been seen 
as the primary religious supporters of evolu-
tion. They generally affirm that God creates by 
means of evolution but ordinarily make a few 
exceptions: the very beginning of everything, 
perhaps the origin of life, usually the origin of 
authentic humankind. The Bible is viewed as 
infallible, the Earth as old, and God as a semi-
interventionist. Yet, those holding this view tend 
to end up with one or another form of dualism or 
separatism where the scientific and religious nar-
ratives are held to be “complementary” and where 
each has its own proper and absolute autonomy. 
This view is exemplified in Pope John Paul II’s 
1996 statement on evolution.

Evolutionary theists hold that God creates 
only indirectly through the evolutionary processes 
such that you cannot find divine “fingerprints” 
on nature. They tend to “confess” as a matter of 
faith commitment that they stand in the biblical 
tradition that affirms God as creator. They hold 
that the Earth is old. They are non-intervention-
ist, holding the God also evolves (i.e., God has a 
“biography” in which there is change) in relation 
to the creation. Various forms of process theol-
ogy exemplify this position (e.g., as illustrated 
in David Ray Griffin’s Religion and Scientific 
Naturalism: Overcoming the Conflicts). Those in 
this position seek a new religious narrative that 
integrates an intuition of transcendent purpose 
with the findings of the particular contemporary 
science.

Given the various ways that “the controversy” 
can be understood, are there appropriate venues 

“More Elephant” continues on page 9 >>>

>>> “More Elephant” continued from page 4
in public education where one can “teach about 
the controversy?” I believe that there are. Clearly, 
First Amendment guarantees do not preclude 
teaching about religion in the public schools. One 
can appropriately “teach about the controversy” 
in history and social studies classes. But what 
about science classes?

The elephant of religion is in the corner of 
the science classroom whether we acknowledge 
it or not. Students bring their religious tradition 
with them when they enter the classroom. But 
since “the controversy about evolution” is not a 
scientific one, how could the science class be an 
appropriate place to teach about it? It seems to 
me that there are two considerations that need 
to be taken into account. The first has to do with 
how the science is taught.

If science education is to take seriously the 
context of the learner, then it will be necessary 
to acknowledge the elephant in the corner. It will 
be necessary to recognize that science education 
necessarily has religious implications. Care must 
be taken not to suggest that the historical sciences 
require that one abandon a religious tradition. 
At the same time, although scientific develop-
ment cannot in principle invalidate the religious 
intuition of a transcendent ground of nature, it 
does qualify what can be said credibly about 
that ground given what we have learned about 
the history of the universe. Because religious 
traditions assume and are in part constituted by 
some traditional narrative worldview, the world 
narrative developed by the various sciences of 
the history of nature have a bearing on religious 
narratives. Such bearing needs to be recognized 
in public science education. How might this be 
accomplished?

Without specifying details, perhaps broad 
features of what is required would include the 
following: (1) Teachers need to understand the 
specific religious diversity of their class; (2) 
Teachers need to affirm that science does not 
offer conclusions on ultimate questions BUT 
… (3) Teachers also need to acknowledge that 
particular findings of science may have a bear-
ing on particular religious beliefs; (4) Teachers 
can help their class understand that there are 
a variety of ways that science and religion can 
be related.

The second consideration has to do with 
how the first consideration can be addressed. 
It seems to me that this can be accomplished 
through the significant inclusion of the his-
tory and philosophy of science in the science 
curriculum. Various national science standards 
call for such inclusion but these calls are more 
often honored in the breach. However, it is just 
this subject matter, which is crucial for a general 

public understanding of science, that can pro-
vide an appropriate educational loci for “teaching 
about the controversy,” and provide a place to 
acknowledge the elephant.

How might this be done? One way would be 
to make sure that any discussion of the history 
and philosophy of science includes fruits from 
the last half century of renewed scholarship on 
both the historical and philosophical relation-
ships between science and religion in Western 
culture,. As this scholarship amply demonstrates, 
religion is not an ancillary topic in the study 
of scientific development as the Cartesian and 
Enlightenment bifurcation of the world proposes. 
Instead religion is central to the understanding of 
science in the West, particularly the foundations 
of science. (This would include contributions 
from nonwestern as well as non-Abrahamic 
Western traditions; e.g., Pythagoreans were a 
religious order.) Religion also addresses not 
only the assumptions about nature that make 
science possible but also the moral value given 
to the scientific enterprise as such.

The educational challenge to accomplish 
this is great. But I will close with a quote from 
1925 that still seems fitting in the light of the 
contemporary issues surrounding the nature of 
science and science education and in particular 
the issues involved in “teaching about the con-
troversy about evolution.” In Science and the 
Modern World Alfred North Whitehead wrote: 
“When we consider what religion is for mankind, 
and what science is, it is no exaggeration to say 
that the future course of history depends upon 
the decision of this generation as to the relations 
between them.” We have yet to work out that 
decision but the deep cultural significance of 
the task remains.

James B. Miller, is Senior Program Associate for the 
AAAS program of Dialogue on Science, Ethics, and 
Religion. This article was presented at a meeting 
of the American Geophysical Union in Boston in 
May 2001, and as part of a panel on “Teaching the 
Controversy about Evolution” at the Sixth Inter-
national History, Philosophy, and Science Teaching 
Conference in Denver in November 2001.

1Natural History, 106 (2), 1997:18.

2According to Merriam-Webster Online, ontology is “(1) a branch 
of metaphysics concerned with the nature and relations of being; or, (2) 
a particular theory about the nature of being or the kinds of existents.” 
From the same source metaphysics is “a division of philosophy that is 
concerned with the fundamental nature of reality and being and that 
includes ontology, cosmology, and often epistemology.”

3Survey on Teaching Evolution and Creationism in the Public Schools, 
People for the American Way (March 2000).

4It is important to understand that the term “religious” need not 
refer to any particular historical or traditional religion. As Gould suggests, 
“religious” can properly refer to any matter that deals with the “meaning 
of our lives.” In this case, even a secular “philosophy of life” would be 
“religious” by definition.

… there is more than one theological position on what it means to affirm a creator God. At least four can be 

identified and each relates the sacred narratives to the scientific narratives in a somewhat different manner.

Thomas As Witness
A Meditation

By the Reverend James B. Miller, Ph.D.
PASTCF Development Officer

Thomas is my kind of disciple. Either he was 
from Missouri or he was a classic empiricist. 

Given the way the reliability of the disciples is 
depicted in the Gospels, you can understand 
how Thomas might be skeptical of their report 
of Jesus’ appearance.

In John’s account upon Jesus’ return to the 
disciples a second time, Thomas is invited by 
Jesus to test whether what is before him is an 
apparition or the real thing. But then Thomas is 
admonished by Jesus that those who “have not 
seen yet believe” are more blessed.

What can this mean? Is “faith,” perhaps 
better “blind faith,” in the witness of others 
to be valued more than the one’s own critical 
observation of nature?

For some “faith,” especially faith in God 
is of dubious value. One scientist has written: 
“It is fashionable to wax apocalyptic about the 
threat to humanity posed by the AIDS virus, 
‘mad cow’ disease, and many others, but I think 
a case can be made that faith is one of the world’s 
great evils, comparable to the smallpox virus but 
harder to eradicate.”1

While another noted scientist has opined 
that: “I am all in favor of a dialogue between sci-
ence and religion, but not a constructive dialogue 
… One of the great achievements of science has 
been, if not to make it impossible for intelligent 
people to be religious … then at least to make it 
possible for them not to be religious. We should 
not retreat from this accomplishment.”2

Ironically some who oppose such judgments, 
nevertheless share the view that the practice of 
contemporary empirical science leads (shall I say 
“naturally”) to such anti-religious conclusions. 
For example, Philip Johnson, the University 
of California at Berkeley law professor, writes: 
“Naturalism does not explicitly deny the mere 
existence of God, but it does deny that a super-
natural being could in any way influence natural 
events, such as evolution, or communicate with 
natural creatures like ourselves. Scientific natural-
ism makes the same point by starting with the 
assumption that science, which studies only the 
natural, is our only reliable path to knowledge. 
A God who can never do anything that makes a 
difference, and of whom we can have no reliable 
knowledge, is of no importance to us.”3

Could Johnson and Dawkins and Weinberg 
be correct? Does so-called scientific naturalism

“Thomas” continues on page 10 >>>
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HAVE YOU NOTICED THE BIG GRAY THING?  SCIENCE & THEOLOGY TALKING 

By James B. Miller, Ph.D.
PASTCF Development Officer

A t the outset a distinction needs to be made 
between the ways that Americans think 
about the science and religion relationship. 

Publicly Americans often identify the relation-
ship as one of conflict. In 1997 when the Ameri-
can Association for the Advancement of Science 
held a conference to illustrate constructive dia-
logue between science and religion on “the epic 
of evolution” at the Field Museum in Chicago, 
a headline appeared in the Chicago Tribune that 
read, “Roll over Darwin those theologians are 
at it again.”

But if asked privately, many if not most 
Americans are more likely to voice a separatist 
view of the relationship between science and reli-
gion. This dualist view is part of the Cartesian and 
Kantian philosophical legacy of the 17th and 18th 
centuries. It divides the world into two isolated 
domains with acquired knowledge, matter, the 
body, objects, knowledge as such, facts, “how” 
questions, and science on one side; and revealed 
knowledge, spirit, the mind, subjects, faith, values, 
“why” questions, and religion on the other.

One of the most articulate expressions of 
this view is made by Stephen Jay Gould in his 
1997 Natural History article, “Nonoverlapping 
Magisteria” (later expanded in his book Rocks of 
Ages). Gould writes: “The lack of conflict between 
science and religion arises from a lack of overlap 
between their respective domains of professional 
expertise—science in the empirical constitution 
of the universe and religion in the search for 
proper ethical value and the spiri-
tual meaning of our lives.”1

Given this view, a defense 
of “scientific naturalism” (usually 
described as “methodological 
naturalism”) is made by sepa-
rating it from so-call “philo-
sophical naturalism” (perhaps 
better called “metaphysical” or 
“ontological” naturalism).2 This 
purported absolute distinction is 
held to create a noninterference 
relationship between scientific 
findings about and religious 
interpretations of the world.

The first amendment prin-
ciple of religious freedom is also 

rooted in this Enlightenment tradition. It is 
this Constitutional principle that until now has 
been the primary ground for opposing religiously 
motivated attacks on teaching the evolutionary 
sciences in the public schools.

But is this separatist view adequate?
I call your attention to a survey commis-

sioned by the People for the American Way fol-
lowing the Kansas State Board of Education’s 
1999 elimination of so-called macroevolution, 
the age of the Earth, and Big Bang cosmology 
from the state science education standards.3 The 
results are interesting.

The survey identified six alternative posi-
tions: teach only evolution; teach evolution in 
the science class and creationism in some other 
class; teach evolution as theory and creationism 
as belief; teach both as theory; teach both but 
unsure how; teach creationism only. Although 
the distribution of these responses is interesting, 
how they tended to be grouped when reported by 
various groups is even more interesting.

Those advocating the teaching of evolution 
tended to point out that 83% of the respondents 
favored the teaching of evolution while only 
16% advocated teaching only creationism. On 
the other hand, those supporting the teaching 
of creationism argued that 79% of the respondents 
favored teaching creationism somehow and only 
20% advocated teaching evolution alone. But per-
haps it is most accurate to say that while 20% of the 
respondents advocated teaching only evolution 
and 16% advocated teaching only creationism, 
63% advocated teaching both in some manner. 

This result, I think, illustrates that the science 
and religion relationship is actually much more 
historically complex than either the conflict or 
separatist views suggest.

One way to express this complexity would 
be to say that the description of nature generated 
by the sciences creates conditions of credibility 
for religion. At the same time, it is religious4 
presuppositions about the meaning of our lives 
that grounds science as a meaningful human 
activity.

But perhaps it is more precise to say that 
the point of interaction between science and 
religion is that of the narrative description of 
nature developed by the evolutionary sciences 
and the narrative elements of religious traditions. 
Religious narratives often begin in the preliterate 
oral traditions with etiological stories, stories that 
give an account of the reason for the world and 
for the community. These then form a part of 
the sacred texts of a religious community. But the 
narratives are also present in stylized form in the 
ritual practices of the community (e.g., Passover, 
the Eucharist, the Hajj). And lastly, these narra-
tives are the imaginative background for more 
abstract systems of religious doctrine.

We could say that the religious narrative 
is the vehicle that conveys the meaning of the 
religious tradition to other communities and to 
new generations of the traditional community. In 
this view, one could change the narrative without 
substantively changing the core religion. How-
ever, I think this view insufficiently expresses the 
intimacy of the narrative to the tradition.

I would suggest it is more like the following 
illustration. In a sense the narra-
tive constitutes the religion. So, if 
you change the narrative, you get 
a religion of a different sort. And 
it would be possible to so change 
the narrative that the religion as a 
sui generis reality disappears. (The 
religion is still there but its consti-
tuting narrative has been reduced 
to other cultural narratives so as to 
be indistinguishable from them.) 
In all of this, what needs to be 
emphasized is that every religious 
narrative tradition assumes some 
understanding of the universe and 
its history.

“Elephant” continues on page 4 >>>

Dealing with the Elephant in the Corner
You Canʼt Avoid Religion If You Want to Teach the History of Nature

>>> “Talking Together” continued from page 5
From the late 18th century to the present, 

separation of sacred and secular, begun in the 
Renaissance, has become the “lingua franca” of 
western life.

On the whole, in the United States there is 
still a strong sense of the importance of religion 
in daily life. Yet, in most of the western world 
religion is given little immediate value. I would 
suggest that in the U. S., the value of religion 
carries as much political as spiritual meaning.

Steven Weinberg has stated that “the more 
we know about the universe, the more it seems 
pointless!” Robert Pollack, in referring to science 
calls it a “set of data that otherwise show no sign 
of supporting any meaning to our lives on Earth, 
beyond that of being numbers in a cosmic lot-
tery with no paymaster.” His complete thought 
on this begins, “A Jewish understanding of our 
appearance by evolution through natural selec-
tion introduces an irrational certainty of meaning 
and purpose to ‘a set of data’ … ” I separated 
his statement to highlight his view of science 
without theology.

In many ways, Pollack addresses perhaps the 
most divisive aspect of the tension between people 
of science and people of faith—Evolution! The 
primary points of conflict between science and 
theology today seem to center about:

• Time of creation;
• Method of creation;
• Constitution of the human being (soul 

and survival beyond physical death).
Science has been viewed by many, practitio-

ner and nonpractitioner, as a philosophic view 
of existence rather than as it has developed—a 
methodology. The limitations of science as a 
method of knowing which is itself limited to 
knowing about the physical universe are all too 
often lost in the headiness of success.

There are no answers from science to ques-
tions about meaning ( love, kindness, altruism, 
etc.). Questions about God are not only unan-
swerable by science, they are simply questions 
which are not within the logical framework of 
the method.

One might ask, why are we considering the 
question of science and theology? My quick 
answer is—ignorance and fear. Theology is a 
healthy and advancing field of human study. 
However, the fruits of this study remain largely 
within the scholarly community. What is being 
taught to our children is the “old time religion” 
and what is preached is often merely a reflection 
of the same. At the same time, the advances of 
science are continually before people through 
the mass media. “Well informed” today gener-
ally omits the theological advances resulting 
from archeological studies and other advances 

in learning about the past.
I once discussed evolution with a Lutheran 

theologian, asking why the Lutheran church (as 
I had experienced it in my classes) fought against 
its teaching about evolution. His reply was one 
which I continue to remember—and in a broader 
context than was his immediate intent. “Dave,” 
he said, “the Lutheran church has no problem 
with evolution. We teach this in our seminar-
ies (he was not of the Missouri or Wisconsin 
synod). Our problem lies with our graduates 
who go into congregations which would not be 
accepting. Since their jobs are dependent upon 
satisfying the congregations, they avoid this or 
sometimes merely go along with active resistance 
to it.” In fairness, I have had high school biology 
teachers in Iowa tell me much the same relating 
to why they avoid teaching about evolution in 
their classrooms!

Ignorance and Fear
Fritjof Capra, theoretical and particulate 

physicist, has stated that “Science does not 
need religion—religion does not need science, 
but humans need both.”

In conclusion, I see less concern between 
science and theology, as might be surmised, than 
I do between science and the present practice of 
religion. Our Christian faith has become divided 
into two major and obvious camps—religious 
fundamentalist and some evangelicals and the 
more traditional, mainline groups. The latter are 
sometimes referred to as being liberal but that 
remains to be seen.

Science, especially the teaching of science in 
our public schools, is under considerable pressure 
regarding teaching about evolution by the former 
who are well funded in their efforts. My specific 
concern is, where are the mainline churches? Each 
of these groups is on record as being in support 
of teaching about evolution and that it is in no 
way seen as a threat to the religious lives of our 
youth. On that I agree. However, I don’t think 
mainline congregations necessarily have heard 
the position statements of their leaders. Also, I 
don’t think the teaching of evolution is nearly the 
threat to our youth as is their lack of foundation 
about the intellectual foundations of their faith. 
When they are confronted by youth from the 
more dogmatic, fundamentalist and evangelical 
groups, they feel unable to cope. This often leads 
to a serious questioning of their own faith and 
the churches in which it was spawned.

Dr. David V. McCalley, Ph.D. is Emeritus Profes-
sor of Biology, University of Northern Iowa. This 
article is from an address given at the inaugural 
meeting of the Central Iowa Chapter of PASTCF 
on March 15, 2003.

>>> “Thomas” continued from page 9
Inescapably lead to a rejection of religious 
faith?

I think not. But to reach this judgment it is 
necessary to make some distinctions.

The philosopher and theologian, David 
Ray Griffin, has offered a typology of different 
kinds of “naturalism” that I think is relevant to 
this issue.4

• For methodological naturalism science 
is only competent to investigate natural actions/
causes.

• For minimal naturalism there are no 
supernatural actions/causes in nature.

• For maximal naturalism nature is all there 
is, there is no other form of being (this is usually 
an explicit form of atheism).

I’d like to suggest a fourth form of naturalism 
that falls between minimal and maximal; namely, 
theological naturalism. In this case nature is all 
there is, but this assertion has no bearing on the 
reality of God. How can this be?

It seems to me that the argument for theo-
logical naturalism involves at least the following 
two arguments. The first argument has four steps, 
two of which are definitional:

• To exist is to be a creature.
• Nature is the set of all creatures.
• To exist, then, is to be a part of nature.
• Nature, as creation, is all that there 

“is.”
But what does this argument necessarily 

exclude as an affirmation of the “existence” of 
God? It would seem to rule out God’s “existence.” 
But, maybe such a judgment is called for theo-
logically, if we have a fitting understanding of 
what we mean by the word “God.” The second 
argument for theological naturalism might be 
something like the following:

Due to the transcendence of God, all ref-
erential language with respect to God is at best 
analogical.

Because of its realistic intent, on the one 
hand, and its inevitable use of analogies drawn 
from creaturely experience, on the other, all sys-
tematic theology, in principle, breaks the second 
commandment; that is, it constructs theological 
“idols” out of words or, in other words, we speak 
of God as though God were a creature.

If “to exist” is to be a creature (as in the 
earlier argument), then, technically, God, as 
transcendent, does not “exist.”

God is the “ground” of all existence, not one 
existent among others. Or, to use theologian Paul 
Tillich’s language, God is the “ground of being” 
not one being among others, not even a so-called 
“supreme being.”

Putting the two arguments together would
“Thomas” continues on page 11 >>>
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PRESIDENTʼS CORNER BY   DEREK PURSEY

What do Presbyterians believe? The sum-
mary report of the Background Survey 
for the 2003-2005 Presbyterian Panel is 

available on the web at <www.pcusa.org/research/
panel>. To the extent that the randomly selected 
Presbyterian Panel is representative of the Pres-
byterian Church (USA) as a whole, a majority of 
Presbyterians believe that “the account of Cre-
ation presented in Genesis is a true account of 
how God created the world,” but fewer than one 
in ten believe that account to be “literally true, 
exactly as we find it in the Bible.”

A large majority agree1 that “the only absolute 
Truth for humankind is in Jesus Christ,” although 
fewer than half agree that “only followers of Jesus 
Christ can be saved.” More than two thirds of 
Presbyterians agree that “Jesus will return to earth 
some day,” and nearly all believe that “there is life 
after death.” Ninety-three percent of Presbyte-
rian elders surveyed believe in heaven, somewhat 
fewer (but still a large majority) believe in hell. 
Obviously, Presbyterians hold many more beliefs 
than these few, but no others were mentioned in 
the Background Survey summary.

Demographically, every age group between 
14 (confirmation age) and 40 is underrepresented 
in Presbyterian Church (USA) compared to the 
United States population as a whole, while every 
age group over 45 is overrepresented. We used 
to believe that we might temporarily lose young 
people while they are in college, but that they 
return to the Church once they are married and 
have children. That no longer seems to be so for 
Presbyterians.

Science magazine, published by the American 
Association for the Advancement of Science, is 
one of the world’s premier scientific journals. The 
issue of June 20, 2003 featured a series of review 
articles on “the dark side” of the universe—black 
holes, the “dark age” before stars formed, “dark 
matter,” and “dark energy.” I was surprised by 
how much is already known about all four topics, 
even though the kinds of stuff that dark matter 
and dark energy are made of remain unknown. 
Based on many astronomical observations of 
several different kinds, one amazing conclusion 
is the stuff that we, the planets, and the visible 
stars are made of—atoms, molecules, electromag-
netic radiation (including light), and the whole 
menagerie of “sub-atomic particles” studied by 
high energy physicists—makes up only about 
4% of all of the stuff in the universe. The rest is 

the mysterious dark matter and the even more 
mysterious dark energy. Although the articles are 
written in sober scientific language, one cannot 
escape a sense of excitement about recent findings 
and the expectation of new discoveries in the near 
future. Interestingly, the age groups significantly 
underrepresented in our denomination form a 
high proportion of the nation’s scientists and 
engineers.2

The beliefs probed by the Presbyterian Survey 
seem almost like a package of doctrines hermeti-
cally sealed against any contamination by scien-
tific insights such as those described in Science. 
Perhaps this partially explains why the age groups 
most prominent in science and engineering are 
notably underrepresented in the Church. If “the 
only absolute Truth for humankind is in Jesus 
Christ,” where does that leave scientific knowl-
edge? If Jesus is going to return to earth some 
day, where is he right now? The Apostles’ and 
Nicene creeds say that he is in heaven. However, 
the contemporary understanding of the universe 
gives no hint as to the 
existence, let alone the 
locations, of heaven and 
hell. Should PASTCF 
be concerned about 
these questions?

Four distinct kinds of question are raised 
here. The first kind asks whether there is a causal 
connection between the under-representation of 
young people in Presbyterian Church (USA) and 
a perceived irrelevance of Presbyterian beliefs 
to life in the “real” world, dominated as it is by 
science-based technology. While I believe that 
there is such a causal connection, I am unaware of 
any surveys or other studies that would confirm 
or disprove my gut feeling. Can any PASTCF 
member enlighten me on that?

The second kind of question is largely philo-
sophical and theological. What is the nature of 
scientific knowledge, to what extent is it “true,” 
what is the nature of religious truth, and how (if 
at all) can the two relate to each other?

The third kind has to do with the specific 
beliefs highlighted by the Presbyterian Panel, 
especially those about life after death (including 
beliefs about heaven and hell) and the expected 
return of Jesus “to judge the quick and the dead.” 
To what extent can these beliefs be justified either 
as valid religious truths (specifically in the context

“Contrasts” continued on page 11 >>>

Wil l  the rain reach the grass?

Contrasts and Challenges

The beliefs probed by the Presbyterian Survey seem almost like a 
package of doctrines hermetically sealed against any contamination 
by scientific insights such as those described in Science.

>>> “Thomas” continued from page 10
mean that the theological naturalist would aban-
don supernaturalism (there is only nature, which 
is creation) while affirming both the reality of 
God and that all phenomena in nature admit, in 
principle, to an explanation in terms of nature. 
This would imply, theologically, that all action 
in the world, even divine action, would be open 
to a natural explanation. Does this seem like a 
strange conclusion?

Another Christian, much more astute than I, 
has written: “ … God, the Author and Creator of 
all natures, does nothing contrary to nature; for 
whatever is done by Him who appoints all natural 
order and measure and proportion must be natural 
in every case.”5 In this light, the resurrection of 
Jesus the Christ, which we celebrate not only 
in this season but every first day of the week, is 
a fully natural event, a part of the order of the 
world that God is creating. That the resurrection 
is natural, makes it no less “awe-full.”

The Psalmist has written : “Fear of the Lord 
(or perhaps better, the “awe-full” apprehension of 
the Lord) is the beginning of wisdom … those 
who act accordingly have good understanding 
…”

Those of us who take our stand in a resur-
rection faith do so not because we have placed 
our hands on Jesus’ wounds, but because we trust 
the witness of those, like Thomas, who did and 
the natural chain of effects that lead from that 
event until today.

But this is not exceptional. Those of us 
who take our stand in an inflationary big bang 

>>> “Contrasts” continued from page 2
of Christian faith) or as scientific truths?

The fourth kind of question challenges us 
to get up from our armchairs (or down from our 
ivory towers) to really do something to help the 
denomination face up to the earlier questions.

Many scholarly books have been written in 
response to the philosophical and theological 
questions, but how many Presbyterians have read 
them or are even interested in doing so? Few if 
any scholarly books discuss the second coming 
of Christ or the reality of heaven and hell (as 
these beliefs are commonly understood) within 
a context that fully accepts the contemporary 
scientific worldview and is also fully consistent 
with the Reformed theological tradition. Do any 
such books exist? The late George Neal likened 
most scholarly writing on science and faith to 
virga—a meteorological term for rain that leaves 
the clouds but evaporates before it reaches the 
ground. Neal wrote, “We must find a way for the 
rain to reach the grass.” 3 I believe it is imperative 
for the future of the Church that the questions I 
am raising be addressed in such a way that “the 

directors of Christian education to bring some 
science, at age appropriate levels, into the whole 
of the Christian education program. Believe me, 
most Christian educators will be grateful for any 
such help that you can provide.

We should also promote PASTCF as the 
only organization affiliated with Presbyterian 
Church (USA) that is actively engaged in ques-
tions of science and faith. There is so much more 
that we could be doing if we had the resources. 
Since we depend almost entirely on membership 
dues for our income, finding resources for new 
initiatives depends in large part on recruiting 
new members.

1“Agree” in this essay includes both the “strongly agree” and “agree” 
categories of the survey.

2According to a National Science Foundation study, available at 
www.nsf.gov/sbe/srs/seind02, 57.4% of scientists and engineers in the 
workforce in 1999 were younger than 45. According to the same study, 
the most productive years for scientists and engineers are between the 
ages of 30 and 45.

3George Neal, “Space Science and Theology for Faith Develop-
ment,” SciTech†, vol. 8, no. 4, November 1999. Reprints of this article 
may be ordered from the PASTCF Secretary/Treasurer.

rain reaches the grass” in the pulpits and pews 
of our churches.

What should be the role of PASTCF in this? 
Many of our members are theologically trained 
pastors, and a few are even theology professors. I 
challenge you to write on these issues for SciTech† 
in a way that reaches the grass not only in the 
church pews but also in the science laboratory. 
Very many members of PASTCF are scientifi-
cally trained. I challenge you to write on these 
issues for SciTech† in a way that reaches the grass 
not only in the science laboratory but also in 
the church pews. For myself, I shall devote the 
next few President’s Corners to some of my own 
thinking on these matters.

But SciTech† reaches only a tiny minority of 
Presbyterians. I challenge all of us to do whatever 
it takes to educate, educate, and educate our laity 
and our clergy about “the world according to sci-
ence” as well as “the world according to scripture” 
and help people to wrestle with the issues that 
arise instead of ignoring them.

We can volunteer to teach classes on science 
and faith for adults and youth. We can offer to help 

cosmology do so not because we witnessed that 
moment of beginning, but because we trust the 
empirical observations and theoretical judgments 
of those who have assessed the effects that lead 
from that cosmic event until today. In both cases 
we take our stand in faith.

On this resurrection day may we, in faith, 
trust in the witness of Thomas to the awesome 
One who was then and is now making all things 
new and calling us to share in that creation.

1Richard Dawkins, The Humanist, Vol. 57, No. 1.

2Steven Weinberg, Cosmic Questions, 174.

3Philip Johnson, Darwin on Trial, 115.

4Religion and Scientific Naturalism: Overcoming the Conflicts, State 
University of New York Press, 2000.

5Augustine of Hippo, Reply to Faustus the Manichean, Book 
XXVI, 3.

Jim Miller shares his “Thomas” meditation 
during worship at the Ecumenical Roundtable 
in Richmond, Virginia on April 27, 2003.

>>> “Jeremiah” continued from page 1
from five sources:

• A major foundation grant that will provide 
more than 45% of the support of the project.

• Member dues.
• An ongoing grant from the General 

Assembly’s Office of Theology and Worship.
• Annual contributions from member com-

munions of the Ecumenical Roundtable on Sci-
ence, Technology and the Church in support of an 
outreach exhibit at the meeting of the American 
Association for the Advancement of Science.

• Endowment Income.

Standing before a moment of deep uncer-
tainty for his people and his faith, recognizing 
fully well the inescapable institutional trauma 
attendant upon his people, Jeremiah nevertheless 
committed himself to the steadfastness of God’s 
promise for the future. Can we who have the 
promise of the resurrection do less as we seek to 
proclaim faithfully in word and deed, the grace 
of the God who is making all things new? This 
is the opportunity that the Jeremiah Campaign 
provides for all members of the PASTCF at 
this moment.

By Jim Miller, PASTCF Development Officer, on 
behalf of the Executive Board of the Presbyterian 
Association on Science, Technology and the Chris-
tian Faith.

More information about the Jeremiah Campaign 
will be forthcoming in the months ahead.
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Jeremiah’s career was a remarkable one. He 
worked in the midst of one of the most trau-
matic moments in the history of the people 

of Israel: the Babylonian invasion, the fall of 
the Davidic monarchy, and the exile to Baby-
lon. While the nation rested confidently in the 
tradition (received from the prophet Nathan) 
that David’s heirs were established in Jerusalem 
forever, Jeremiah warned that a day of reckon-
ing had come and that the Babylonians at the 
gate were God’s instrument of that reckoning. 
More than warn. He broke clay vessels illustrating 
the pending destruction of the nation; he wore 
a yoke, forestaging the captivity; and worse, he 
encouraged the soldiers to desert.

Yet as Jerusalem was about to fall to the Baby-
lonians, Jeremiah did an unthinkable thing. He 
paid taxes in order to retain family property in 
Jerusalem. He offered a sign of hope—a sign, an 
embodied word, not simply a prophecy of better 
times in the future. It was at once a small and 
risky thing, yet a concrete powerful witness of 
confidence in the promise of God’s covenant with 
the people of Israel. ( Jeremiah 32.6-12)

These are difficult times now within the life 
of the Presbyterian Church (USA) and in relation 
to the world at large. Many seem satisfied to call 
for ever more firm allegiance to the tradition 
when that tradition has been unresponsive to 
the real exigencies that the world brings before 
our church doors—a world revealed in evermore 
detail and order by the sciences and reordered 
through human technological intervention, both 
intentionally and unintentionally, a world that 
is challenging our traditional confidence about 
what it is to be human and what our place in 
the universe is.

At the 1992 meeting of the General Assembly 
in Milwaukee, a group of Presbyterians organized 
the Presbyterian Association on Science, Tech-
nology and the Christian Faith to take the relation 
of our faith to that world with deep seriousness, 
to encourage the PCUSA to engage contempo-

rary scientific and technological culture both to 
discern God’s creative activity in it and to offer 
a credible Reformed witness to it.

This is the 10th anniversary year, and we stand 
at a moment symbolically not unlike Jeremiah’s. 
With a desire to emulate Jeremiah’s optimism in 
the face of deep uncertainty, the PASTCF Board 
is challenging the members of the Association 
to invest in the support of a major three-year 
project that can enable a quantum leap in the 
capacity of PASTCF to serve the Church, our 
society and the world.

The project has four primary dimensions: 
outreach, theological development, institutional 
development, and governance enhancement. 

Outreach includes:
• Enhance SciTech†, the Association journal/

newsletter and one of its primary means of com-
munication to members and the world.

• Facilitate the development of local Associa-
tion chapters at congregational and presbytery 
levels to nurture the essential work at the roots 
of the Church.

• Enhance the Association’s outreach at 
meetings of the General Assembly primarily by 
subsidizing the Association luncheon to allow 
more attendance and providing an honorarium 
for the luncheon speaker.

• Enhance the Association’s “Science as 
Christian Vocation” program by enabling those 
being recognized to attend in person.

• Enhance the Association’s outreach to 
Presbyterian church educators.

• Provide churchwide leadership workshops 
for clergy, elders, and other church leaders on 
“A Living Faith for the 21st Century,” focus-
ing on congregational worship, education, and 
mission.

• Coordinate work with ecumenical part-
ners in the Ecumenical Roundtable on Science, 
Technology and the Church including facilitating 
the Roundtable’s outreach to the scientific com-

munity at the annual meeting of the American 
Association for the Advancement of Science.

Theological Development includes:
• Empanel a working group in consultation 

with the General Assembly’s Office of Theology 
and Worship and in response to overtures adopted 
by the General Assembly to assist the Presbyterian 
Church (USA) discern the relationship between a 
contemporary Reformed Christian faith and the 
findings of the contemporary sciences.

Institutional Development includes:
• Membership recruitment: add 750 new 

members by the end of the project.
• Endowment development: establish an 

endowment of $1,250,000 by the end of the 
project.

Governance Enhancement includes:
• Enhance representation on the Association’s 

Executive Board by broadening its geographic, 
ethnic, and theological diversity.

• Increase the effectiveness of Board leader-
ship and oversight by making possible two full 
Board meetings annually.

• Employ a fulltime executive secretary who 
will be responsible for the coordination of the 
entire project and the day-to-day work of the 
Association.

Funding
The members of the Executive Board have 

pledged a combined $3,900 annual in support 
of this effort.

The Jeremiah Campaign is an integral part 
of the broader fundraising effort that has been 
mounted in support of this project. The total 
cost of the project over the three years will be 
more than $515,000. The annual goal for the 
Jeremiah Campaign is $35,000 per year. Com-
prehensive support for the project will come

“Jeremiah” continues on page 11 >>>
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