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

The Jeremiah Campaign was initiated in 2003 
as part of a strategic development project 
for PASTCF. Its goal was to raise a total of 

$105,000 from PASTCF members to support a 
large-scale initiative that would cost more than 
$500,000. The campaign was based on the sign 
of hope for the future shown in the story about 
Jeremiah paying back taxes on family property 
in Jerusalem on the eve of the Babylonian sack 
of the city ( Jeremiah 32.6-15).

To date $34,380 has been pledged to the 
campaign and more than $23,900 received in 

honor of those pledges or about 70% of the 
amount pledged and 54 members of the Asso-
ciation have made pledges, representing about 
17% of the membership.

Just as we failed to achieve full subscription to 
the goal of the Campaign, so also we have failed to 
acquire a major grant (over $200,000) in support 
of the full development project. Nevertheless, the 
PASTCF Executive Board has determined to use 
existing members’ support of Jeremiah to move 
forward in the development effort. The core of 
the development effort is to increase PASTCF 
membership in order to provide a firm funding 
base for the work of the Association on behalf 
of the Presbyterian Church.

Current PASTCF membership is approxi-
mately 300. At the same time according to data 
collected in the past decade, more than 300,000 
members of the Presbyterian Church (USA) 
have undergraduate degrees in math, science, 
or engineering. This suggests a fertile field for 
membership recruitment. At the same time, there 
is ample anecdotal evidence that Presbyterians are 
interested in the myriad of contemporary theo-
logical and ethical issues stimulated by current 
developments in science and technology.

The Board has determined to seek to increase 
its membership by providing $1,000 grants to 
local PASTCF chapters or congregations of 
PASTCF members to support local programs 
to initiate or stimulate local exploration at the 
intersection of Christian theology and ethics 
with scientific and technological development. 
The details about the application process for the 
grants will appear in the August SciTech†.

Up to 10 grants will be made per year begin-
ning in 2007. A significant goal in each proposal 
will be the recruitment of a minimum number 
of new PASTCF members. In addition, it will 
be expected that each proposal will indicate how 
the effort initiated or stimulated by the grant will 
be sustained into the foreseeable future.

The Jeremiah Campaign
A Report to the Membership

When there was no hope, Jeremiah acted in hope to 
redeem family property. Then the Lord said, “Houses 
and fields and vineyards shall again be bought in this 
land.” ( Jer. 32.15b)

If you have questions about this local project 
grant program or other aspects of PASTCF 
development (and especially if you know 
Presbyterians of means who might support our 
development efforts) please do not hesitate to 
contact me at jmiller1776@gmail.com.=

2006 Roundtable

Each year, typically on the second weekend 
after Easter, the Ecumenical Roundtable 
on Science, Technology, and the Church 

comes together in reflection, discussion, and 
planning. This year’s gathering was April 
27-30 at Emrich Retreat Center in Brigh-
ton, Michigan.

The Ecumenical Roundtable consists 
of boards, committees, and individuals from 
several denominations who are concerned 
about and involved in issues related to faith 
and science. In addition to Presbyterian, the 
United Church of Christ, Episcopal, Evan-
gelical Lutheran, and United Methodist 
denominations were represented.

In addition to meeting together, most 
denominational groups use some of the time 
to work on issues related to their specific 
churches. This applies also to PASTCF and 
each year the Roundtable is one face-to-
face meeting of the association’s Executive 
Board.

Here are some impressions from some of 
the PASTCF Board members who attended 
this year’s Roundtable.

Barbara Pursey
There were two special aspects of the Ecu-
menical Roundtable for me. One was that 
the United Church of Christ folks turned 
out in force for the first time in many years.

“Roundtable” continues on page 5 >>>
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These are important times for those of us concerned about 
the relationship between scientific discoveries and under-
standing and our Presbyterian faith. Theological conser-

vatives actively promote “Intelligent Design” (ID) as a way of 
reconciling science with their faith. This requires science to be 
redefined to include supernatural intervention as a legitimate 
scientific explanation—a change rejected by the vast majority of 
scientists. Based on votes at past General Assemblies, I believe 
that up to one third of all Presbyterians are favorably inclined 
towards ID or to “Creation Science” (an attempt that tries 
to reconcile science with Genesis regarded as an historically 
and scientifically accurate account of creation). The remaining 
two thirds of Presbyterians are content to let the professional 
scientists decide what is or is not good science.

Where does PASTCF stand on this? Dialogue requires 
mutual respect. We try to be agents of reconciliation between 
the scientific and church communities in ways that respect the 
integrity of both. A growing number of Presbyterians see this 
as an important issue. At the same time, a growing number 
of the scientists attending the American Association for the 
Advancement of Science showed interest in understanding 
religious perspectives about the natural world.

To me, this means that the ministry of PASTCF is 
needed today even more urgently than when the organization 
was founded in 1992. Our message is that science properly 
understood can enrich our Christian faith, and that our faith, 
if informed by the best scientific understanding of the day, has 
much of value to say to a technologically dominated world.

PASTCF does this through exhibit hall booths at church-
related meetings, through the website <www.pastcf.org>, 
through SciTech†, through a sponsored luncheon at General 
Assemblies, through speaking engagements, through mini-
conferences, through honoring Presbyterian scientists and 
engineers in the Daniel Martin ‘Science as Christian Vocation’ 
program, through the activities of local chapters, and through  
many other means.

Unfortunately all this costs money. We are not bankrupt, 
but most of our money in the bank is committed to special 
funds (the Jeremiah Project, the George Neal Memorial 
Fund, and the special fund to support a PASTCF presence 
at the annual meeting of the American Association for the 
Advancement of Science). As a result, our operating funds at 
the current time are only a few hundred dollars. This is the 
money available for PASTCF’s ongoing work. At a rough 
estimate, we may expect to receive income of around $7,000 
before December 31, almost entirely from member dues. A 
similarly rough estimate of anticipated expenses between now 
and December 31 comes to around $11,000. How are we to 
cope with the projected shortfall?

At its spring meeting, the PASTCF Board decided on 
three immediate strategies.

•	 Board members volunteered to cover a large share of their 
travel expenses for the spring Board meeting. This may 
save up to $1,800.

•	 As a temporary measure, each SciTech† issue will be reduced 

in size to eight pages instead of the twelve pages that have 
become usual. We hope that this will save about $1,200. 
(SciTech† will revert to  twelve pages when financial 
conditions improve.)

•	 We shall no longer send complimentary copies of SciTech† 
to the chaplains of Presbyterian-related colleges, but 
instead will invite them to join the Association. We 
hope that this will save $200. We shall continue to send 
complimentary copies to Presbytery offices, to members 
of the Congregational Ministries Division Committee, 
to ecumenical partners in the science/faith endeavor, and 
to a select group of other individuals of importance to 
our work.

If you do the math, you will see that this still leaves a shortfall. 
This is where we appeal to you, our members.

•	 Please pay your membership dues promptly when you 
receive a reminder. This will save first class postage on 
second and third notices.

•	 To the extent that you are able, consider raising your 
membership level from Regular ($40) to Contributing 
($100) or from Contributing to Sustaining ($250). A 
significant number of members have already done this.

•	 Remember to let the Secretary/Treasurer know if you 
change your address. First class postage due on returns 
and mailing out replacements is a significant cost.

•	 Give memberships to friends whom you think might be 
interested. Give student memberships to college students 
of your acquaintance.

•	 Promote PASTCF in your church and presbytery. Ask 
the Secretary/Treasurer to send you brochures. Usually 
some extra copies of SciTech† are available for promotional 
purposes—ask!

•	 Consider making a onetime additional unrestricted tax 
deductible gift to PASTCF. The Secretary/Treasurer will 
be delighted to receive all offerings.

Longer term, consider donating to the PASTCF endow-
ment fund at the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) Foundation, 
or include this fund in your will. Make out your check to 
“Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) Foundation Theology and 
Science Permanent Fund” and put “Account Number 51-
0586-29” on the memo line. Then send it to PASTCF’s  
Secretary/Treasurer, who will forward it to the Foundation. 
The Secretary/Treasurer’s address can be found on the back 
page of this issue.

The work of PASTCF is too important for us to let 
it die away. Too few Presbyterians know about us. Let us 
work together to recruit many new members. Presbyterians 
boast of a theology that is “reformed and always reforming.” 
Let us help the Church develop a vibrant witness to Christ 
that welcomes the insights discovered by science into how 
God’s creation works, and that offers scientifically as well as 
biblically informed moral guidance in these times of rapid 
cultural change.=

Making Ends Meet
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Mimetic Theory and Science and Religion		

By the Reverend Britton W. Johnston
PASTCF Member

The question of the relationship between sci-
ence and religion, like many other leading 
concerns of theologians today, has to do with 

the relationship between culture and truth. It 
therefore seems appropriate to approach these 
theological issues anthropologically. Unfortu-
nately, the field of anthropology tends to be 
dominated by a “politically correct” suspicion 
of religion in general, and of theology in par-
ticular.

Fortunately, there is a new anthropological 
theory emerging. This new theory is congenial 
to theology, promising to give us powerful new 
concepts and tools to finally resolve these vexing 
theological questions. This theory is the “mimetic 
theory” of René Girard. It has been around for 
about 30 years, though it has made little progress 
among theologians and anthropologists until 
recently. I will introduce the basics of Girard’s 
theory and suggest how this theory might provide 
a fruitful new approach for reconciling science 
and religion.

René Girard is what you might call a 
“literary” anthropologist despite the fact that 
his formal education was in neither literature 
nor anthropology. His Ph.D. is in history. His 
doctoral dissertation was on the subject of 
Franco-American relations after World War 
II. Although his “outsider” status might lead us 
to question the validity of his theories, in fact 
a lack of official credentials is common among 
those who bring revolutionary new ideas to a 
field of study.

Girard was born in France in 1923. He came 
to the United States in 1947, working on his 
doctoral dissertation at Indiana University. He 
taught French literature, something for which 
he had little training beyond the fact that he was 
a Frenchman. In fact, he was often just barely 
ahead of his students, reading some of the novels 
for the first time, two chapters ahead of the class 
assignments. In the process of teaching literature, 
he began to notice certain patterns in the great 
novels in their treatment of human desire.

His first book, Deceit, Desire, and the Novel, 
was published in French (Mensonge romantique et 
vérité romanesque) in 1961, after he had become 
a professor at Johns Hopkins University. In 
that book he argues that great literature reflects 
awareness that human beings get their desires 
from one another. We are “mimetic” creatures, 
meaning that we internalize one another through 

imitation. A crucial aspect of the mimetic process 
is that it is the means by which we acquire our 
desires. Human desire therefore is not innate; 
rather, we “borrow” our desires from those 
we imitate. This brings us into conflict with 
those others. The person who is our model also 
becomes for us the greatest obstacle to getting 
what we want. Great literature, Girard argued, 
depicts its protagonists’ entanglement in these 
mimetic webs of desire and rivalry — but often 
with liberation at the moment of the hero’s death 
or expulsion.

Girard continued to examine the theme of 
expulsion in ancient literature and primal myths. 
He found that every ancient myth contained 
traces of a pattern of expulsion. Every ancient 
myth, that is, except for the Bible. In 1972, he 
published La Violence et le Sacré, in which he 
argued that all religious myths are disguised 
accounts of actual historical events, specifically 
expulsions, the sacrifice of scapegoats. Even 
the Bible follows this same pattern, but with 
one important difference: the Bible is the first 
narrative to present the expulsion from the point 
of view of the scapegoat.

Girard went on to develop his mimetic theory 
in subsequent books, such as Things Hidden Since 
the Foundation of the World (1987), The Scapegoat 
(1986), To Double Business Bound (1978), and I 
See Satan Fall Like Lightning (2001). In these 
books and others, Girard and his followers 
have demonstrated that his theory has amazing 
power to clarify issues in anthropology, theol-
ogy, biblical interpretation, psychology, political 
science, economics, linguistics, and other fields. 
It is truly simple yet powerful, perhaps even a 
“grand theory.”

Mimetic Theory
The preeminent characteristic of human beings 
is that we imitate each other (thus the term 
“Mimetic Theory”). This mimesis is not mere 
mimicry, but an instinctive and preconscious 
impulse. Even our desires — especially our desires 
— come from the imitation of others. Because 
we want the same things that others want, we 
come into conflict over who will possess the 
desired object. This rivalry is in turn imitated 
so that it escalates into violence. The rivalry 
does not remain limited to the first individuals 
involved, but others imitate it until it spreads 
to the entire community, generating a mimetic 
crisis. Violence threatens to destroy everyone 
involved, unless a solution is found.

The solution that our species stumbled upon 

was the mechanism of sacrifice. One individual 
is singled out by the community as the scapegoat 
whose death absorbs the violence in the com-
munity, delivering the community from threat. 
The community mistakenly believes that the 
scapegoat was at once the cause as well as the all-
powerful cure for the chaos of the mimetic crisis. 
The pagan concept of the gods emerges from this 
misrecognition. The deliverance brought about 
by sacrificial violence is the basis for the primitive 
sacred. It is also the basis of archaic religion and 
the foundation of human culture.

Human culture extends the power of sacri-
fice by creating myths and idols, which remind 
the people of the sacred event of the sacrifice, 
damping down the fires of the mimetic crisis. 
The function of a myth is to preserve and 
obscure the historical event of the sacrifice. By 
preserving the experience of the sacrifice, a myth 
reduces the need for frequent repetitions of it. 
But it is also important that myths obscure the 
murderous reality of the sacrifice, because to 
speak openly of murder is to risk triggering a 
new mimetic crisis.

Human culture inhibits the development of 
the mimetic crisis by also putting in place taboos, 
laws, and other forms of sacred differentiation 
so that the effects of mimesis are reduced, thus 
slowing the development of mimetic crises.

The biblical revelation breaks the power of 
this sacred violence by revealing it for what it 
is, the collective murder of an innocent victim. 
The voices of the prophets and especially the 
revelation of Christ on the cross demythologize

“Girard” continues on page 4 >>>
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Cosmos and Culture	   	
>>> “Girard” continued from page 3
human culture by forcing us to acknowledge 
our sacred sin. Because the sacred depends upon 
denial, the biblical revelation renders sacred 
murder unworkable. The Bible brings the work-
ings of the sacred to an end. This is why Jesus 
is described in the Gospel of John as “the lamb 
of God who takes away the sin [singular] of the 
world.” ( John 1.29)

The loss of the sacrificial mechanism would 
result in self-destruction if some alternate form 
of functioning were not provided. Fortunately, 
the Gospel also gives us new means to avoid 
mimetic rivalry, supplanting the old taboo sys-
tems, by calling us to imitate Christ. When we 
imitate Christ (“Set your minds on things that 
are above” — Colossians 3.2), we are possessed 
by a desire for the wellbeing of our neighbors, in 
place of the old desire to have what the neighbor 
wants. This process of acquiring new desires 
transforms humanity and leads to a new and 
better non-sacrificial culture.

One of the difficulties in Girard’s theory is 
the idea that the “sacred” is a bad thing, funda-
mentally bloody and violent. Violence seems 
to inhere in the sacred object like an electrical 
charge. Whoever draws too near runs the risk 
of inciting the crowd to attack.

Girard argues that without religion human 
beings could not exist. The greatest threat to our 
existence has never been starvation or predation, 
but our own violence. The origin and purpose of 
religion is to save us from this threat.

The advantage of Girard’s theory is that it 
gives us a clear and simple scientific hypothesis 
for the origin of culture and religion. With this 
analytical tool, we can unpack theological prob-
lems in fresh ways, when they have to do with 
culture and violence. Most of the really difficult 
theological problems can now be taken apart in 
a few quick steps, like an encoded message that 
becomes easily readable once the key for the 
code is discovered.

Science and Religion
According to René Girard, the sacred is insepa-
rable from the practice of sacrifice. In fact, the 
word “sacrifice” literally means to “make sacred.” 
This is sacrifice in the ancient sense, meaning 
ritually killing a person or an animal. The sacred 
comes into being with the spilling of reconcil-
ing blood.

For example, belief in witches is typical of 
the workings of the sacred in society. In virtually 
every primitive culture in the world, there is a 
belief in witches. Whenever things seem to be 
going wrong, when resentments build between 
people, and sickness seems to be everywhere, 
the primitive culture will posit that a witch is at 

work causing problems. The community sets to 
work identifying the witch. When they identify 
someone (usually whoever has the fewest friends 
in the community) in such a way that everyone 
believes the accusation, they put the witch to 
death. Upon the killing of the witch, the buildup 
of hostility in the community is discharged, and 
things seem to return to normal. It seems obvious, 
therefore, that the witch indeed was the cause of 
the problem. This in turn reinforces the belief 
in witches. This scenario could never function 
without a fundamental misrecognition of the 
situation. The “plague” that the witch supposedly 
caused was really a mimetic crisis. The witch was 
only a scapegoat, blamed and punished to help 
the community regain its harmony.

This cycle of crisis, execution, and renewal 
tends to reinforce the superstitious belief in 
witches, because experience seems to show 
that it works. People feel “deep down” that it 
is obviously true; that the world is filled with 
magical powers and that witches are a grave 
danger to society.

The biblical narrative deconstructs these 
superstitions by presenting the familiar story of 
the witch from the point of view of the “witch.” 
Jesus occupies the same cultural location as the 
witch; but the narrative reveals that it is the 
crowd that is guilty, rather than the innocent 
— and forgiving! — victim. As a result of this 
revelation, humanity begins (dimly at first) to 
realize that the founding “truth” of culture is 
in fact a lie.

The historical and cultural project known 
as modernity, building on the influence of the 
gospel, is designed to demolish superstitious 
worldviews. Modernity begins with the assump-
tion that what is purely cultural or purely a matter 
of what people feel “deep down” is not sufficiently 
trustworthy. Modernity applies principles of 
truth that it considers beyond culture, i.e., what 
one can observe in nature or what is consistent 
with the principles of logical reasoning.

Modern science is the result of the discov-
ery that there is a difference between “culture” 
and “cosmos.” All archaic or primal cultures 
assume that the natural world is an extension 
or expression of their culture. They make no 
distinction between “culture” and “nature.” 
Animistic religions believe that every rock, tree, 
and stream has its own “spirit” with its own will 
and power, and that this spirit must be treated 
with respect, even awe. The belief in spirits 
comes from cultural and religious experiences. 
These concepts are projected onto the natural 
world so that the primal culture considers them 
intrinsic to nature. This is a confusion between 
culture and nature.

The reason that primal cultures have this 

confusion relates to what might be termed the 
“mythological imperative” — the sacrifice of 
the victim must be remembered (for its recon-
ciling benefits), but it must also be forgotten 
(so that speaking directly of collective murder 
doesn’t generate violence). The description of 
the victim’s death is forgotten, but the spiritual 
power of the sacrifice is remembered, because 
the victim is said still to be present in the rocks, 
trees, or streams.

Or the stars. Many cultures, especially agrar-
ian ones, put a lot of effort into the contemplation 
of the stars. This is useful because observation 
of the movements of celestial bodies is the best 
means of timing the changing of the seasons. The 
timing of the seasons is important especially in 
agricultural societies as the means of assuring a 
good harvest; an early thaw is less likely to tempt 
you to plant too early, if you know how to watch 
for the spring equinox.

It seemed as though the stars controlled the 
seasons. Did they control other things as well? 
The product of the sacrificial altar came to be 
projected onto the stars. The planets and constel-
lations were said to contain the spirits of sacred 
beings — gods, monsters, and the hero-priests 
who killed them. These figures in the sky came 
to be seen as guiding life in society. The culture 
was written in the sky by people who believed 
that somehow the sky was writing itself into their 
culture. Thus did astrology, that entertaining 
but pathetic superstition, come into being. This 
confusion of culture with cosmos is common 
to all archaic cultures, and to a large extent it is 
still found in Western modernity, even Western 
science, as well.

Biblical revelation is the force in human his-
tory that has made humanity aware that there is 
a difference between cosmos and culture. It has 
brought about this change by revealing that the 
sacrificial victim is not the cause of the society’s 
problems. Jesus, the crucified victim of the 
crowd, is revealed to be innocent. It is the crowd 
that is guilty. As the sacrificial myth is thereby 
demolished, the other myths and superstitions 
of the culture begin to follow one by one. We 
realize that we can’t trust ourselves to be right 
about what causes the rain to fall or how the stars 
influence our lives. So we begin to explore ways to 
know things apart from the influence of culture. 
Science, the effort to insulate our inquiry from 
cultural influence, is born. The rest of modernity 
emerges at the same time. Modernity challenges 
and tests our cultural assumptions about our 
world. Culture is regarded with a considerable 
amount of suspicion. Culture and cosmos begin 
to separate in our thinking. As René Girard has 
said, “We didn’t stop burning witches because

“Girard” continues on page 6 >>>

     
          

      
       

        
         

      
       

      
     

          
          

 K
          

        
         

         
      

      
       

      
     

      
       

    
       

       
     

     
      
     

       
      
     

      
      

    
       

        
         
        

      
         

        
       

           
         

 

 
        
        

       
        

           
          

       

        
      

       
       

        
       

      
       
        
        

           
       

       
      

     
         

         
         

  

 
      

      
         

       
           

         
      

      
        

      
       

          
     

       
  
         
        

  
        

  
       

        
    

      
 

      
    

        
         
       

     

  
        

 
         

         
  

 
      

       
       

        
          

       
      

     
      

       
       

      
     

     
 

        
      
       

      
    
       

      
       

       
      

       
     

      
      

    
         
          
          
     

        



	 	  	 	 www.pastcf .org	 May 2006	 Sci Tech†	 	 5

s a d 	 2006 Ecumenical Roundtable	
     

       
        

      
      

           
          
          

  
       

       
      
         

      
         

        
        
          

          
       

        
  

        
         

      
         

        
     

      
         

       
         

       
        

        
         

      
          

        
        

         
        

  

  
       

         
       
        

         
       

 
        

         
         
        
      

       
          

       
       

       
         

        
         

        
         

         
        

       
      

       
         

        
    

       
       

      
         

         
        

  
     

       
          

        
         
        

          
       

        
   

      
        

      
     

          
         

     
        

         
     

       
        
       

        
        

     
       

          
         
        

      
       
        

        
  

       

        
      

       
        

       
      

        
       

           
  

      
          

        
         

         
        

        
          

           
   

        
        

         
       

         
       

         
          

         
         

      
       

       
           

       
  

       
         

        
        

         
       

          
         

      
          

         
           

          
        

        
        
       

       
       

       
         

      
     

>>> “Roundtable” continued from page 1
Speaking as one who has been a part of the 
Roundtable since 1991, we seemed complete 
again. The other highlight was the Saturday 
morning panel and general discussion led by the 
UCC around the issue of stem cells — their his-
tory, uses, problematic areas, future possibilities, 
and ethical options. The ethical presentation by 
Karen Lebacqz was particularly excellent. The 
whole morning contained a wonderful sum-
mary of the complexities of stem cells. In fact, I 
was able to use what I learned on the following 
Monday!

Bob Keefer
I like coming away from a meeting able to say, 
“We accomplished these things.” I have been to 
too many meetings where an item on the agenda 
is announced, those present talk about it for thirty 
minutes, nothing is resolved, and the 
chairperson says, “We’ll have to think 
about this.” Then the group moves on 
to the next item. Although meetings 
are as much about building relation-
ships as they are about accomplishing 
tasks, I admit to being task-oriented at 
meetings (and relationship-oriented at 
parties!) and like to go home thinking, 
“We got a lot done at that meeting.”

The Board made decisions about 
money that will have important, posi-
tive consequences and we laid plans 
that will enhance the Association’s 
future. While doing so, we laughed and 
tussled and prayed together. Then we 
partied with our Episcopal, Lutheran, 
and UCC counterparts. I don’t recall 
anything being dismissed with a “We’ll 
have to think about this.”

One more impression: walking to the dining 
room one morning, I saw two chipmunks running 
about in front of the library. Were they playing? 
Adult dogs play; adult humans play; do adult 
chipmunks play? Were they fighting? Perhaps 
one invaded the other’s space and needed to be 
chased away. Well, I named them “Chip and 
Dale” and enjoyed watching until they noticed 
me and disappeared. It was great to be in a place 
set in a meadow surrounded by woods; let’s go 
back there.

Darry Carlstone
The only face-to-face meeting of the Board each 
year is an important time of conducting business 
for PASTCF. The reports indicated, to the sur-
prise of none, that our organization continues to 
play a vital role in the life of our denomination. It 
was indeed an honor and a privilege to review the 
nominations for this year’s Dan Martin Award. 

What a joy to discover how many Presbyterians 
feel called to a career in science.

There were, of course, concerns about the 
association’s financial situation that had to be 
addressed. This was also a time for networking 
and the establishment or renewal of personal 
friendships within the Presbyterian family and 
the ecumenical family. Everyone was pleased to 
hear that the UCC will be rejoining the Round-
table, and that the Methodists may be encouraged 
to do the same. And, of course, this was a time 
to learn from others. Jim Miller’s presentation 
was appreciated by all, and various spontaneous 
discussions on various aspects of science, theol-
ogy, and their overlap were ongoing.

Finally, the site for the meeting was ideal as 
we all enjoyed the spring colors, the walk through 
the adjoining park, and the appearance of a pair 
of sandhill cranes.

Margaret Towne
The delightful experience at the Episcopalian 
Retreat center outside of Detroit demonstrated 
above all else the unity we experience in Christ. 
Folk from different denominations had so much 
in common and we felt like friends even after a few 
hours together. We definitely do not need to be 
uniform, but we surely enjoyed being unified.

Along with prayer, singing, plenary sections, 
and sharing experiences we laughed a lot. I 
enjoyed walking around the beautiful grounds, 
seeing the huge cranes, flowering trees and mil-
lions of dandelions and was able to relate to some 
stimulating people. Additionally, the dialogues, 
trialogues, and quadralogues in the dining hall 
were most insightful.

I was particularly touched by a verse of the 
hymn “Praise the Source of Faith and Learning” 
by Thomas Troeger.
God of wisdom, we acknowledge that our science 

Fossils and Faith
A Curriculum by Thea Nyhoff Leunk (CRC Pub-
lications, 2005) A Faith Alive Resource for teens 
and young adults. Released 2006.

Review by the Reverend Barbara Pursey, Ph.D.
PASTCF Secretary-Treasurer

Subtitled “Finding Our Way Through the 
Creation Controversy,” this excellent educa-
tional resource is worth examining for use in 
our churches. It is the first curriculum piece I 
have seen that really does a fair-minded, even-

“Fossils” continues on page 7 >>>

and our art,
and the breadth of human knowledge only partial 

truth impart.
Far beyond our calculation lies a depth we cannot 

sound
where your purpose for creation and the pulse of 

life are found.

Jim Miller
When the Ecumenical Roundtable on Science, 
Technology and the Church was first convened 
in 1990, one of the strongest denominational 
groups was that of the United Church of 
Christ (UCC). It is a witness to the fragility of 
such church initiatives that ten years later fol-
lowing a staff retirement and denominational 
reorganization this effort had disappeared. 
There was no national denominational staff 
committed to it nor an active denominational 

working group working on it nor even 
an explicit network of persons across 
the denomination concerned about the 
church’s relationship to scientific and 
technological developments.

Yet there were a few members of the 
UCC communion whose faith would not 
allow this history to determine the future 
capacity of their church to be theologi-
cally and ethically responsive contempo-
rary science and technology. So, at this 
spring’s meeting of the Roundtable we 
were able to be witnesses of the “resur-
rection” of this work among our UCC 
sisters and brothers. Participating in the 
Roundtable for the first time in many 
years was a new denominational work-
ing group on science, technology and 
faith and a denominational staff person 
designated to support this group.

If resurrection is about the triumph of God’s gift 
of life over death, then the return of the UCC 
is a sign of that grace, which is guarantee God’s 
of an open and creative future.=

Some of the participants at the 2006 Ecumenical Roundtable
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>>> “Girard” continued from page 4
we invented science; we invented science because 
we stopped burning witches.”

The apparent conflict between science and 
faith is the result of our discovery that culture 
and nature are not necessarily the same. Such an 
endeavor as modern science would be unthink-
able without the insight that our culture may 
be a source of falsehood. This is precisely the 
insight that the biblical revelation brought into 
the world. Without the Bible, Western science 
would never have been possible.

Although science is the product of biblical 
faith, science in turn contributes to biblical faith, 
by accelerating the process of demythologization. 
Science acts as a powerful solvent to wash away 
the sacred superstitions that still cling to biblical 
religion. Science has put an end to our belief in 
the power of witches’ magic, for example. This 
is a good thing, because it removes one of the 
falsehoods that distract us from the message of 
mercy in the Bible.

Science has confirmed the biblical insight 
that illness is not necessarily a punishment from 
God, but a condition that has nothing to do with 
our moral standing. By helping to lift the moral 
stigma of disease, science has helped us to be more 
faithful to the revelation of Christ who calls us 
to be merciful toward those who are sick.

The scientific worldview made possible the 
“historical-critical” reading of the Bible, which in 
turn has liberated our reading of scripture from 
all sorts of violent superstition.

But science must be careful not to be arrogant 
in this. The insight that culture can be wrong 
is a tremendous advance. It has led us to find 
ways to explore the truth in things that are not 
influenced by cultural biases and superstitions. 
We know that a  well-constructed experiment can 
lead us to solid insight. But we must be careful 
not to conclude therefore that religion is never 
to be trusted. The rituals, moral standards, and 
narratives of religion contain real wisdom that 
has controlled human violence for millennia.

Scientists should not assume that because the 
term “god” cannot be separated from its cultural 
fabric, then the notion of a god is purely false. 
Mimetic theory suggests that indeed gods are 
very real, along with demons, spirits, and souls. 
But mimetic theory would describe them as 
mimetic forces, rather than metaphysical or 
supernatural beings. Science should be working 
on ways to describe gods scientifically, rather than 
dismissing the notion of gods as superstitious.

It might be helpful here to give examples of 
how mimetic theory can reconcile the claims of 
science and religion. Let’s explore the issue of 
creation, and the question of the existence of 
spiritual beings.

The question of creation is fundamentally 
a question of the distinction between culture 
and cosmos. Archaic cultures, being unable to 
distinguish the two, use material realities to 
express cultural ones. The creation story in the 
first chapter of Genesis, is not a text about physics 
or biology, but about cultural origins — one that 
stands in contrast to pagan creation myths.

For example, in the ancient Babylonian 
creation myth known as the Enuma Elish, the 
warrior God Marduk forms the world from the 
dead body of his mother Tiamat after he has 
slain her. He hews her body into two pieces, 
and with the upper half of her body he forms 
the heavens, and with the lower half he forms 
the earth. For the ancient Babylonians, this is 
the story of the foundation of the world. From 
the point of view of Girard’s mimetic theory, 
this myth is a disguised account of an actual 
murder (or, more precisely, of a series of ritual 
murders). The murder would have taken place 
as Babylonian culture was forming for the first 
time. There was a mimetic crisis, which was 
resolved only when one or more people were 
killed by the mob, bringing order out of the social 
madness. This originary murder rescued these 
proto-Babylonians from a state of acute mass 
psychosis. As they emerged from the psychosis, 
it appeared to them as though the cosmos itself 
had been recreated. They described the event 
as best they could, given that they were emerg-
ing from a condition of total delusion. So what 
amounted to a lynching came to be described as 
a divine event, a divine drama playing itself out 
in the heavens. Historically, there were probably 
more than one of these collective murders. This 
lynching was reproduced in sacrificial rituals. 
These ritual sacrifices came to be understood 
as reenactments of the original divine event, 
enriching and refining the narrative into a 
creation myth.

All creation myths seem on the surface to 
be about the creation of the material world, but 
they are really about the origin of human culture. 
It would be natural to ask at this point, why cul-
tures don’t just describe their origin literally and 
factually? Why didn’t the Babylonians simply say, 
“We were in a crisis and we saved ourselves by 
lynching a member of our community.” Why the 
elaborate narrative? Why the obfuscation?

There are two reasons. First, as I indi-
cated above, these events are generated on 
the boundary between psychotic delusion and 
sane reality; therefore, myths have a dreamlike, 
semi-delusional quality. Second, the culture has 
a stake in disguising the original murder. Every 
culture knows that murder must not be spoken 
of approvingly, because murder invites revenge 
and revenge escalates, plunging the whole society 

into bloody madness. Therefore the society must 
pretend that it is innocent of murder. Yet still the 
original murder must be remembered, because it 
brought the benefits of social order. Myths have 
this dreamlike quality because they are the result 
of a double bind: they must simultaneously recall 
and hide the crime they trace.

The creation story in the first chapter of 
Genesis is not a literal description of the origin 
of species or of the origin of the planets; rather, 
this is a story which uses the concept of spe-
cies and the image of the planets as symbols 
to describe something which was much more 
pressing to the ancient Israelites than the matter 
of scientific explanations. This is a story of the 
origins of human culture and consciousness. In 
this way it is not unlike the creation myth of 
the Babylonians. Yet it also differs sharply from 
the Babylonian story (and virtually every other 
creation story from ancient culture). It contains 
no sign of a murder!

In fact, scholarship has revealed that the 
first chapter of Genesis was composed while the 
people of Judea were in exile in Babylon. The 
first chapter of Genesis was the Jews’ response to 
what their captors insisted was the origin of the 
world. In their refusal to go along with the idea 
of a founding murder, the Jews became the first 
culture in the history of the world to claim that 
violence is not essential to the cosmic order.

There is no murder in the first chapter of 
Genesis. There is only a powerful God working 
hard to establish a place for everything and to put 
everything in its place. The language of creation 
is the language of establishing boundaries. There’s 
a boundary between the light and the dark. There 
is a boundary between the dry land and the sea, 
there is a boundary between the different kinds 
of plants and animals. The story has the quality 
of the storekeeper taking care of his inventory, or 
of a housekeeper picking up clutter. Instead of a 
warrior God carrying out the sacred execution, 
the Jews revealed to history a worker God who 
establishes order not by killing somebody, but 
by cleaning house!

The principle of creation in the beginning 
of the Bible is the principle of difference. In 
the first chapter of Genesis, we do not have a 
description of a creation ex nihilo, but an account 
of the imposition of difference on the primordial 
waters of chaos. The day is separated from the 
night; boundaries are set between the sea and 
dry land, the plants and animals are separated 
out, “each according to its kind.” The original 
creation was the ordering of chaos through the 
establishment of differences.

Why is this important? According to Girard’s 
mimetic theory, the primordial waters are an

“Girard” continues on page 7 >>>
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>>> “Girard” continued from page 6
archetypical image representing the precultural 
mimetic sacrificial crisis. The prehuman com-
munity is in a state of crisis brought about by 
the imitation of everyone by everyone. This 
has produced a confusing maelstrom of desire, 
rivalry, hostility and violence within which life 
is impossible. Like a swimmer tossed in the 
chaos of a riptide, everyone finds it impossible 
to distinguish up from down, left from right, 
light from dark.

According to Girard, the first strategy to 
resolve this crisis is human sacrifice. But in the 
Hebrew scriptures, humanity begins to move 
away from human sacrifice. In order to defer the 
sacrificial crisis, the Hebrew strategy is to put in 
place a strong system of sacred difference.

Difference defers or delays the sacrifice 
by blocking the development of mimetic 
rivalry. It works because when boundaries are 
drawn between people, they tend to imitate 
each other less strongly. We are most strongly 
mimetic toward those whom we perceive to be 
like us. If we see the other as different, we are 
less likely to want what they want, return their 
insults, and so forth. Thus we are less likely to 
come into mimetic rivalry with people who are 
different. (Violence against those who are of a 
different ethnicity or who are differently abled 
is not technically mimetic rivalry; it is a kind of 
scapegoating that discharges mimetic rivalry and 
unifies the community.)

Consider an ice cube tray, the kind that has 
the removable dividers. If you fill it with water 
without the dividers and try to carry it across 
the kitchen, chances are that water will spill. 
But if you insert the dividers into the water 
before carrying it, you find it is much easier to 
carry without spilling. Differences in culture are 
analogous to this. They prevent the free flow of 
mimetic rivalry from building up to a chaotic 
loss of control.

Genesis 1 is a projection onto nature of 
precisely this concern for difference. As a subtle 
anti-Babylonian polemic, Genesis substitutes a 
structure of differences for the violent structures 

built on human sacrifice. This is an enormous 
advance in human consciousness. The fact that 
it retains the archaic confusion between culture 
and cosmos should not be grounds to dismiss 
it. After all, we owe our very awareness of that 
difference to documents such as this.

Science still has some things to learn from 
Genesis 1. The theory of natural selection itself 
depends on the notion of the selfish competition 
for survival as essentially a “creative principle 
of the cosmos.” Numerous critics have pointed 
out that this idea is far too much like the Mal-
thusianism and “social Darwinism” (which is 
misnamed — Darwin borrowed it from Malthus 
and Spencer and applied it to biology) to be 
entirely independent of cultural bias. Even in our 
scientific endeavors, we may be too susceptible to 
the tendency to project our culture onto nature. 
Perhaps science should stay a little closer to the 
insights of the Bible after all.

A Theory of Spirits
Mimetic theory opens up a new category for 
describing reality that hasn’t been available until 
now: “mimetic forces.” Such forces are recognized 
by every culture, but they are not described, 
merely named spirits, angels, ghosts, demons, 
etc. These are forces with real power but that 
are unseen and hard to measure. Mimetic theory 
gives us the means to actually describe them.

A “mimetic force” exists in the relationships 
between people. A simple desire is a mimetic 
force. According to Girard, if one person 
makes an acquisitive gesture toward an object, 
another person nearby will tend to focus on the 
same object, with an impulse to make a similar 
acquisitive gesture. The original gesture, by 
stimulating a mimetic response in the neighbor, 
could be said to be a kind of “force.” The force 
draws people under its influence. They in turn 
add their own energy to the mimetic force, 
causing it to strengthen. One person wants the 
object, generating a weak mimetic force in the 
next person, who likewise comes to desire the 
object; now the mimetic force is twice as strong, 
so that a third person will desire the object even 

more readily than the first two people. The force 
propagates through the population, gaining 
power to affect individuals as each additional 
individual is affected.

If the desire so propagated is a desire for the 
wellbeing of others, it could be called an “angel.” 
On the other hand, if the mimetic force is a spirit 
of resentment, it will be called a “demon,” that 
is, after its violent dénouement is done.

The definition of demons, spirits, and angels 
as mimetic forces accounts for all the charac-
teristics attributed to them. They are invisible, 
more “felt” than seen. They are personal, yet not 
contained within a body; they affect people to the 
point of taking over the human will; and they can 
be invoked or exorcised by ritual and prayer.

Such mimetic forces doubtless play a huge 
role in illness and disease. They can affect the 
functioning of the body and mind in profound 
ways. The “science” of managing such forces exists 
almost exclusively within religious traditions. 
It could be an extremely important advance in 
medical technology if we were to begin to explore 
the means by which such forces can be managed. 
If scientists are to learn how to do this, however, 
they will have to become students of religion.

Mimetic theory, if it is correct, offers a fresh 
and clear path for us to understand how sci-
ence and religion are radically interdependent. 
I hope that those who read this article will be 
motivated to explore this new and potentially 
fruitful avenue of inquiry into the relationship 
between the two.

This article appeared in ANTHROPOS, hosted 
by Metanexus Online. It is reprinted by permis-
sion of the author and “Metanexus: The Online 
Forum on Religion and Science.”

The Reverend Britton W. Johnston is a Presbyterian 
minister living in Santa Fe, New Mexico. He earned 
a B.A. in “Mythology and Theater” at World College 
West in Marin County, CA, and a M.Div. from 
McCormick Theological Seminary in Chicago. He 
recently completed 13  years as Pastor of Westminster 
Presbyterian Church in Santa Fe.

>>> “Fossils” continued from page 5
handed and educationally helpful job of dealing 
with the issues raised by evolution and other 
sciences. The theological stance is thoroughly 
Reformed, and the science is presented as the 
scientists know it to be. This is a breath of fresh 
air in what is often a contentious battleground, 
and neatly side-steps the mine fields to get a 
broader perspective.

There are four lessons in this unit geared for 
middle to late teenaged students. Each lesson 
contains sufficient material to be expanded to 

two or more sessions. There is a student piece 
in newspaper format, and a clear well-written 
leader’s guide that is filled with helpful sugges-
tions for use and enrichment. The four themes 
are: (1) God the Creator (summary of creation 
theology in the Reformed tradition, plus how to 
read/interpret the Bible). (2) Cosmic cosmol-
ogy and evolution (the science story). (3) Issues 
surrounding biological evolution for Christians, 
including a light-hearted treatment of all the ways 
Christians have responded to the challenge of 
Darwin’s ideas. (4) environmental and ecologi-

cal issues for faithful Christians who take both 
scripture and science seriously.

Each session has a variety of insights, 
interviews, activities, and thought-starters for 
discussion around the particular theme. Worship 
resources and suggested science experiments are 
included. It is well designed and produced.

The minister for education in my congre-
gation examined this curriculum at my urging, 
and on the spot used it with the confirmation 
class this spring. There was a good report on it 
from the class.=
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General Purpose: To challenge and assist the Presbyterian 

Church (USA), at all levels, to study, understand, discuss, and 

act on the implications of science and technology as they affect 

the theology, worship, practice, and moral actions of the church; 

and to challenge and assist Presbyterian scientists, engineers, 

and other technical professionals to study, understand, discuss, 

and act on the implications of the Reformed theological tradi-

tion for their scientific and technical vocations.

Objectives: (1) To provide for the exchange of ideas and 

information among the members and to develop programs 

as appropriate to the interest of the members and the needs 

of the church. (2) To assist the membership in providing 

leadership for educational opportunities in congregations 

and presbyteries and to encourage the formation of groups for 

study and action. (3) To recognize scientific and technological 

professions as expressions of Christian vocation. (4) To provide 

a national forum for discussion and exchange of ideas and 

information in the church. (5) To encourage Presbyterian 

educational institutions to provide educational opportunities 

for students and faculty and continuing education for pastors 

in the area of science, technology, and the Christian faith. (6) 

To cooperate with other Christian communities and associa-

tions with similar purposes. (7) To sponsor national, regional, 

or local conferences.
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