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San Jose, June 26, 2008. Dr. Pursey is the
immediate past president of PASTCF.

ere we are, at the 218th General
H Assembly of the Presbyterian
Church (USA) in San Jose, in the
heart of Silicon Valley. Since we are gath-
ered together here as the Body of Christ,
we might well ask “What does God have
to do with Silicon Valley?” However,
that is not what I wish to talk about. My
title is the opposite: “What does Silicon
Valley have to do with God?” Can modern
technology, and the science on which it is
based, teach us anything about God?
So what does Silicon Valley have to
do with God?
To judge from the overtures to be
considered at the Assembly—very little!

most Americans is dominated by technol-
ogy. If the Church is right in believing
that Silicon Valley has nothing to do with
God, should we be surprised if high-tech
addicts have little to do with the Church?
And what was yesterday’s front line tech-
nology is today taken for granted. We
depend daily upon technologies that are
not found in the Bible. When did you last
praise God for plumbing?

It is no surprise that the Bible makes
no mention of iPods or Facebook or
MySpace or Wi-Fi, since it was writ-
ten many centuries before the advent of
modern science. Nevertheless Scripture
has many instances of nature witnessing
to God. John Burgess gives examples in
the May 2008 issue of SciTecht. Does
today’s much deeper scientific understand-
ing of nature also bear witness to God? If
so should we not rejoice and celebrate the
glories of nature revealed by science? And
should we not praise God for the scientific

God?

knowledge on which high-tech is based?
So why do we in the Protestant

Church largely ignore the witness of
nature? According to John Burgess,
“For the Reformers, the only thing
that really mattered was God’s revealed
Word, as spoken through the prophets
and ultimately made incarnate in Jesus
of Nazareth.” A look through the Book
of Confessions confirms this. The most
positive statement about nature that I
have found in the Reformation era con-
fessions is at the very beginning of the
Westminster confession:

Although the light of nature, and

the works of creation and provi-

dence, do so far manifest the good-

ness, wisdom, and power of God,

as to leave men inexcusable; yet

are they not sufficient to give that

knowledge of God, and of his will,

which is necessary unto salvation;

therefore it pleased the Lord, at

Yes, we use Silicon
Valley technology all
the time, with our
cell phones, comput-
ers, PowerPoint, GPS
devices, etc. Without
PC-biz, this Assembly
would collapse. But
do we stop to think
of these as having any
relevance to God other

than as useful tools?

Every-day living for

sundry times, and in divers
manners, to reveal himself,
...and ... to commit the
same wholly unto writing;
which maketh the Holy
Scripture to be most nec-
essary; those former ways
of God’s revealing his will
unto his people being now
ceased.!

That is hardly a ringing

endorsement of nature as

“Silicon” continues on page 9 >>>




by Robert Keefer
Keep Evolving

Should Biology Stay Away from Theology?

t the recent General Assembly
in San Jose I bought a hand-
ful of buttons, some for me and

some for giving to friends. “Keep Evolv-
ing” is, of course, something of a misuse
of the concept, but fun nonetheless. “Faith
minus Facts equals Fiction” is an episte-
mological headache, but also fun. “Keep
your theology off my biology!” I'm hap-
piest about and enjoy the fact that it can
annoy some of the people who annoy me.

But the button prompts me to
wonder: would I wear one that reads
“Keep your biology off my theology”? No,
I would not, which you may take to be, at
best, paradoxical or, at worst, hypocritical.

Why am I willing for your biology to
influence my theology, but unwilling for
someone’s theology to influence someone
else’s biology? Because of the nature of the
two disciplines. Although widely inclusive
and continually growing and branching,
biological science nonetheless has fairly
well-defined boundaries. The study of the
divine is not within those boundaries.

Theology, however, is a comprehen-
sive discipline; it draws insights from all
the other sciences (to use the word in its
traditional sense) to shape its responses to
questions about God and the life of the
world in relationship to God.

There are those who advocate chang-
ing the definition of natural science so
that the divine (or the supernatural in
some form) would be a proper subject for
biology and other natural sciences. At
the least, that could undo the argument
that Intelligent Design is not a science.

It would still leave open the question of
whether it is a good science, as well as the
question of whether it is the best hypoth-
esis available.

But back to the main subject. Why
should not our discussion of God and
human life in relationship to God be
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founded entirely on the Bible and the

traditions of the Church, without any
reference to the natural sciences? Four
responses come to mind.

At one time theology was considered
the “Queen of the Sciences” (again, using
the word in its older meaning) and the
others were her handmaidens. I suppose
there were those who took that to mean
that theology could order the other sci-
ences (i.e., disciplines of study) around,
but a more common use I have encoun-
tered was that the Queen needed to make
decisions about things on the best infor-
mation available. It was up to her hand-
maidens to bring her that information.

So our Nicene Creed, a theological
statement, uses the language brought by
the handmaiden “Neo-Platonist Philoso-
phy.” Reformation confessions embody
a political philosophy that is not evident
merely from scripture. The forms of
reading the Bible that we were taught in
seminary arose from a tradition of liter-
ary criticism, another handmaiden. That
newer disciplines—such as quantum
mechanics, cosmology, and evolutionary

biology—should bring their information

to the Queen is simply a mark of our time.

John Calvin has famously written that
were human perceptiveness not clouded by
sin, we would be able to learn everything
we need to know about God from the Cre-
ation, without need for the Bible’s special
revelation. Even though natural theol-
ogy is insufficient of itself to give saving
knowledge, still what we can infer about
the Creator from what we learn about
the Creation ought to become part of our
theology. By all means, get your biology
onto my theology!

Most of us learned the Bohr model
of the atom (electrons in circular orbits
around a nucleus) in school and were
(or should have been) told that it is a
metaphor, and not a particularly good
one. Everything we can say about God
is said through metaphor and story. It
is self-evident to me that the context for
these metaphors and stories—the world
in which we live—ought to match what
we know scientifically about that world as
best we can manage. The stories may not
change—but their interpretation might!

Finally, if our theology is not only
the study of God but also the study of
God’s relationship with us (at least), then
theology will be influenced by what we
know about us (at least) and the world in
which we live. I'm still struggling to work
out how to describe God’s relationship to
a humanity that is evolved and, we hope,
evolving, a description that necessarily dif-
fers from the traditional one.

It says something not only about us,
but about the God who is making us. So
I’'m happy to have your biology all over my
theology.

Bob Keefer is a railroading buff and pastor of
Westminster Presbyterian Church in Clarinda,
lowa. Contact him at <rkeefer@iowatelecom.

net>.



Our Calling

Vocation as Life and the “Science as Christian Vocation”

By the Rev. James B. Miller, Ph.D.
PASTCF General Missioner

n one episode of the television medi-

cal drama House, the irascible MD

declares, “You talk to God, you're reli-
gious. God talks to you, you're psychotic.”
On the one hand, this is a sentiment that
many of us might well share. On the other,
the Bible is filled with characters to whom
God “spoke.”

In the creation of humankind story
God speaks to all the characters, even the
serpent. God speaks to Cain, Noah, Abra-
ham, Jacob, Moses, Samuel, Isaiah, Paul,
and John of the Apocalypse. This is to say
nothing of the times that God “spoke” to
others through such surrogates as Nathan
and the other prophets, the angelic mes-
sengers of the Old and New Testaments,
and even obliquely through Balaam’s ass.

While many of these occasions of
divine “speech” are for instruction or pro-
nouncement of judgment, there is another
distinctive class, namely, calls to service.
We have Moses before the burning bush,
Samuel at sleep, Isaiah in the temple, and
Saul on the road to Damascus. If we were
to include all Jesus’ acts of calling in the
gospels, then this form of divine speech is
relatively common.

We often look at these instances of
calling in two different ways: a special
way and a common way. On the one hand
we look at most of the biblical examples
as callings to extraordinary service in the
name of God. Over the years this attitude
has tended to translate into the idea that
a religious “calling” or “vocation” is one
to service in the church. So Presbyterians
speak of a calling to the “ministry of the
Word and Sacrament.” We identify the
invitation by congregation for a “teaching
elder” to serve as a “call.”

On the other hand, we also use the
term “vocation” to refer to any meaningful
work, an extension of the notion of “call-
ing” to all human endeavor. Ironically,
in our contemporary public educational

systems “vocational education” is distin-
guished from and often viewed as infe-
rior to “professional education” (though
frankly I have often valued plumbers and
electricians as much as dentists and der-
matologists).

Are we crazy if we claim that the work
to which we devote the majority of the
hours of our lives is a response to God’s
personal call to us?

Some would surely say so and would
point to examples of those whose convic-
tion that they were doing God’s work has
allowed them to perpetrate great harm
upon their neighbors (the Spanish Inqui-
sition and Tomds de Torquemada come
immediately to mind, the judges in Salem,
as well as, contemporary Middle Eastern
terrorists).

These examples, of course, are coun-
terpointed by persons who, out of devo-
tion to God, have exhibited exceptional
concern for the realization of good for
those least able to assure it for themselves:
the Albert Schweitzers, Mother Theresas,
Martin Luther Kings. But this is not a
matter that can be settled by evidence or
by example and counter example.

I would suggest we think about God’s
calling in a context larger than that of our
work but inclusive of it. Three times in the
opening chapter of Genesis, God explicitly
calls upon the existing creation to bring
forth the next contribution:

“Then God said, ‘Let the earth put
Jforth vegetation: plants yielding seed,
and fruit trees of every kind on earth
that bear fruir with the seed in it.”
And it was so.” (Genesis 1.11)

And God said, ‘Let the waters bring
Jorth swarms of living creatures, and
let birds fly above the earth across the
dome of the sky.”” (1.20)

And God said, ‘Let the earth bring
Jorth living creatures of every kind:
cattle and creeping things and wild

animals of the earth of every kind.
And it was so.” (1.24)

In each of these instances, twice for
the earth (meaning “land” here) and once
for the waters, an existing part of the
creation is imperatively and permissively
invited to “bring forth” the next portion of
the creation. In Genesis, calling forth is a
part of the creative process.

Perhaps we need to think of our
calling in this creative context. We know
today what our forbearers did not know,
that the process of creation is ongoing,
that God is still creating this universe (and
perhaps countless others). Our calling,
then, is not simply to a job, or even to the
many roles that all of us play in life (child,
parent, spouse, student, teacher, citizen,
and so many others). It is to participate
in the bringing forth of God’s creation of
which all of these roles are a part.

And what is God’s creation? It is the
enfleshment of God’s Word; it is Incarna-
tion. As the gospeler John wrote:

“In the beginning was the Word, and
the Word was with God, and the
Word was God. He was in the begin-
ning with God. All things came into
being through him, and without him
not one thing came into being.” (John
1.1-3a)

Fr. Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, the French
Jesuit paleontologist who participated in
the discovery of Peking Man (Homo erec-
tus pekinensis), expressed something of this

notion when he wrote:

“By virtue of the Creation, and

still more the Incarnation, nothing
here below is profane for those who
know how to see.” (from The Divine

Milieu, 1957, 1960)

Our calling then is to respond to
God’s invitation to share in the process

“Calling” continues on page 4 >>>
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>>> “Calling” continued from page 3

of creation, to be God’s instruments of creation, to make our lives
enfleshments of God’s creating Word. Vocation is more than our
job. Vocation is our life.

In the early years of PASTCEF the Board decided to recognize
Presbyterian scientists, engineers, and science educators, who self-
consciously understood their professional lives as Christian voca-
tion and their work as a context in which their Christian faith was
deepened and expressed in deed. Subsequently, this recognition
was named for Dan Martin, acoustical physicist, churchman, first
PASTCEF Vice President and SeiZecht editor, an exemplar of those
for whom the recognition was intended.

In the following stories there are brief introductions to those
whom the PASTCF Board has so recognized in the years 2008,
2007, and 2006 with the Daniel W. Martin “Science as Christian
Vocation” Award. In addition, there is a delightful essay by Rob
Dillon, professor of biology at the College of Charleston, president
of South Carolinians for Science Education, and active member
of First (Scots) Presbyterian Church, Charleston SC. Dr. Dillon
reflects biographically on his own sense of “calling.”

As you read this issue I hope that you will reflect on your
own calling, on the myriad ways and contexts within which God
is inviting you to share in the formation of creation by incarna-

tion, making flesh of God’s Word.

‘Science as Christian Vocation’
Awardee for 2008

D r. R. Lynn Bondurant was nominated for the Daniel Martin
recognition by the Rev. Liza Hendricks of the Presbytery of
Western Reserve. She states that “it would be hard to know Lynn
Bondurant more than a few minutes and not learn about his dual
passions for science and faith.” As 2006 Moderator of the Presby-
tery, Dr. Bondurant preached a sermon relating his own journey
through faith and science. At age twelve, he says, he was inspired
both by a total eclipse of the Moon and by hearing his minister say
that if you have the faith of a mustard seed you could move moun-
tains. His sermon was illustrated with photos from key moments
in his life, and also by photos of deep space objects, showing how
he was led to continue discovering and teaching others about the
awesome wonder of God’s creation.

Rev. Hendricks emphasizes that Dr. Bondurant is a humble
man whose faith gives him confidence both to dream dreams and
then implement these dreams. He is inspired by many branches
of science, and had difficulty choosing one field. Dr. Bondurant
earned a B.S. degree in Biology (Park College), a Masters in Zool-
ogy (Indiana University), and a Ph.D. in Secondary Education
(Michigan State). He gained nationwide prominence as a writer
and lecturer for NASA’s Goddard Space Flight Center during
the Apollo program, and became the Chief Educational Program
Officer at the NASA Lewis (now Glenn) Research Center near
Cleveland, Ohio. While overseeing NASA educational programs
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for much of the Midwest, Dr. Bondurant created the Educator
Resource Network and the Science, Engineering, Mathematics
and Aerospace Academy.

Dr. Bondurant has shouldered a number of unusual chal-
lenges during his career, notably working with the families of the
Challenger astronauts to establish the Challenger Center for Space
Science Education. He was the first Education Officer for the
Smithsonian National Air and Space Museum, and he was able
to host over 70 educational television programs about spaceflight.
He chaired the group that started “Operation Liftoff” resulting in
NASA SpaceLink and the Mobile Aeronautics Education Labora-
tory.

His local
educational
efforts led him
to become a
Junior High
School Principal
for two years,
and to serve as
a member and
chair of the
local board of
education for
three years. His
exemplary ser-
vice earned him
many commen-
dations, includ-
ing the NASA
Exceptional Ser- Dr. R. Lynn Bondurant at the 218th GA
vice and Leader-
ship Medal, the Arthur C. Clarke Award from the Students for the
Exploration and Development of Space, and the Challenger Seven
Award from the Challenger Center for Space Science Education.
Dr. Bondurant was awarded the Interracial Cooperation Educa-
tion Award from the Ohio Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., Holiday
Commission for his outstanding work with underrepresented
students. He is also only the second person in history to win the
“Lifetime Educator Award” from the National Space Club.

How does Dr. Bondurant’s faith inform his vocation, and
how does his chosen science vocation inform his faith? “For Lynn,
the two are intertwined”, says Rev. Hendricks. “Dr. Bondurant’s
faith journey and professional experience have become so inter-
woven that it is hard to separate the influence of one upon the
other. Lynn has said that through science he learned that he is
‘truly a special creation of God.” He talks about how God, like a
great chemist and physicist, made the materials in his body and
the stars, that God took ten simple elements to create us.” Dr.
Bondurant talks so easily about his faith that it encourages others
to do so, whether it is over dinner with colleagues from NASA or
speaking to church groups about the stewardship of creation. Dr.
Bondurant has said, “God sent his Son to live and die for my sins.

“Bondurant” continues on page 5 >>>



>>> “Bondurant” continued from page 4
It is an honor for me to live and breathe on this beautiful planet
when God sent his Son because he loved me so much.”

Rev. Hendricks writes: “Through his study of the four forces
governing the universe, Dr. Bondurant is convinced that relation-
ships and building community are key.” It is just as important to
him to understand interdisciplinary approaches to solving prob-
lems as it is to understand that a woman who chooses to stand in
line at a bank, rather than obtaining cash from her ATM machine,
may be doing so for the sake of being greeted be a fellow human
being. Dr. Bondurant believes in investing in people, whether it
is underrepresented youth or Ph.D. students. In his scholarship
application to Pittsburgh Theological Seminary, he wrote, “the
message of Pentecost has taught me that I must do my part to help
ensure that we are passing on a healthy church to the next genera-
tion ... I am concerned that unless we as Christians become more
sensitive to God’s world as revealed through science as well as
faith, we are going to make our churches of the future less relevant
to those generations.”

Whether in a sermon to the Presbytery about global warm-
ing and the fragility of Earth, or in talks to church groups, or in
trying to inspire children of all backgrounds to appreciate the
universe and our role in it, Dr. Lynn Bondurant challenges us to
recognize our calling, to dream dreams and believe that if we have

the faith of a mustard seed we can move mountains.
— Prepared by Wes McCoy

‘Science as Christian Vocation’
Awardee for 2007

Karen Ramey Burns, Ph.D., is a forensic scientist and anthro-
pologist, serving as a professor at the University of Georgia

in Athens. She is a member of Covenant Presbyterian Church in
Athens. Dr. Burns is equally dedicated to her chosen field of inves-
tigation and to her church.

Her nominators reveal that Dr. Burns exhibits parental love
and caring for the fellowship of Christian believers at Covenant.
She raised two daughters and a son at Covenant, and serves as a
member of the Fellowship Ministry as well as chairing Christmas
International House for college students who are unable to return
to their homes over holiday breaks. Her musical gifts are shared
through the adult choir, the Bell Chime Choir and the youth choir
helper team.

Karen Ramey Burns spends a great of her time as a forensic
practitioner, helping communities in great distress. As an authority
in her field, she also has written a landmark textbook and training
manual and trains collegians to become effective field practitio-
ners of the forensic anthropologist’s art. She is also coauthor of the
book Amelia Earhart’s Shoes.

Her work calls upon her reserves of emotional stamina, physi-
cal endurance and Christian moral courage to work in many areas

devastated by war, terrorism, genocide, crime, and natural disas-

ters. Dr. Burns performed human body identification using DNA,
tissue, and bone samples sifted from debris in the aftermath of the
World Trade Center 9/11 attacks. She has interrupted her classes
at the University to set up emergency mortuaries in the wake of
hurricanes. She has traveled to dangerous locations in Sudan,
Guatemala, Haiti and Iraq to investigate mass graves for evidence
of genocide or political crimes. In these areas, Dr. Burns also
trains local authorities to do these investigations themselves.

In Georgia she supervised the setup and operation of a field
laboratory to identify over 330 bodies left hidden, unburied and

not cremated by the
Tri-State Crematory

in North Georgia. All
over the Southeastern
US, Dr. Burns has been
called upon to identify
bodies being relocated
from cemeteries dis-
turbed by road or build-
ing construction. As a
member of the Georgia
Indian Council, she
assists with the oversight
of changes to Native
American historic sites
and sacred places, along
with return of artifacts
or sanctioning their dis-
play in cooperation with

contemporary Native
American tribes. She was a member of the team that identified the
crash site of Amelia Earhart’s plane in the South Pacific, and Dr.
Burns was the principal investigator who established that buried
beneath Savannah’s Pulaski Square are indeed the remains of the
Polish-American Revolutionary War hero.

How does Dr. Burn’s faith inform her chosen profession,
and how does her science inform her faith? Her nominator states
that Dr Burns believes that science tests hypotheses using careful
observation in order to chart and verify the interrelatedness of the
created order. It does not supplant the mysteries of God’s creation
that exist along the complex boundaries of science’s capability to
inquire and to describe the universe.

Her parents raised her in a Christian Science home, where
Karen experienced challenges to straightforward faith by rational,
rigorous human inquiry. She attempted to reconcile many dif-
ferent worldviews expressed by her family members and grew to
respect a thorough understanding of the scientific method. She
learned to discuss and live out her faith and her science with care
and confidence. Whether befriending a northern Iraqi outcast
or a southern Sudanese refugee, or encouraging a justice-seeking
Colombian, Dr. Burns scientific expertise and compassion make
her a unique servant.

Her nominator says that Dr. Burns exemplifies the words of

“Burns” continues on page 6 >>>

SciTechf ~August 2008 5



>>> “Burns” continued from page 5

the hymnodist:

Thus new patterns for Christ’s mission, in a small or global
sense,
Help us bear each other’s burdens, breaking down each wall or
fence.
Words of comfort, words of vision, words of challenge said with
care,
Bring new power and strength for action, make us colleagues,
[ree and fair.
— Prepared by Wes McCoy

‘Science as Christian Vocation’
Awardees for 2006

Randall M. Erickson, Sc.D., is acting director of the Deci-
sions Applications Division of the Los Alamos National
Laboratory and a member of the United Church of Los Alamos
(an ecumenical congregation that is part of the PCUSA). The son
of a Baptist minister who teaches at Judson College, Dr. Erickson
has spoken in his father’s class on “faith and life issues” sharing
how his Christian faith is integral to his work as a research nuclear
engineer.

Though some may view a career in science and an active
Christian faith as an inherent conflict, Dr. Erickson says that
he “never really struggled with that.” His participation in the
church’s men’s group with so many members drawn from the
National Lab has provided regular and ongoing opportunities
to explore the interaction of faith and a life in science. As he has
stated, “I've always viewed my time in the sciences an opportunity
to understand more about God’s creation.” In particular he has
sought to use this understanding to explore and determine the
safest ways to deal with stockpiles of nuclear materials, particu-
larly plutonium, built up during the Cold War. He has shared
the challenges of this work as he has taught adult Sunday School
classes at the Community Church. He has also be active in many
aspect of the leadership of the Church including serving a term as
its president.

onald L. Jenkins, Ph.D., was professor of Biology at Sam-

ford University and an devoted member of the Edgewood
Presbyterian Church. (“Dr. ],” as he was known across the Univer-
sity, passed away in 2007 at the age of 54.) As an undergraduate
student he earned a bachelors degree in Religion and Philosophy
as well as one in Biology. As he said of himself, “I believe that
being a Christian, Scientist, and educator I demonstrate to my col-
lege students that you can very much be both Christian and Scien-
tist. There is no real divide.”

When reflecting on the intersection of his faith and his
study of science he observed, “Over the last thirty years of study
in the sciences, ethics, and in religion, I have come to see myself
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as a theologian of nature. A theologian of nature ... begins with
a faith in God and the preaching of Jesus Christ. The when you
begin the study of science, you see God everywhere.”

In addition to his regular departmental teaching and research,
Dr. Jenkins taught classes on science and religion both at the Uni-
versity, the University’s London Center, and in local churches. In
particular, Dr. Jenkins sought to help those in the University and
the Church better understand issues related to “environmental the-
ology and ethics” including leadership of the Earth Day program
based at the Edgewood Church and involving the University.

B rian Scully, Ph.D., is director of the Indian River Research
and Education Center of the Institute of Food and Agricul-
ture Sciences of the University of Florida and a member of the
Palms West Presbyterian Church. As his pastor notes, Dr. Scul-
ly’s work nationally and especially internationally to help farmers
produce crops with greater yield to feed their families and earn a
decent living is self-consciously a response to Jesus’ call to feed the
hungry and help the poor.

Developer of a new strain of corn, he sought to donate the
profits from this venture to the church. Dr. Scully was described
as one “who understands his work and his family and his church
together as the spiritual walk that God has given him, and so ... is
determined to walk the walk to the best of his abilities.”

ames H. Shelhamer, M.D., is the deputy chief of the Criti-
J cal Care Medicine Department of the Clinical Center at the
National Institutes of Health and an active member of the Chevy
Chase Presbyterian Church. When asked if he had a distinct of
call by God to become a research physician, Dr. Shelhamer con-
fessed somewhat embarrassedly that from his earliest as a kid in
the panhandle of Texas he had always thought of himself as serv-
ing that community as a primary care doctor. As for many, it is
only in retrospect that he came to see his life’s path as a response
to God’s implicit call. He now sees his journey into medicine and,
in particular, into research on the diseases of the lung as a part of
the providence of God.

In addition, the ministry outreach of the Chevy Chase
Church enables Dr. Shelhamer to minister through his profession
to the village of Shikokho in western Kenya. Through his efforts
a basic nursing library was established with the donation of fifty
pounds of nursing texts. Dr. Shelhamer’s pastor also gave witness
to the hard practical and potentially life and death decisions that
he was required to make in selecting drugs to stock the small clinic
in Shikokho. In the back room of a pharmacy on a backstreet of
Nairobi, Dr. Shelhamer sought to balance the need for medica-
tions for the most common diseases in the village with limited
selection of drugs available and the modest resources available to
acquire them. In addition Dr. Shelhamer has sought to assist his
fellow parishioners gain a better understanding of the moral and
ethical issues involved in contemporary medicine and medical
research by leading discussions on these topics at the Chevy Chase
Church.

— Prepared by Jim Miller



Stonewall, Woodrow, and Me

Reflections on the Other Great Commission

Robert T. Dillon, Jr.

PASTCF Member

am a 1966 graduate of Jackson-Wilson Elementary School—
I Presbyterians, Virginians, and college professors, all three of

us. But while my predecessors were called onward, to found
the League of Nations or march at the head of an Army of the
Living God, as the case may be, I, the third member of that tri-
umvirate, have been left back on campus this May for the 24th
year. No stonemason is poised to carve the name “Dillon” over the
entrance to any elementary school of which I am aware.

A call, in the ordinary sense of that word, is a voice from
elsewhere, often issuing a summons. Stonewall Jackson was indeed
summoned from his mathematics classroom at VMI by Governor
Letcher in 1861 to train the swelling army of recruits in Rich-
mond, and thence to war. Woodrow Wilson was summoned by
the voice of the People from the presidency of Princeton to the
New Jersey Governor’s mansion, and thence to the White House.
Am I not to be summoned? Or worse, have I missed my call?

In the essay that follows, I rummage through mailboxes labeled
Jackson, Wilson, and Dillon, looking for a “while-you-were-out”
note in my own.

I was baptized, confirmed, and married to my high school
sweetheart at First Church, Waynesboro, in the shadow of the hill
upon which Jackson-Wilson Elementary stands. And I do have
vivid memories in my youth of being moved, if not exactly called,
by the sermons preached from that pulpit. I have no recollection of
the homiletical details, but I do remember departing each Sunday
with profound feelings of guilt and fear, even as a school child.
Except perhaps on Easter, when I departed thinking of ham.

In 1973 I traveled south up the Great Valley of Virginia past
Staunton and Lexington to pursue
my undergraduate education in
Blacksburg, and four years later quit
God’s country entirely for a Ph.D.
program in Philadelphia. As the
fear of the Lord is the beginning of
wisdom, I found myself well pre-
pared.

In my final year of graduate
school I received what I thought, at
the time, might be a call, in the form
of a AAAS congressional fellowship
to work on Capitol Hill. Was I des-
tined to follow in Wilson’s footsteps
from the Shenandoah Valley through Academia and into the halls
of power? No. I rapidly discovered that the culture of public policy

Stonewall

is strikingly foreign to that of science. My new colleagues and
I bore different assumptions about the world; we held different

values; we spoke different languages. Ultimately I found myself as
lost and alone in Washington as Wilson had become by 1919.

Toward the end of my fellowship year, I visited the alcove
of the National Cathedral where Wilson’s body lies entombed
in Gothic splendor—so showy, so unreformed, so far from the
modest white Presbyterian manse where he was born, home in the
Shenandoah Valley. He deserved less.

So in 1983 I was pleased to accept an assistant professorship
in the Biology Department at the College of Charleston, teaching
genetics and evolution to the majors. My wife and I transferred
our letters to First (Scots) Church, where if our children aren’t
scolded or threatened from the pulpit each Sunday, there is at
least no danger that they might be uplifted, or worse, entertained.
Mildly edified, perhaps, except on Easter. And for 24 years I have
labored in academia, Monday through Friday, sparingly pro-
moted.

In the 1980s the subject of “Creation Science” appeared fre-
quently in the headlines, and as
the Professor of Evolution in the
Holy City of the South, it should
not be surprising that questions
might arise in my classroom.
Creationism is not an error of
science, but rather a modern form
of idolatry, injunctions against
which rest uneasily on the syl-
labus of Biology 350. I typically
responded with invitations to Woodrow
inquiring students (Baptists, the
poor dears!) to visit my office after class for instruction in the
Christian Religion.

Young in their faith, they challenged God the Father as Pilate
challenged God the Son. If He is indeed the Creator, they rea-
soned, then we His soldiers must rise to defend Him from Dar-
winism. But Christ replied, “My kingdom is not of this world.”
Science and Faith are two entirely different things.

Into the 1990s, as my career proceeded unremarkably, it
seemed possible that I might not be called through my vocation,
but through a cherished avocation, scouting. Quite simply no
other parent was willing to step forward to lead my son’s den of
twelve Webelos. I “bridged over” to the scouts two years later,
served as Scoutmaster of BSA Troop 50 for seven years, and was
proud to see his mother pin the Eagle award on my son’s chest, as
my mother had pinned mine on me.

After he left for college I volunteered for a variety of training
jobs at the Council level, and served on the Conservation Staff at
the BSA National Jamboree. I was walking the campgrounds at
Virginia’s Fort A. P. Hill, named for the general on Stonewall

“Dillon” continues on page 8 >>>
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Jackson’s lips when he died, when it first occurred to me that an
avocation could be a calling. Might my summons to the uni-
formed service be equivalent to that of Jackson’s, with pain and
glory measured in substantially lessened doses? And if so, were my
years of academic training in vain?

In 1996 I accepted an invitation to debate a young-earth Cre-
ationist at Southeast Christian Church in Louisville, with 12,000
members, the first megachurch I ever visited. The event took place
in their cavernous sanctuary on a Sunday evening, and I charac-
terized the contest as intramural—not a debate between God and
Science, but a dialogue among Christian brothers. My Campbel-
lite hosts were surprised to discover that I was a Presbyterian, of
the vanilla sort whose General Assembly offices were located in
their fair city. To see an evolutionary scientist confess the Bible
as the inspired Word of God was spectacle enough. But to hear
such language from a PCUSA Presbyterian strained the bounds of
credibility.

At the age of 14, Woodrow Wilson moved with his family to
Columbia, South Carolina, then still smoldering from the fires of
General Sherman. And it was in Columbia, in a statehouse still
pocked by Sherman’s cannon, that the Creation/Evolution contro-
versy flared, albeit at substantially reduced temperatures, as a fresh
millennium dawned.

Like most other states in the Union, whether she would wish
it or not, South Carolina was in 1999-2000 developing statewide
standards for her science curriculum.

As our draft standards were rigorous in
all respects, including on the subject of
biological evolution, certain powerful
political interests were mobilized in
opposition.

That year’s session of the South
Carolina State Board of Education,
during which a desultory Creationist
attack on our science curriculum was
turned back, returned my attention to
the world of public policy. The mixture
of faith and politics yields a corruption
as black as the mixture of faith and
science. And in Columbia, in 2000, I
saw all three—faith, science, and politics—stirred together in one
caldron, and heated to a boil under the lights of the TV cameras.

I found myself drawn to that corruption like a yellow jacket to red
Kool-Aid on a summer afternoon.

Woodrow Wilson’s father, the Reverend Joseph R., hosted
the first General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church in the
Confederate States of America. Meeting at Augusta in the fall
of 1861, those “oldest, wisest, most experienced, and in a word,
most suitable men,” all cherished the spirituality of The Church.
They had watched with sorrow as their northern brethren adopted
the Gardiner Spring Resolution earlier that year in Philadelphia,
prostituting the Bride of Christ before the growing government
in Washington. Surely nothing could be clearer to any Christian,
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indeed to any American, than the danger of confusing God with
Caesar.

So in the spring of 2000 I coordinated my first Darwin Week
in Charleston. On that occasion, and during the second week of
every February subsequently, our primary focus has been upon
high quality science across the disciplines—Dbiology, geology,
astronomy, and many others. But the work of Ian Barbour came to
my attention early in the series, and I became a proponent of what
Barbour calls a “dialogue” relationship between the necessarily
separate worlds of science and faith. Thus we have always featured
at least one religious item on the program—a panel discussion or
even a sermon—typically hosted by a congregation near the Col-
lege campus.

In 2005-2006 our state science curriculum cycled back for
reauthorization, and the controversy that arose over the tenth
grade standard on biological evolution was substantially more
intense than in 2000. A citizen’s group, the South Carolinians
for Science Education, organized to advocate a rigorous curricu-
lum, and I was honored to be elected President. Our opponents
included the Governor, large fractions of both the House and the
Senate, and much of the State Board of Education, prominently
including one Mr. Ron G. Wilson of Easley.

Mr. Ron G. Wilson was unrelated to Mr. T. Woodrow
Wilson, as far as I could determine from the brief biography
posted on the Board’s web site, doing my homework for the
season’s campaign. He was a colorful character nonetheless. In

2005 Mr. Ron Wilson was the imme-
diate past Commander-in-Chief of
the Sons of Confederate Veterans, an
organization of approximately 32,000
dedicated to preserving the memory
of The Lost Cause. He was also a
Presbyterian.
On the morning of November
9, 2005, the specific issue before the
South Carolina State Board of Edu-
cation, a session of 17 housewives,
insurance salesmen, dentists, and
weekend generals of the Confederacy,
was Standard B-5 indicator 7: “Use
a phylogenetic tree to identify the
evolutionary relationships among different groups of organisms.”
It was an article of faith to Mr. Wilson and his allies, however,
that the history of life has not been treelike, but rather better
modeled as a lawn of grass, each sprig being called forth separately
according to its own kind. This religious doctrine they sought to
have imposed by the state upon all her young citizens, through the
public school science curriculum. Indicator B-5.7, they resolved,
must go.

The afternoon previous I spent combing through my com-
plete Volume 58 of the journal Evolution, all twelve issues for the
year 2004, marking pages on which phylogenetic trees appeared
with pink sticky tabs. These I carried with me to Columbia and
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distributed among the trustees of the Board during their public
comment period the next morning, to impress upon them the
centrality of the phylogenetic tree in mainstream evolutionary
thought. I also referred to my journal issues to make a number of
ancillary points regarding the science of evolution, noting the care-
fully stated hypotheses, rigorous analysis, and dry math. Nobody’s
grandmother will be connected to a monkey, at least by name.

Nor did it appear to me that the opinion of any board
member had been changed by my presentation, as the vote went
with us 12-2, along the lines I would have predicted, with several
prominent abstentions. After the gavel fell I came forward from
the gallery to recollect my journal issues, eleven of which were
immediately forthcoming. To my surprise, however, Mr. Ron
Wilson asked if he could retain his for future reference. What
a gold coin and bullion dealer from Easley might do with the
December, 2004 issue of Evolution, volume 58(12), was beyond
me, but I acquiesced. This seemed to provide an opening for what
Ian Barbour might classify as a “dialogue.”

I began by acknowledging Mr. Wilson’s rank in the Sons of
Confederate Veterans, noting that I myself am the only son of a
Daughter of the Confederacy, not having stepped forward as yet to
enlist. And after the conversation proceeded along those lines for a
while, I also noted our common religious heritage, and inquired if
he might be familiar with the work of R. L. Dabney.

Dabney was a Presbyterian preacher of great passion, who
served as Stonewall Jackson’s Chaplain and Chief of Staff 1861—
62. He left the Old Dominion in 1883, after a distinguished
career at Union Theological Seminary, to found the School of
Theology at Austin. A. A. Hodge called Dabney “the best teacher
of theology in the United States, if not the world.” I have occasion-
ally read his works on Sunday afternoons, as an antidote to what
I've heard on Sunday mornings.

Yes, Mr. Wilson averred, he was a big fan of R. L. Dabney,
and we exchanged a few additional pleasantries about times that
may not, in their time, have been especially pleasant. Our conver-
sation was rather naturally carried from that point to the weighty
issues before the General Assembly of 1861, and the Great Schism
that was to follow. I inquired whether Mr. Wilson was familiar
with the Gardiner Spring Resolution, and was a bit surprised to
discover that he was not.

I recounted how Rev. Gardiner Spring and the representa-

tives of similarly apostate congregations had proposed to sully The
Church by demanding her entanglement with temporal political
affairs. But Dabney and the Divines assembled at Augusta under-
stood Christ’s injunction to be in the world, not of it. Surely we,
His saints, would not mix our religious convictions, no matter
how Godly, with the base affairs of state, would we?

The public record reflects no evidence that Mr. Ron Wilson
was sympathetic to this line of reasoning, if even he understood it.
For he continued to vote his Creationist convictions throughout
the 2005-2006 campaign. But in retrospect I myself was pro-
foundly influenced by our brief interaction that morning after the
State Board of Education meeting. For at the moment the name of
Dabney crossed my lips, my eyes were opened.

What proportion of all Ph.D. Evolutionary Scientists are
conversant with the Gardiner Spring Resolution? How many
Presidents of Citizens-for-Science groups might also be Sons of
Confederate Veterans? In an undirected world, what is the likeli-
hood that an Eagle Scout from the Shenandoah Valley might
travel through the Ivy League to the board room of the South
Carolina Department of Education, preaching the spirituality of
The Church, however small and unsympathetic the congregation?

It was human vanity ever to imagine that I might not have
been called, or to worry that any call I might be issued could be
lost in transmission. All we, His sheep, know that He is the Good
Shepherd. His sheep hear His voice; we follow Him. On Novem-
ber 9, 2005, I was given to understand that this is not advice; it is
an observation of fact.

The great commission has two parts, the second half being
no less than the first. We are charged to go forth making disciples,
and to know that He is with us, to the end of the age. Standing in
a hail of bullets, or pushing the full 14 points at Versailles, Stone-
wall and Woodrow bore vivid witness to their other great commis-
sions.

And I have been blessed to see that He is likewise with the
bespectacled College Professor, laboring in academia, Monday
through Friday, sparingly promoted. I would pray this blessing
upon you, my reader, as well.

Rob Dillon is Associate Professor of Biology at College of Charleston. His
Ph.D. is from the University of Pennsylvania and his B.S. is from Virginia
Tech University. His research interests are genetics, evolution, and the

ecology of mollusks.

>>> “Silicon” continued from page 1
means that God may still use to communicate with us.

In fairness, the Reformers had an excuse. They lived and
worked before science as we know it had really got going. Coper-
nicus’s sun-centered treatment of the solar system was published
just three years before Martin Luther died. Forty years later, John
Calvin died while Galileo was just ten. The Westminster Confes-
sion was completed when Isaac Newton was but six years old. For
those of us who have mercifully forgotten our high school science
courses, Copernicus, Galileo, and Newton were early pioneers of

modern science.

However not all of the Reformers took a dismissive view of
secular knowledge. John Calvin in his Institutes of the Christian
Religion wrote:

Whenever we come across these matters in secular writers,
let that admirable light of truth shining in them teach us
that the mind of man, though fallen and perverted from
its wholeness, is nevertheless clothed and ornamented with
God’s excellent gifts. If we regard the Spirit of God as the

“Silicon” continues on page 10 >>>
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>>> “Silicon” continued from page 9
sole fountain of truth, we shall
neither reject the truth itself, nor
despise it wherever it may appear,
unless we wish to dishonor the Spirit
of God .. .2
Neither did Calvin disdain the work of
unbelievers. In the next section of the
Institutes he wrote:
But if the Lord has willed that we be
helped in physics, dialectic, math-
ematics, and other like disciplines,
by the work and ministry of the
ungodly, let us use this assistance.
For if we neglect God’s gift freely
offered in these arts, we ought
to suffer just punishment for our
sloths.?
Strong words! Calvin says first that there
is truth to be found in the secular world
as well as in Scripture, and second that all
truth is of God wherever it is found.
Physics, dialectic, mathematics in
Calvin’s day gave little hint that they
would develop into modern science, but
if he were writing today I believe that his
message would be similar. “If the Lord has
willed that we be helped in physics, math-
ematics, chemistry, biology, and other like
disciplines, by the work and ministry of
the ungodly, let us use this assistance.”
These are God’s gift freely offered,
even if the truths discovered by science are
presented to us by Hindus or Muslims or
atheists. According to Calvin, if we ignore
these gifts we deserve to be punished. Of
course we do use them—every day as we
use science-based technology—but rarely
if ever do we regard them as gifts of God.
As a result, neither do we regard their
abuse as ingratitude to God, their source.
Familiarity destroys the sense of
wonder. In a few months, we shall watch
the Olympic Games as they happen
thousands of miles away in Beijing, and
millions of others across the world will be
watching the same events. Not marvelous?
According to Acts, after Philip had bap-
tized the Ethiopian eunuch on the road
from Jerusalem to Gaza, ... the Spirit of
the Lord snatched Philip away ... Philip
found himself at Azotus.” Marvelous! A
miracle! Azotus is but a few miles from

Gaza.
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I board an aircraft at O’Hare and a
few hours later I am in San Jose. Not mar-
velous? We use a cell phone to speak to a
friend on the other side of the world, or to
connect to the Internet, or to watch TV.
Not quite Dick Tracy, but getting close.
Not marvelous? This is a tiny fraction of
how technology has transformed our lives.
For young people who have grown up with
this technology, this is just the way things
are. But as a geezer, I am filled with awe
at how technology has changed during my
lifetime. We should be filled with awe—
but at what?

The DuPont Chemical Company
has an answer. They trademarked The
Miracles of Science™ to describe their
products.

According to the Encyclopedia Britan-
nica:

A miracle is generally defined ...
as that which causes wonder and
astonishment, being extraordinary
in itself and amazing or inexpli-
cable by normal standards ... The
significance of a miraculous event
is frequently held to reside not in
the event as such but in the reality
to which it points—signifying and
indicating something beyond itself.’
For DuPont, of course, the “something
beyond itself” is the science behind their
products. I claim it should be God, the
ultimate source of all that is, including
DuPont’s science.

Silicon Valley gets its nickname from
computer technology, but the region has
much more science and technology than
that. There are two world-class research
universities, UC Berkeley and Stanford,
and many science-based industries beyond
computers and software. I use “Silicon
Valley” as a metaphor for all modern
technology and the science on which it is
based. So what can we learn about God
from modern technology and the science
on which it is based? Obviously, that
God’s creative power is enormously more
subtle and complex than we can imag-
ine. But there is more. In his essay, John
Burgess suggests that nature may have a
prophetic message for us.

An ancient tradition, from the early
centuries of Christianity, has it that God

wrote two books, 7he Book of God (the
Bible) and 7he Book of Nature. To have

an authentic faith in the Author of both
books, we must not ignore either one,

not emphasizing the Bible at the expense
of nature, not emphasizing science and
ignoring the Bible, but keeping both in
balance. We are familiar with seeking
“that knowledge of God, and of his will,
which is necessary unto salvation™ in the
Bible. But what do we learn from the other
book? Scientists have developed particular
skills to read God’s Book of Nature. 1 touch
on just a few things.

Astronomy and cosmology tell us that
we live on a planet orbiting one of about
100 billion stars in one of perhaps 200
billion galaxies in an unimaginably huge
universe. Yes, scripture tells us that we
are created in the image of God (Genesis
1.26-27) and a little lower than the angels
(Psalm 8.5), but through science God is
telling us that this has gone to our heads,
and that although God loves us, we are
far less important in God’s universe than
we like to believe. At this Assembly we
are reminded to “Walk humbly with your
God.” (Micah 6.8)

Cosmology and biology agree that we
are a part of nature, not above it. This is
scriptural: “... the Lord God formed man
from the dust of the ground” (Genesis
2.7a, NRSV) and cosmology tells us that
we are “made of stardust,” out of chemical
elements created in supernova explosions.
God s telling us through science that
we have forgotten our origins as earthly
creatures. We are not just spirits tempo-
rarily trapped in corruptible flesh. God
is reminding us that body and soul are a
unity. This too is scriptural. In 1 Corin-
thians 15 Paul argues passionately that we
shall be raised from the dead, but 7oz as
disembodied souls.

The creation stories in Genesis and
elsewhere in the Bible give no details of
how God created. Cosmology tells the
beginnings of the story, continued by
planetary science, geology, and biology.
Of course there are many gaps in the story
discovered by science—only a few pages of
the Book of Nature have been read so far.
But the pages read so far by biologists tell

“Silicon” continues on page 11 >>>
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us that we are kin with all living
creatures on Earth. Ecology tells us that
our human welfare is tied to that of all of
nature, animate and inanimate, wild and
domesticated. God is telling us to shape
up and take seriously the mandate to care
for all of Creation.

All life depends on energy. For almost
all life, this energy comes directly or indi-
rectly from the sun. Plants trap sunlight
by photosynthesis. Herbivorous animals
get solar energy indirectly by eating plants,
while carnivorous animals get theirs even
less directly by eating other animals. Over
millions of years, especially during the
carboniferous period, solar energy was
trapped in what we now call fossil fuels.
We energize our civilization with this
fossil sunlight, in just a couple of centuries
consuming sunlight that illumined the
Earth for millions of years. Through the
science of climatology God is telling us to
mend our ways—Dbe less profligate, or else!

Time after time, the Old Testament
prophets warned of dire consequences if
the people ignored God’s will. Their words
are incorporated in the Book of God that
we call the Bible. John Burgess suggests

that nature is speaking to us prophetically
through the science of climate change. I
am perhaps a little more radical. I sug-
gest that scientists—or at least some of
them—should be thought of as God-
inspired prophets warning us of what they
read in God’s Book of Nature about the

consequences abusing God’s created world.

If ¢this notion seems too farfetched,
let me remind you of Calvin’s words that
I quoted earlier: “If we regard the Spirit
of God as the sole fountain of truth, we
shall neither reject the truth itself, nor
despise it wherever it may appear, unless
we wish to dishonor the Spirit of God.” If
you worry that scientists do not normally
see themselves as speaking a message from
God, I remind you also of my other quo-
tation from Calvin: ... But if the Lord
has willed that we be helped in physics,
dialectic, mathematics, and other like
disciplines, by the work and ministry of
the ungodly, let us use this assistance. For
if we neglect God's gift freely offered in these
arts, we ought to sufffer just punishment for
our sloths.”

In Scripture, God at times spoke
through individuals, or even crea-

tures, who were not among the “chosen

people.” Remember the mysterious priest
Melchizedek. (Genesis 14.18; Psalm
110.4) Remember the Persians Cyrus
and Darius (2 Chronicles 36.22-Ezra
1.8; Ezra 5.13-6.14; Isaiah 44.28-45.13)
who let the Israelites return to Jerusalem
and rebuild the temple. Remember the
encounter of Jesus with the Canaanite
woman who gave a word from God to
the Son of God. (Matthew 15.21-28;
Mark 7.24-30) Remember the parable
of the good Samaritan. (Luke 10.29-37)
Remember especially the story of Balaam
and his donkey—it was not the prophet
Balaam but the braying ass who first saw
the Angel of the Lord blocking the way.”
(Numbers 22.4b-35)

And with that final thought, I shall
stop braying.

Derek Pursey is Professor Emeritus of Physics,
lowa State University. When not reading or
writing about faith and science, he enjoys

relaxing in his recliner with a good book.

'Book of Confessions, 6.001. 2Donald K. McKim, editor, Calvin’s
Institutes, Abridged Edition (Louisville: Westminster John Knox,

2001), 2.2.15. *Ibid 2.2.16. “Acts 8.39, 40 (NRSV). > Encyclopedia
Britannica 2004 CD, article on “miracles.” *Book of Confessions,
6.001. 7T am grateful to Jim Miller for drawing attention to this
passage’s relevance.

ciTecht doesn’t get many “Letters

to the Editor.” But in this issue we

have two and we would like to get
more. If we get more, we’ll make more
space for them. What’s on your mind? Are
there topics you would like us to address
or comments you would like to make on
this issue?

Please send letters or comments to

Bill Mclvor at bill@pastcf.org (snail mail
address is on page 12). Keep submis-
sions brief (no more than 200 words) and

observe appropriate courtesies. The Editor
has final authority on whether a letter will
be published and reserves the right to edit
letters for length and style.

From Steve Thrasher:

It seems that some members of PASTCF
have joined the Church of Global Warm-
ing. It is attracting many members these
days. I found it interesting and amusing
that the cover of the May issue, dedicated
to climate change, featured a picture of
an iceberg. The recent discovery of here-
tofore unknown strong volcanic activity
under the Arctic Ocean, which may have a
significant effect on that region’s tempera-
ture, points up one of the problems with
the current hysteria about global warming,.
We puny humans really know a lot less
than we think we do. My concern about
the hand wringing over global warming

is that we flawed children of God have

once again rushed to judgment without

considering our real place in God’s uni-
verse—globally, cosmically and tempo-
rally. We are probably having another
Tower of Babel moment. I recently heard
a lecture about the Malleus Maleficarum,
the instruction manual for ferreting out,
interrogating and punishing witches in
the 15th, 16th, and 17th centuries. I had
to laugh when I realized that if the word
“witch” was replaced with the term “global
warming skeptic” there would be no dif-
ference in the current behavior toward
such doubters by the indoctrinated believ-
ers.

From Bob French:

I see that Bart Norton in his interest-

ing article in May identifies himself as a
skeptic about human causation of global
warming. I was surprised about that.
Could we hear more about the thirty-
year solar cycle to which he attributes the
warming?
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