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

In 1857 two Mississippi pastors, the 
Revs. Richard Gladeney and James 
A. Lyon, led their fellow members of 

Tombeckbee Presbytery to adopt the fol-
lowing resolution:

Whereas, We live in an age in which 
the most insidious attacks are made upon 
revealed religion through the natural sci-
ences; and as it behooves the Church, in 
all times, to have men capable of defend-
ing the faith once delivered to the saints, 
therefore,

Resolved, That this Presbytery recom-
mend endowment of a professorship in 
the natural sciences as connected with 
revealed religion, in one of our theological 
seminaries, and would cheerfully recom-
mend our churches to contribute their full 
proportion of funds for said endowment.

Resolved, That the same be brought 
before our Synod (of Mississippi) at its 
next meeting for consideration.

The Rev. Lyon went further. He 
persuaded a member of his congregation, 
Judge John Perkins, a wealthy landowner, 

to endow such a professorship at Colum-
bia Theological Seminary then located in 
Columbia, South Carolina. As the result 
of this gift the three synods overseeing 

Columbia (South Carolina, Alabama and 
Georgia) passed the following resolution 
in 1859:

“Resolved, That in accordance with 
the conditions annexed to the generous 
donation of Judge Perkins, there be added 
to the existing departments of instruction 
in the Seminary, a chair, to be entitled the 
Perkins Professorship of Natural Science 
in connexion with Revelation; the design 
of which shall be to evince the harmony of 
science with the records of our faith, and 
to refute the objections of infidel natural-
ists.”

It is clear that the general purpose of 
the chair was apologetic in both a positive 
and a negative sense: positive in the sense 
of evincing harmony and negative in the 
sense of refuting infidel naturalists.

Although Judge Perkins initially con-
sidered Rev. Lyon as the appropriate candi-
date to be the first Perkins professor, the 
Synod of Georgia had its own candidate 
in mind. In 1861, James Woodrow, uncle 
to future president Woodrow Wilson, 
became the Perkins Professor on Natural 
Science in Connection with Revelation at

> continues on page 7

Evincing the Harmony
Confronting the Challenge of Science for the Church

[Author’s Note: I want to acknowledge my debt to earlier scholars whose 

work has made this article possible. First I am grateful to William E. 

Phipps, whose essay on James Woodrow in Beyond Dualism (Presbyterian 

Publishing House, 1992) introduced me to the Perkins Professor. Next, I 

am indebted to Frank J. Smith for his article, “Presbyterians & Evolution 

in the 19th Century: The Case of James Woodrow,” (Contra Mundum, 

No. 6, Winter 1993). Robert K. Gustafson’s dissertation and later biogra-

phy, James Woodrow (1827-1907) – Scientist, Theologian, Intellectual 

Leader (Edwin Mellen Press, 1995) filled in invaluable details about 

Woodrow’s rich and varied life. Finally, as in all matters of evolution and 

religion in America, I owe Ronald Numbers for his scholarship, particu-

larly Darwinism Comes to America (Harvard University Press, 1998). 

Numbers helps place Woodrow in the larger historical context of late 19th 

century America.]

James Woodrow
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< continued from page 11

on your biscuits, but that doesn’t mean 
you should stop putting it on your bis-
cuits! Yet Psalm 104 urges us to enjoy cre-
ation while making clear that the creation 
is not for us, but for God. While discussing 
this principle, I found it helpful to call 
attention to Edward O. Wilson’s excellent 
little book The Creation, which suggests 
that creation care is an act of Christian 
piety.

The third principle was to apply the 
notions of adaptation, extinction and 
speciation to the life of the Church. Here 
I was inspired by another Wilson – David 
Sloan – and his book Darwin’s Cathedral. 
These notions ally with the fundamental 
biblical dynamic of suffering, death and 
resurrection; this dynamic does not begin 
and end with Jesus Christ, but finds it 
fullest expression in him. The Exile to 
Babylon and Restoration afterward is 
another example of the same dynamic. 
Much that I thought of saying went by the 
wayside in an excellent discussion of the 
ways congregations are struggling to adapt 
themselves to changing cultural environ-
ments. One thought that did come back: 
in the program life of churches, some 
things need to be allowed to go extinct. 
We can be active, rather than passive; by 
that I mean that the planning and execu-
tion of mission needs to include a mecha-
nism for evaluation.

It was an engaging workshop and I 
am grateful to those who participated in it. 
Here are sources I used in preparation.

The best-known version of the story 
of Francis and the Wolf of Gubbio is from 
The Little Flowers of St. Francis of Assisi, 
chapter XXI, which I found at several 
websites, including www.guidetopsychol-
ogy.com/gubbio.htm. Information on res-
toration ecology was from Science (AAAS) 
vol. 325, 31 July 2009. There are excellent 
examples of eco-justice activity on the 
Eco-Justice Team’s link on the website 
www.cascadespresbytery.org. David Sloan 
Wilson, Darwin’s Cathedral: Evolution, 
Religion, and the Nature of Society. Univer-
sity of Chicago Press, 2003. Edward O. 
Wilson, The Creation: An Appeal to Save 
Life on Earth. W. W. Norton, 2006.

S everal impressions remain with 
me from our October conference 
“Evolution, God and Becoming 

Human.” The speakers provided a rich 
smorgasbord of thought and insight; the 
participants provided an engaging fabric of 
experience and inquiry.

I particularly appreciate the sugges-
tions, questions, and ideas expressed by 
the participants in my workshop, “Francis 
and the Wolf: Evolution and Congrega-
tional Mission.” [See page 11.]

Steve Kolderup had the last word, and 
so it was one of his thoughts that bounced 
around in my head as I traveled home and 
as I discussed the conference after return-
ing. He said that the desire to see human 
beings as “special” is a form of idolatry. 
We have seen that desire expressed in at 
least two ways. One traditional way is to 
accept that every other living thing has 

evolved by natural selection, but human 
beings are the product of special creation. 
Another—which is orthodoxy in some tra-
ditions—is to claim that the human body 
has evolved like the bodies of other living 
things, but that God adds to the body 
a specially-created soul. Given time and 
space, I would assail the biblical, theologi-
cal, and philosophical problems with both 
points of view, but I will forebear for now.

As I understand Steve’s objection 
to both of those (Steve, when you read 
this, I invite you to correct me if I mis-
understood), the claim that humanity 
is “special,” not the product of the same 
biological laws that are at work in other 
living things, puts us on a pedestal that 
only God should occupy. When the Com-

mandment prohibits graven images to be 
objects of worship, it does not forbid only 
images of cats, eagles, lions, hawks and 

the like; it also prohibits images of human 
beings. We should not elevate ourselves to 
a special place, the pedestal of adoration of 
our own humanity, when the proper object 
of worship is divinity.

It occurs to me too that both these 
forms of “humanity is special” assume that 
for humankind to be in relationship with 
God requires for us to be qualitatively 
different from other living things. For us 
to be the “image of God” requires us to 
somehow transcend the ordinary course 
of things; it suggests to me the belief that 
God is unable to be incarnate as one of us 
unless we are somehow on a pedestal over 
the other species that live around, with, 
and inside us.

An analogy: some communions 

believe that for Mary of Nazareth to be 
“worthy” of bearing the Son of God, she 
must be more pious, more intelligent, 
more attractive, more sensitive or in some 
way simply more than the rest of us are. 
She could not be God’s chosen simply by 
the grace of God, could she?

May not the “image of God” in 
humanity be the act of divine grace, rather 
than something innately special about 
us? May not the Incarnation we celebrate 
in a few weeks be an act of divine grace, 
rather than necessary because we alone are 
worthy of the honor?

As always, I invite your commentary, 
responses, and insights. One member has 
written a thoughtful response to my essay 
of last issue and it is within. Other mem-
bers have participated in the discussion on 
Facebook.

I hope that I will see many of you 
at the General Assembly in Minneapolis 
July 3-10, 2010. PASTCF will, as always, 
have a presence in the exhibit hall; we will 
also have our lunch and annual meeting 
on Thursday, July 8. The speaker at lunch 
will be the Rev. Dr. William Brown, who 
teaches Bible at Columbia Theological 
Seminary. His book The Seven Pillars of 
Creation: The Bible, Science and the Ecol-
ogy of Wonder is due out in March from 
Oxford University Press.

I enjoy seeing faces to go with the 
names on our roster, meeting new folks, 
and sharing the good news of our Associa-
tion with visitors. It is particularly gratify-
ing to have good, engaging conversation 
with people who read these pages and 
think about them.

Bob Keefer is pastor of Westminster Church 

in Clarinda, Iowa and adjunct in philosophy at 

Northwest Missouri State University. He is also 

a singer and enjoys acting in community theater, 

Scottish Country Dance, and traveling by train.

Is God unable to be incarnate as one of us unless we 
are somehow on a pedestal over the other species that 
live around, with, and inside us?

< continued from page 10

themes about human relationships with 
the rest of life on Earth in contrast with 
imperial themes. There is biblical warrant 
for such an emphasis and it may be mor-
ally important. But it is the witness of the 
biological sciences that Homo sapiens are 
not stewards of the rest of nature but kin 
to all other life, more particularly we are 
the cousins of all other living creatures on 
Earth: bacteria, plants, and animals.

Further, there is no evidence that the 
evolutionary processes through which 
humankind has emerged have ceased on 
Earth or throughout the universe. Theo-
logically put, the evidence demonstrates 
that humans are not the final creation and 
God continues to call creatures into being. 
God’s book of works is still being written 
even if God’s book of words is not. Still, 
reflection on God’s book of words in light 
of the book of works can lead to funda-
mental new insights into the God in whose 
image we affirm in faith that humankind 
is being made.

I suggest that the Woodrow case pro-
vides witness to the ultimate inadequacy 
of seeking to resolve the tension between 
the two books by placing them in separate 
bookcases. Though he was committed to 
doing so, Woodrow’s critics rightly under-
stood that he was not simply demonstrat-
ing “non-contradiction” between science 
and theology but was in fact reforming 
theology by virtue of taking theologically 
seriously features of creation revealed 
through scientific inquiry. However, these 
same critics, as do many so-called conser-
vative Christians today, failed to acknowl-
edge that there is no perennial confession 
of the faith, fixed for all time, and that 
every confession constructively assumes 
some understanding of what the world is 
like. It is that assumption that is perenni-
ally vulnerable to scientific development.

Nevertheless, the relative success of 
those who have shared Woodrow’s aspira-
tion, that it was only necessary to show 
that theology was not contradicted by 
science, has fostered a theological view 
that is unresponsive to what is being 
learned about the creation through the 
sciences and so has steadily been isolating 
the Christian faith from the mainstream 

of human life which is continuously 
informed, especially technologically, by 
scientific inquiry. The challenge contem-
porary Presbyterians and all Christians 
face has been poignantly expressed in these 
words of another scientist and Christian 
theologian, Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, SJ, 
who wrote in 1947:

When we speak of a ‘theology of 
modern science,’ it obviously does 
not mean that by itself science can 
determine an image of God and a 
religion. But what it does mean, if 
I am not mistaken, is that, given 
a certain development of science, 
certain representations of God and 
certain forms of worship are ruled 
out, as not being homogeneous with 
the dimensions of the universe 
known to our experience. This 
notion of homogeneity is without 
doubt of central importance in 
intellectual, moral and mystical life. 
Even though the various stages of 
our interior life cannot be expressed 
strictly in terms of one another, 
on the other hand they must agree 
in scale, in nature and tonality. 
Otherwise it would be impossible 
to develop a true spiritual unity in 
ourselves—and that is perhaps the 
most legitimate, the most imperative 
and most definitive of the demands 
made by man (sic) of today and man 
(sic) of tomorrow.

To the degree that our worship (the 
language of liturgy, prayer, preaching, and 
hymnody), our Church education, and 
our Christian mission in the world do not 
seriously take account of “the dimensions 
of the universe known to our experience,” 
to that degree we both foster a religious 
pathology that ignores the God whose 
Word (logos) is still calling the world into 
being, and we encourage an idolatry of 
the past before a God who is making all 
things new.

James B. Miller, M.Div., PhD, is an honorably 

retired minister in the Presbyterian Church 

(USA) who serves as the General Missioner for 

the Presbyterian Association on Science, Tech-

nology and the Christian Faith. He is a member 

of Charleston-Atlantic Presbytery.

   FROM THE PRESIDENT    by Robert Keefer

Are We “Special”?
Humans in Relation to Other Creatures
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this generation. He had been in mission control during the actual 
landing, but was far too busy monitoring engineering data to 
really appreciate the history making moment. But Sasha was right; 
the landing on Phobos made for an awesome picture, immediately 
surpassing the iconic space images from the previous century. For 
his daughter’s generation, the ‘Earthrise’ image taken from Apollo 
8 in 1968 was now merely an ancient weekend holiday snap, and 
the pictures of the first astronauts on the surface of the moon were 
by comparison grey, dull, and uninspiring.

A voice in Sasha’s earpiece announced she had just 30 seconds 
left before she’d have to relinquish the virtual reality helmet to the 
next person in line, so she took one last look around. Above the 
undulating and cratered surface of Phobos hung the rusty visage 
of Mars, with its spectacular canyons, record breaking mountains, 
and snowy frozen ice caps. From here it took up a full third of 

her view—6,000 times larger 
than the Moon when seen from 
Earth. At the horizon, barely 
perceptible, was the shimmer 
of the tenuous Martian atmo-
sphere.

Sasha didn’t appreciate it 
yet, but this amazing view of an 
international crew of humans 
visiting alien worlds so far from 
home had done more for inter-
national relations than a decade 
of UN diplomacy. Just as the 
entire world had claimed the 
1969 Apollo 11 lunar landing as 
a success for all Earth-people, 
this landing had united the 

planet and fostered a sense of optimism for the global future that 
many had thought impossible.

“I want to go!” Sasha declared, as she handed the helmet to 
the attendant. “I want to be the first person to walk on Mars!”

h

The tone in this short story is reminiscent of a great deal of 
popular science fiction, i.e. euphoric utopianism. Unlike most sci-
ence fiction, however, this story connects directly to policy deci-
sions being made right now. The Obama White House has just 
received the “Review of US Human Spaceflight” report produced 
by the Augustine Commission. In it, they evaluate several options 
for NASA, including Mars missions somewhat similar to the one 
described in this story. It remains to be seen if the report will lead 
to any bold plans. Given the current economic climate this seems

> continues on page 4

Christians in Space?
Reflections on Space Exploration, Positive Stewardship, and Christian Identity

By Adrian Wyard
President of the Counterbalance

“It’s awesome, Dad!” Sasha gushed, a little overwhelmed and 
momentarily frozen in place.

“I knew you’d like it,” he replied, “don’t forget to look around 
you.”

She slowly panned left to right, hardly noticing the bulk of 
the oversized space helmet. As she looked down, her spacesuit and 
gloved hand shimmered reddish pink, reflecting back the other-
worldly objects that dominated the scene. To her left, an astronaut 
was securing a flag on the alien surface. As he tapped the pole, 
streaks of pink-grey soil flew out in graceful arcs for many meters, 
some striking Sasha’s spacesuit and bouncing off. The ground 
around them was awash with footprints. She squinted, and could 
see a tiny tear of pride in the 
corner of the astronaut’s eye as 
he stood next to the flag. Care-
fully, she turned around in place 
scanning the sky, and there it 
was. Barely larger than a star, and 
the only blue object anywhere in 
sight. The Earth.

She couldn’t contain herself. 
“It’s exactly like the IMAX movie 
we just saw!”

“That’s right, Sash. But 
remember, what you’re seeing is 
not a movie, it’s a recording. This 
actually happened six months ago 
on Phobos, one of Mars’ moons.”

“I know that Dad! We’ve 
been following the mission in school for a couple of years now. 
And Mars has another moon called Deimos … I can’t believe how 
close Mars looks from here. It’s just huge! I guess it should look big 
since it’s the same size as all the land on Earth, huh?” While only 
fifteen years old, she was confident she knew much more about 
astronomy than most of the people in line behind her.

“And you made all this happen, right Dad?”
“Not by myself!” he chuckled. “I just worked on the soft-

ware for the virtual reality helmets, like the one you have on. The 
astronauts you’re looking at now used the same technology to 
remotely control the robots down on Mars—that’s how they found 
the fossils.”

Sasha’s father was a little envious of his daughter and the 
thousands of others gathered at the Science Center’s Mars Exhibit. 
They were enjoying for the first time—with clarity very close to 
that experienced by the astronauts—the scene that now defined 

On October 1-2, 2009, PASTCF 
in collaboration with Carl Howie 
Center on Science, Art and The-

ology, the Institute for Reformed Theol-
ogy, and Union Theological Seminary/
Presbyterian School of Christian Educa-
tion presented a conference entitled “Evo-
lution, God and Becoming Human.” The 
conference was held at the Seminary.

PASTCF held its annual meeting 
during the conference and also presented 
its 2009 Dan Martin Science as Christian 
Vocation Recognitions.

The conference was organized around 
three plenary sessions. The first considered 
how Darwin’s theory of evolution when 
applied to human beings was received 
by churches in North America in the 
late 19th century. Ronald Numbers, the 
Hilldale and William Coleman Professor 
of the History of Science and Medicine 
at the University of Wisconsin-Madison, 
presented the general historical context 
for the introduction of an evolutionary 
account of human origins. Dr. Numbers 
is the author of The Creationists: From 
Scientific Creationism to Intelligent Design, 
Darwinism Comes to America, and Science 
and Christianity in Pulpit and Pew. 

Jim Miller, PASTCF General Mis-
sioner, provided a case study centered on 
the evolutionary controversy surrounding 
James Woodrow, the first Perkins Profes-
sor on Natural Science in Connection with 
Revelation at Columbia Seminary (then in 
South Carolina).

In the second plenary, 
Bernard Wood, University 
Professor of Human Origins 
and Professor of Human 
Evolutionary Anatomy at 
George Washington Univer-
sity reviewed current scientific 
findings on human evolution. 
In the same session Went-
zel van Huyssteen, James I. 
McCord Professor of Theol-
ogy and Science at Princeton 
Theological Seminary and 
author of Alone in the World? 
Human Uniqueness in Science 
and Theology, explored the 

theological significance of contemporary 
paleoanthropology.

The final plenary provided reflections 
by a scientist and a Presbyterian pastor on 
the future of the church in light of human 
evolution. Keith Miller, Assistant Research 
Professor, Department of Geology, Kansas 
State University, and the editor for and 
contributor to Perspectives on an Evolving 
Creation, offered the scientist’s perspective 
and Stephen Kolderup, Minister Member-
at-large in the Greater Atlanta Presbytery, 
who consulted in the preparation of the 
study guide for The Evolution Dialogues: 
Evolution, Christianity, and the Quest for 
Understanding (a plain language resource 
for church adult education), offered the 
pastor’s perspective.

The plenary sessions were video-
taped. It is expected that these sessions 
will be available digitally online from the 
Morton Library at Union-PSCE in early 
2010.

In addition to the plenary sessions 
there were four concurrent workshops 
focusing on more practical aspects of the 
subject matter of the conference. George 
Murphy, retired Lutheran pastor and 
Adjunct Professor at Trinity Lutheran 
Seminary, Columbus, OH, who holds a 
Ph.D. in theoretical physics from Johns 
Hopkins and the author of Pulpit Science 
Fiction and The Cosmos in the Light of the 
Cross, led a workshop on evolution and 
preaching and worship.

Jennifer Secki Shields, Director of 

Christian Education, Christ Crossman 
United Methodist Church, Fairfax, VA, 
and chairperson for the annual Seminar 
for Science, Theology, and Ethics at the 
Virginia United Methodist Assembly 
Center, provided a workshop on evolution 
and congregational education with par-
ticular focus on children and confirmation 
classes.

Bob Keefer, PASTCF’s President 
and pastor of Westminster Presbyterian 
Church in Clarinda, IA, offered a work-
shop on evolution and congregational 
mission. He has provided a report on that 
specific workshop elsewhere in this issue of 
SciTech†. [See page 11.]

J. Brian Cassel, on the staff of the 
Medical College of Virginia Hospital and 
Virginia Commonwealth University where 
he co-teaches a course entitled “Faith and 
Life Sciences,” who also co-chairs the “Life 
Sciences and Religion Community Forum 
of Central Virginia” gave a workshop on 
public engagement at the intersection of 
science, religion and public policy.

There was one other element of the 
conference. In the afternoon of the first 
day, conference attendees watched a 
performance of the play Re:Design, which 
was available online from the museum of 
the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. 
This one act play was composed from the 
correspondence between Charles Darwin 
and Asa Gray, noted botanist at Harvard 
and a devoted Presbyterian. Gray became 
one of the most active promoters of Dar-

win’s theory of evolution in 
America.

The correspondence 
between them ranges from 
the professional to the deeply 
personal. It reveals how both 
scientists wrestled with the 
broader philosophical and 
religious implications of an 
evolutionary understand-
ing of the history of life on 
Earth. This performance is 
available at http://web.mit.
edu/museum/multimedia/
index.html.
Reported by Jim Miller.

“Evolution, God and Becoming Human”: A Report
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< continued from page 12

That sees the human component as being 
at that intersection between void and 
spirit, swimming forward in the ongoing 
creation, giving rise to all relationships 
revealing divine presence. It is very good.

In Genesis 2 we find that the presence 
of the Lord was among the “trees of the 
garden.” Notice the presence of the divine 
residing within the context of the relation-
ship of the man and the woman within 
nature in the garden. God put some condi-
tions on the relationship through using 
the tree of the knowledge of good and evil 
and a serpent. With a bite from the fruit of 
that special tree with its special command 
not to eat of it, the man and the woman 
were afraid and “knew that they were 
naked.” They experienced their creatureli-
ness before God in the garden. Human-
ity was already relational as male and 
female. Negative emotion appears within 
creation—“fear of nakedness.” The void 
has not been eliminated from within all 
of creation, but resides within it. Humans 
take a bite of the forbidden fruit and pay a 
price for participating in creative activity. 
Creativity is an activity that always, from 
before the beginning to after the end, is 
interactive divine spirit and void. That is 
how creation works and God transforms 
the void. God creates and relates in cre-
ative grace through continuing actions of 
transformation out of God’s foundational 
goodness.

Sin is the human capacity to “miss the 
mark” expressed in divine love. Teilhard 
helps us to understand that the creative 
activity of God is always in and through 
God’s love. Genesis 1 indicates that it is 

God’s love that transforms the void into 
creation. That creative activity internally 
forms orderliness out of preexistent chaos. 
Sin is “missing the mark” and creates 
chaos out of orderliness. What is a scien-
tific term for this action? It is entropy.

Teilhard points out that when the 
total creation is viewed only from “The 
Without,” entropy spells the death knell 
of the cosmos. Entropy will ultimately 
reduce all matter to its simplest compo-
nents and to a constant and unchanging 
temperature—a death—an end. But is 
there an interiority to all things? Is evolu-
tion going somewhere? Is the interiority 
of Spirit moving the exteriority of matter 
in a direction? Is sin being transformed by 
the interior forces of creation, within itself, 
into a higher order or purpose? Teilhard 
declares that in the Cosmic Christ there is 
reason for hope and for faith. There is an 
evolving interiority that has the strength to 
transform the forces of entropy into a new 
creation. Original sin is transformed into 
a future “original blessing” being realized. 
The old things have passed away, a new 
thing is born.

In turning to Romans 5 and 6 we find 
Paul saying that “the wages of sin is death” 
(6.23) and “but where sin increased, grace 
abounded all the more, so that, just as 
sin exercised dominion in death, so grace 
might also exercise dominion through 
justification leading to eternal life through 
Jesus Christ our Lord” (5.20b-21).

From a purely scientific view I don’t 
see how sin has any relationship to death 
at all. Unless? Unless, we ground the 
ultimate foundation for one or the other 
of them, or perhaps both of them, in the 

ontological foundation of the preexistent 
void. Birth, life, and death seem to be 
written into the fiber of all things. Even 
the stars, the galaxies, galaxy clusters, 
earth, life, plants, animals, humans, all 
things share that three point process. But 
to affirm as Paul does that “grace might 
also exercise dominion” suggests there is 
something above both sin and death that 
transforms them into a new thing, “eternal 
life through Jesus Christ our Lord.” In 
this view redemption is truly needed and 
may be already accomplished. It is cosmic 
redemption from God’s grace, freely given 
through Jesus as the Cosmic Christ.

The ethical requirements are much 
different than human efforts to attain 
salvation through obedience to the law 
or sacrifices to attain divine forgiveness 
and favors. Now the ethical requirements 
spring forth out of glorious gratitude for 
redemption accomplished in and through 
the Cosmic Christ for all creation in 
all time and in all space. Personhood is 
something that we share as a divine gift of 
Infinite Grace. I know who I am because 
the Cosmic Christ has touched me with 
cosmic and infinite divine love. He loves 
me, even me! I am a touchstone of His/
Her Grace in my time and my space.

Evolutionary notions of a continu-
ing power of original sin, are now limp 
memories transcended, but not obliterated, 
by divine, creating Grace of a new earth in 
continuing cosmic redemption. Praise God 
from whom all creating blessings flow.

Harold Martin lives in La Porte City, Iowa. He is a 

Presbyterian pastor “retired from retirement” 

and a longtime member of PASTCF.

From Jim Miller, guest editor for this issue:
This issue of SciTech†, like others in the recent past, has a 

theme. 2009 is the 500th anniversary of the birth of Jean Calvin 
and the 450th anniversary of the definitive Latin edition of his 
Institutes of the Christian Religion. This year also marks the 200th 
anniversary of the birth of Charles Darwin and the 150th anni-
versary of the publication of his On the Origin of Species. No other 
development in science in the past 350 years has stimulated more 
debate among Christians than the theory of human evolution.

This is one reason that PASTCF helped organize the Octo-
ber conference (see the brief report on page 14). Bob Keefer led a 
workshop during the conference and I led a presentation on Per-
kins Professor James Woodrow. The controversy over Woodrow 

and human evolution illuminates challenges that face us today in 
our deeply scientific and technological culture.

Journeying is one of the characteristics of the genus Homo. 
Perhaps initially in pursuit of game or following changes in gath-
ering habitats, Homo erectus left Africa 2 million years ago and 
spread into the Middle East, Europe, and Asia. Homo sapiens, 
originating in Africa 200,000 years ago, now inhabit virtually 
all of the Earth’s land mass. With an engaging bit of fiction and 
commentary, Adrian Wyard writes about Mars, perhaps our next 
journeying goal.

Even with 16 pages, this issue of SciTech† does not have room 
to include a liturgy and meditation from the closing worship of 
the conference. Look for them in the February 2010 SciTech†.
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highly unlikely without increased public 
support.

Who might possibly advocate for 
history making space missions and an 
inspiring science-centered future like the 
one described in the story? I will make a 
prediction: it won’t be religious folk. As 
the saying goes, it’s always a mistake to 
generalize, but if religious people have 
something to say about science, technol-
ogy, and the future, it is more likely to 
be predicting doom and gloom at the 
hands of amoral scientists than pondering 
the wondrous discoveries they may soon 
unearth.

Should Christians be concerned that 
they are often perceived to be technopho-
bic and lack enthusiasm for bold scientific 
research?

More specifically, should Christians 
support the space program and missions 
to explore Mars looking for life? These are 
big questions, and I can only scratch the 
surface here, but some of the related issues 
are:

•	 Can we afford it? Would the money 
be better spent elsewhere?

•	 Are we ready to learn the answers 
to such questions as: is there life 
on Mars now? Has it gone extinct? 
Was there a second Genesis on 
Mars, or did early life travel from 
Earth to Mars which then evolved 
independently? Did early life travel 
from Mars to Earth (making us all 
Martians)?

•	 While expensive, does the possibility 
of making headway on fundamental 
philosophical questions like the 
origin of life justify the cost?

•	 Could we live on Mars one day?
•	 Should we try to terraform Mars in 

the far future?
•	 Do we have a responsibility to 

protect Mars as it is now?
•	 What are the risks associated with 

returning Martian soil samples—or 
life—to Earth?

Two theological resources that would 
inform such a debate are the concept of 
stewardship and the parable of the talents.

A great deal of good has come from 
connecting the mandate in Genesis 

1.26—to be stewards of this world—to 
climate change and other environmental 
concerns. But stewardship in this context 
has thus far been applied only in negative 
terms: rescuing endangered species, reduc-
ing energy usage and emissions, slowing 
the loss of coastal lands, and averting 
cataclysmic climate change. And that’s 
completely appropriate. To be good stew-
ards of the Earth we need to stop the harm 
that uncontrolled technological-industrial 
advancement and rabid consumption will 
surely bring.

But I propose that good stewardship 
should lead to positive action as well as 
negative; being stewards of resources does 
not simply mean hoarding and coddling 
them. Meanwhile, the parable of the 
talents reminds us of the value of invest-
ing our resources wisely to build a more 
bountiful future and simply preserving the 
status quo is the less virtuous path.

Would anyone say the excitement 
Sasha felt seeing the sky filled with an 
alien world, and her hunger for new 
knowledge is at odds with Christian 
values? Surely not. But we won’t arrive at 
this kind of future by simply stopping, 
slowing, and reducing. We need to boldly 
go, expecting to succeed.

In short, the role that stewardship 
should play within any discussion is as a 
forward-looking and moderating force, not 
merely a backwards-looking, negating one.

Numerous topics would benefit from 
a moderating, forward-looking influence, 
perhaps most obviously biomedical ethical 
controversies, but the debate over space 
exploration particularly needs forward-
looking discussion. Typically, two extreme 
positions dominate the conversation. 
Some argue any space programs are less 
than worthless because they siphon funds 
from more worthy causes here on Earth, 
while others are convinced our destiny lies 
in space, and the sooner we leave Earth 
behind the better. On to the stars!

Interestingly, the most passionate 
advocates of human spaceflight do so in 
almost eschatological terms. British physi-
cist Stephen Hawking has famously said 
that he fears the future of humankind is at 
risk until we establish a permanent pres-
ence in space.1

Certainly some space enthusiasts are 
simply caught up with the romance of the 
technology, but others see more practical 
economic and societal justifications. The 
billions ploughed into the Apollo program 
undoubtedly led to new technologies, 
industries, and associated employment. 
It also placed the United States in a posi-
tive light at the center of the world stage. 
Determining the ultimate value of these 
effects is difficult but not inconsequential.

Meanwhile, the cost of a mission to 
establish a Mars base is truly staggering 
and the technological hurdles are just as 
formidable.

Can we find a middle way? Can we 
build a space program that sets exciting 
but achievable goals within a constrained 
budget? In other words, can a space 
program that draws resources from the 
public coffers be justified within the larger 
context of being good stewards of finite 
resources?

While the story so far smacks of uto-
pian science fiction, as we return to Sasha 
and her father, we learn that NASA has 
followed what I believe to be one possible 
middle way, a moderately conservative, 
moderately bold approach to exploring the 
Red Planet.

h

“I want to go!” Sasha declared, as 
she handed the helmet to the attendant. 
“I want to be the first person to walk on 
Mars!”

“Whoa! I think you need to finish 
school first,” her Dad replied, “Besides, 
no one really thinks we’re going to get 
the funding approved for a landing mis-
sion, not in the middle of a recession.” He 
immediately knew he’d made a mistake.

The look on Sasha’s face was a mix-
ture of anger, surprise, and sadness. Her 
hands were on her hips, which was always 
a bad sign.

“I’m sorry, Sasha. I didn’t mean to 
sound so harsh, but it’s really complicated, 
and involves reasons I’m sure you’d con-
sider boring. The main problem is it would 
be really, really expensive, and many 
people think we could use the money for 
better things here on Earth.”

> continues on page 5
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By the Reverend Harold P. Martin
PASTCF Member

When I first read Robert Keef-
er’s fine article in the August 
2009 SciTech†, I immediately 

wanted to respond but didn’t know how 
to approach it. I am not sure I do yet, even 
after writing, but hopefully a meaning-
ful spirit will guide me. Keefer does such a 
fine job building an argument for “Origi-
nal Sin” and “Evolved Concupiscence.” I 
don’t even know how to pronounce concu-
piscence, much less do I know its history.

My experience as a Presbyterian 
Pastor for 49 years provides very practical 
reasons to explain original sin alongside 
of “creation-centered spirituality.” I found 
it very unhelpful every week to gather the 
people to worship God and systematically, 
repetitively, and liturgically remind them 
over and over just how bad and guilty they 
must be. Prayers of authentic confession 
weighted down everything and despite 
assurances of pardon, people were not 
motivated to action in mission. It seemed 
to me neither good psychology nor sound 
theology.

Keefer does a brief exegesis of Genesis 
2–3 and Romans 5. But is that the whole 
story? Perhaps, if you confine yourself to 
the sin and redemption theme of the Bible 
as it relates to the humankind. But in our 
day a “creation centered spirituality” has 
rediscovered and reopened a whole new 
world of possibilities for explaining the 
inner being of humanity in our modern 
and even postmodern existence.

Creation-centered spirituality redis-
covers a long and honored tradition, but it 
requires us to use a different set of scrip-
tures to focus our exegetical attention. 
We must deeply integrate within ourselves 
Genesis 1.1-2.4a, John 1, Colossians 1, 
and Revelation 1. There we meet what the 
creation centered scholars call the Cosmic 
Christ. Redemption becomes cosmic 
redemption.

In my estimation this fits much better 
current science and religion dialogue. 

It also is a strong positive motivator to 
Christian action in the world. It trusts the 
Cosmic Christ to deal with the very real 
sin within creation, its consequences, and 
its absolute need for redemption. It places 
a creating and trinitarian God at the 
center of attention in an ongoing, unfold-
ing, realizing, creation.

I went through Dubuque Theological 
Seminary for two masters degrees during 
the 1960s under the tutelage of Arthur 
Cochrane, a thoroughgoing Barthian. 
(He translated the Barmen Declaration of 
Faith for our Presbyterian Book of Confes-
sions.) I remember Dr. Cochrane saying 
that if we want to find the ontological 
foundation for the doctrine of sin in the 
Bible we must go to Genesis 1. It is here 
that we find the foundation for sin that is 
bigger than humanity. In fact, it is coex-
tensive with creation itself. This fits well 
with our Presbyterian understanding of 
predestination rising from the preexistent 
decrees of God.

The biblical ontological foundation 
for the presence of sin in the creation 
jumps out at us from Genesis 1.1-2: “In 
the beginning when God created the heav-
ens and the earth, the earth was a formless 
void and darkness covered the face of the 
deep, while a wind from God swept over 
the face of the waters.” (NRSV) The void 
is that which God was transforming from 
the very beginning, and that which God 
shattered in the birth, life, death, and 
resurrection of Christ, the first born of the 
new creation. Sin in this interpretation is 
much deeper in divine and human spirit 
with a presence, origin, and reality, even 
before creation. For me, that makes Christ 
far more an awesome miracle within all of 
creation. I am loved from before creation 
and will be loved to its ultimate fulfill-
ment in Christ. Sin, yes! Sin transformed, 
yes! Redemption for me and within me! 
That is cosmic forgiveness and love per-
sonalized in particularity.

Through the wonders of medical sci-
ence I am privileged to be here today after 
three acute attacks of a disease called glo-

merulo nephritis (named Bright’s disease 
in earlier years), which I first experienced 
as a child in 1937. That was before modern 
medicines and kidney care practices. I am 
most blessed to still have both kidneys still 
functioning. Since the 1960s and perhaps 
even yet today cortisone therapy may be 
a last choice and necessary treatment. 
Every time that I have had that treatment 
it saved my kidneys and my life. In its 
aftermath, it also left me with a depression 
to fight back out of. I have usually inter-
preted that hard, painful, and difficult 
journey as my own struggle personally 
experiencing the void. Yes, the void still 
has power to grip me, filled with anger, 
fear, guilt, and who knows what else. The 
negatives swamp my consciousness, my 
faith, theology, life, and time. The Jesus 
Prayer fits into the thin place where I may 
not be able to strongly affirm myself as the 
ultimate winner in this struggle of life. It 
is a painful drag.

What does God do in all of space-
time and all of creation? God creates! 
That’s it! God takes every negative, every 
power of the void, and transforms all onto-
logical and cosmological negatives in all 
time and space as the elements for God’s 
new creation. God created into and out of 
the void a living Christ of all creation. It is 
that Cosmic Christ that I know and find 
over and over again in the deepest part of 
my existence. Christ is the creating light as 
my ray of hope through the darkness. It is 
a horrible moment when I lose the ability 
to see that light. It is a human moment.

We cannot and should not want to 
escape the profound and deepest implica-
tions of affirmation of Genesis 1.31: “God 
saw everything that he had made and 
indeed, it was very good.” We must honor 
and respect creation as God’s creative spirit 
continuing to wring order out of chaos in 
an evolutionary way. By placing human-
ity in this position within creation, the 
Roman Catholic priest and paleontologist, 
Teilhard de Chardin, defines humanity as 
“evolution becoming conscious of itself.”

> continues on page 13
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“But if we can land on Phobos, why 
not Mars?” Sasha asked, hands still on 
hips, not wanting to believe there could be 
any good reason at all.

“Well, to be honest it’s only 2025 
and we don’t yet live in the science-fiction 
future you see in TV programs. Land-
ing humans on Mars is very hard to 
do—much harder than on Phobos—there 
are many engineering problems we really 
haven’t solved yet, so it would be very 
dangerous. And since I’m a big fan of 
robotics, I’d much rather see them do the 
dirty work on Mars than put my favorite 
daughter in jeopardy.”

Sasha’s arms fell to her sides, but she 
wasn’t defeated yet. “I don’t understand. 
Why is it more difficult to land 
on Mars? And why don’t people 
want to spend the money? I 
mean, how could we come this 
far if people don’t think it’s 
worth it? My friends in Space 
Club at school say we’re basi-
cally living out Star Trek. After 
all, we did ‘boldly go on a five 
year mission to explore strange 
new worlds.’ We even found 
fossils of ancient microbes on 
Mars! What if there’s life still 
there now, maybe underground 
… “

“Those are all good ques-
tions,” her dad replied. “and I’ll 
try and answer them as best I 
can.”

“Let’s see. How did we come this 
far so quickly? To some extent it’s simply 
down to good luck, but I guess it all 
started back in 2010 when some people 
at NASA made some very smart deci-
sions. That’s only fifteen years ago, just 
before you were born. There wasn’t much 
public enthusiasm for human spaceflight 
or space research back then. NASA hadn’t 
done anything really exciting for nearly 
40 years. They had built the International 
Space Station of course, and repaired the 
Hubble Space Telescope, but nothing that 
sparked the public imagination the way 
the moon landings had.

“The Space Shuttle was being retired, 
and the new White House administration 

was open to ideas on how the space pro-
gram might evolve and what goals it could 
realistically set for NASA.

“Scientists were generally agreed that 
Mars was a very interesting place in the 
Solar System, mainly because we thought 
we might find evidence of life there, but 
also because Mars is a world that’s under-
gone catastrophic climate change. We 
knew there would be valuable lessons for 
us here on Earth. The idea of a manned 
mission to Mars had been discussed since 
the Apollo days, but no plans had ever 
made it off the drawing board.”

“What’s a drawing board?” asked 
Sasha.

“Um, it’s like a tablet computer 
without the computer … it doesn’t really 

matter. As you know we had sent several 
simple robot Rovers to Mars by 2010, 
which were a scientific success, but quite 
limited in range and capability, especially 
when you consider we were exploring an 
entire planet. The fact is there are big chal-
lenges with operating rovers remotely, and 
the biggest one is due to Einstein.”

Sasha’s eyes brightened, “you mean 
the speed of light problem?”

“That’s exactly right. Mars is very far 
away, so it can take up to 40 minutes for 
a radio command to travel from Earth to 
a Mars rover and for a response to come 
back. It’s a tedious process. The rovers 
NASA launched in 2003 worked this 
way, and ended up covering only about 
two miles every year. As you know I love 

robots, but today most people agree that if 
we’d continued with just robots it would 
have been decades before we discovered 
those Martian fossils.

“People who wanted a manned mis-
sion to Mars said a human geologist could 
accomplish everything the NASA rovers 
achieved in just a week or two! But plans 
for manned missions to Mars always 
assumed we’d land and stay on the surface. 
They were immensely expensive, compli-
cated and dangerous, and since they were 
making plans when money was tight—just 
like now—most people had given up hope 
of ever getting scientists onto the surface. 
My robotics friends would also point out 
that manned lander missions would always 
be less capable than theirs because robots 

didn’t need to take food, 
water—or toilets—so you’d 
always be able to send more 
rovers to more sites for the 
same cost.

“There was also a third 
idea that people looked at: 
a ‘sample return mission.’ 
While we were sending ever 
more capable rovers, such as 
the Mars Science Laboratory, 
nicknamed Curiosity, they 
were always going to be limited 
in the kind of analysis they 
could do. So, instead of send-
ing robot geologists to Mars, 
the idea with ‘sample return’ 
was to bring Mars back to the 

geologists here on Earth. The trouble is 
this type of mission required a very large, 
complex, and therefore expensive rover. 
It needed to be able to find an interesting 
sample, load it into an onboard rocket that 
could launch from the surface, enter Mars 
orbit, head back to Earth, and then a year 
or so later reenter our atmosphere where 
the geologists would be patiently waiting. 
That’s a lot of hardware to carry to the 
Mars surface, and a lot that can go wrong. 
Plus it’s only one sample. What if you 
picked a boring rock by mistake?

“That’s when they hit on the idea 
that we now know worked so well, a way 
to get most of the advantages of all three 
approaches, while avoiding their biggest

> continues on page 6



	 November 2009     SciTech†	 SciTech†     November 2009

By the Reverend Robert Keefer, Ph.D.
PASTCF President

A t the PASTCF conference in October I led a workshop 
on evolution and congregational mission. The Seminary 
asked me to give it a title, so I named it “Francis and the 

Wolf.” Although they didn’t use the title, I still let that be my con-
trolling idea.

According to the story, Francis of Assisi was called to the 
town of Gubbio to deal with a large wolf that was terrorizing the 
people. It was devouring livestock and even any townsfolk who 
dared go out alone. So Francis, followed by many of his brothers, 
went toward the wolf ’s lair. When it saw him, it ran toward him, 
its jaws wide. Francis made the sign of the Cross and called out, 
“Come to me, brother wolf; in the name of Christ, I command 
you to harm neither me nor any-
body else.” The wolf closed its jaws, 
ceased running and calmly walked 
to Francis, and then sat down at his 
feet.

Francis addressed the wolf, 
“Brother Wolf, you have done this 
town great harm by your attacks 
against not only other animals but 
against men and women. I will not 
punish you, but will rather make 
peace between you and them. If 
you will no longer do them harm, 
then they will forgive you and cease 
pursuing you.” The wolf bowed his 
head and placed his paw in Francis’ 
hand, thus consenting to the agree-
ment. So, Francis added, “Since you 
are willing to make peace, I promise 
that the people of Gubbio will feed 
you every day, so you shall never 
hunger again as long as you live and 
so long as you never again attack any 
animal or human being.” The wolf 
again gave a sign of agreement.

Francis walked back to town, 
the wolf trotting at his side. He told the people of the wolf ’s agree-
ment to his terms and they agreed to feed the wolf; once again the 
wolf bowed before Francis and placed his paw in his hand as a sign 
of their agreement. For two years the wolf lived at Gubbio, going 
from door to door without harm to anyone, and being fed by the 
townsfolk, who took great pleasure in the act. When he died of 
old age, the wolf was mourned by all, for he had reminded them of 
the virtue and sanctity of Francis.

This is the accepted version of the story; in one variation of 

Francis and the Wolf
it, Francis went so far as to baptize the wolf and it was because of 
that variation that I chose the story to initiate my workshop. Since 
I was leading a workshop, I did not lecture, but raised three prin-
ciples suggested by biblical and evolutionary understanding and 
we had engaging conversation around these principles.

The first principle was the inter-relatedness of creation. I sug-
gested that the theme of stewardship, usually suggested by Genesis 
1:28 and 2:15, is insufficient to our reality. It continues to suggest 
that creation is about humanity, and everything else is the arena 
for our action. Genesis 1:24-27 suggests that humanity is created 
as part of the creation of land animals, and Genesis 2:7 seems to 
emphasize the commonality of humanity (adam) with the earth 
(adamah). Evolution, of course, reminds us that humanity is not 
above creation, but a part of creation. Our substructure (as it 
were) is made of the same DNA as other creatures’; and genetic 

information is carried by the same 
four nucleotides in all living things 
on earth. Further, common descent 
reminds us that “We are all kin.” 
Thus, I resist the typical dichotomy we 
make between the “natural” and the 
“artificial.” Human beings are a part 
of nature; why should we call an ant 
hill “natural” and a skyscraper “arti-
ficial”? At the same time, the world is 
not merely the “environment” for our 
activity; we are a part of it. We have 
a responsibility to the other creatures 
with which we live, especially those 
threatened with extinction, because 
they are our kin, and they are part 
of a web of life that is enormously 
complex. Their extinction could have 
severe ramifications for our ability to 
live in this world. During the discus-
sion of this principle, we talked about 
restoration ecology and several eco-
justice activities as part of the mission 
of congregations. I found it valuable 
that we discussed not only those I had 
discovered, but mission activities of 

churches to which participants belong.
The second principle I suggested is that the Creation is for 

God, not for humanity. Two relevant Scripture texts are Psalm 
24:1-2 and Psalm 104. The latter retains the old notion that the 
good things of earth are there for human beings to use, and of 
course, we should enjoy them even if we give up the notion that 
our use is the reason God made them. That is, sure, bees make 
honey for their own purposes, not so you have something to put

> continues on page 15
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problems. Public enthusiasm for the plan 
snowballed, the money was found, and 
here we are today.

“The original plan for the Mars 
Orbital Laboratory was a simple rover con-
trol room, where geologists would oper-
ate multiple rovers on the surface in real 
time from the safety and comfort of a low 
polar orbit. That’s how my company got 
involved. The astronauts used our helmets, 
like the one you tried in the exhibit, to see 
through the Rover’s camera eyes. For them 
it was like actually being on the surface, 
but of course since they were actually in 
the orbiting lab they didn’t have to deal 
with the freezing temperatures or worry 
about dust. Plus they could work at a 
rover site in the northern hemisphere in 
the morning and switch to the south in 
the afternoon! I should also say the Mars 
Sample Geochemistry Module was added 
pretty quickly after planning started, and 
it’s these guys we have to thank for finding 
life on Mars.

“Until they came up with the MOL 
plan there were two competing camps 
within NASA that could never agree. On 
the one hand, you had the remote science 
and robotics fans, which the astronauts 
criticized for being ineffective and boring, 
and on the other side was the astronaut 
corps, which the science and robotics 
teams dismissed as simply grandstanding 
Buck Rogers wannabes who sapped funds 
from their serious work.

“With the MOL proposal, the Mars 
remote rover drivers could see the value of 
being an astronaut geologist ‘on site.’ They 
were now all on one side.

“Plus there was an economics argu-
ment that persuaded many. Come to think 
of it, I bet you’ll approve of it too.

“We had planned to continue sending 
orbiters and rovers to Mars every twenty-
six months—just as we’d done since the 
late 1990s—with some missions scheduled 
decades out. With the MOL plan, we 
could vastly accelerate how quickly the 
research was done. The idea was to spend 
all the money in one go. Rather than 
spend 200 million a year for 16 years, put 
the whole 3.2 billion into the MOL pot. It 
was a gamble, of course, but the idea of an 

intensive research program that brought in 
the data decades earlier was very compel-
ling.

“The value of knowledge gained from 
MOL is really hard to judge in financial 
terms. If we’d not found the fossils, I’m 
sure you’d find more people who’d say it 
was a waste of money. But we were lucky 
enough to have a series of governments 
who saw the value of the program, and 
the money kept flowing. But I guess my 
point is the MOL mission was approved 
because of the science return it promised, 
and because it explicitly didn’t need the 
expense of a human base on Mars.”

Sasha was unconvinced. “Okay, I can 
see the advantages of operating rovers from 
orbit, and the virtual reality stuff was cool, 
but surely it would be better to be there 
in person. You haven’t explained why it’s 
so hard to do that. What’s so easy about 
landing on Phobos and hard about landing 
on Mars?”

“Well, with Phobos you have no 
atmosphere and essentially no gravity, so 
‘landing’ there is a matter of moving your 
spacecraft close enough to touch it.

“As for Mars … I already mentioned 
that Einstein makes life difficult for us. It 
turns out that Newton and Maxwell cause 
us headaches too. The basic problem is the 
atmosphere on Mars is very thin, less than 
1% as thick as it is here on Earth. When 
we send spacecraft on their way to Mars 
they are going very fast since they’ve got 
such a long way to go. The trouble is when 
you get there you need to slow down.”

“Sure,” said Sasha. “So you have 
a heat shield and a parachute. Just like 
Apollo, and just like the Mars Rovers.”

“That works for smaller spacecraft 
that have a fairly small amount of momen-
tum to shed. But if you do the math for a 
spacecraft the size of a manned ship and 
habitat, the atmosphere isn’t thick enough 
to slow you down to a speed where you 
can safely open the parachutes. There 
are ways around the problem of course, 
like using an enormous heat shield, or 
firing the engines to slow you down 
ahead of time, but both of these require 
a ship much larger than the MOL. Plus a 
manned ship that lands in just one place 
can’t do anywhere near as much science 

as we can today with multiple rovers. But 
it’s the guys who figured out we could fit 
small rock sample rockets on the rovers 
that really made this option a winner. 
Once we had the orbiting lab in place, the 
rockets only had to launch the samples 
into low orbit where a tug could capture 
them and bring them back to the geolo-
gists in the MOL. There they ran tests, 
and directed the other rovers to promising 
sites, and ultimately found the fossil.”

Sasha wrinkled her nose. “So how 
many samples did they look at in the Mars 
Lab before finding the fossil?”

“Seven. From six different sites. And 
the Geochemistry Module onboard is far 
more sophisticated—and by that I mean 
larger and heavier—than anything we 
could reasonably fit into a manned lander.

“So basically, we got this far so 
quickly by arguing we didn’t need the 
expense of a manned Mars landing, so it’s 
hard to convince the people who control 
the money we want to do one now.”

He had overdone it. Sasha was look-
ing at her feet.

“Of course, there are plenty of people 
who think a manned landing is the next 
logical step, and if we don’t do it first 
someone else will. I don’t want sound too 
discouraging! It’s just that it might not 
happen for a few years yet, while we wait 
for those rocket scientists to work their 
magic. I just don’t want you to be disap-
pointed!”

“It’s OK, Dad,” she said. “I can be 
patient. But in the meantime I’m going to 
walk on Deimos instead.”

“That’s my girl.”

h

So, the Mars Orbital Laboratory in 
the story is a compromise mission, falling 
somewhere between forgoing the chal-
lenge, and a no holds barred manned 
research station on Mars.

And remember, while this story reads 
like science fiction, very little of the sci-
ence is made up. It really could happen. 
Granted, I assume that there are fossils of 
ancient life on Mars waiting to be found. 
That makes the story more exciting, and 
that part might be fiction, but we’ll never

> continues on page 7
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the Presbytery was unwilling to accede to 
his request because there was no complaint 
against him. Eventually a member of the 
Presbytery lodged a complaint and in the 
spring of 1886 the Presbytery set Wood-
row’s trial for the August of that year.

In the meantime at the meeting of the 
PCUS General Assembly in the summer 
of 1886, Woodrow’s complaint against 
the Seminary Board’s action to remove 
him was denied, and with a vote of 65-25 
the assembly voted for the Synods have 
him dismissed. In addition, the General 
Assembly adopted a report by an over-
whelming majority that declared:

The church remains at this time 
sincerely convinced that the Scriptures, as 
truly and authoritatively expounded in our 
Confession of Faith and Catechisms teach:

That Adam and Eve were created, 
body and soul, by immediate acts of 
Almighty power, thereby preserving a 
perfect race unity;

That Adam’s body was directly 
fashioned by Almighty God without any 
natural animal parentage of any kind, out 
of matter previously created from nothing;

And that any doctrine at variance 
therewith is a dangerous error inasmuch 
as, in the methods of interpreting Scrip-
ture, it must demean, and in the conse-
quences which by fair implication it will 
involve, it will lead to the denial of doc-
trines fundamental to the faith.

Following the PCUS assembly, 
Woodrow was tried by Augusta Presbytery 
in August 1886 and was exonerated with 
regard to his orthodoxy. In October 1886 
the Synod of Georgia met and annulled 
Augusta Presbytery’s exoneration of 
Woodrow. That fall Augusta Presbytery 
elected Woodrow as its moderator (and 
subsequently as its commissioner to the 
1888 meeting the of the PCUS General 
Assembly).

Given all this ecclesiastical turmoil, 
perhaps it is not surprising that Columbia 
Seminary was closed for the 1886-1887 
academic year. In fact, the controversy in 
the church around Woodrow so effected 
Columbia’s standing in the church and its 
ability to attract students, that this was a 
primary factor in efforts to remove him 

from the Perkins Professorship.
Due to ill health Woodrow was 

unable to attend 1887 meeting of the 
PCUS General Assembly to defend him-
self, but did so in 1888. That General 
Assembly, however, rejected his appeal and 
instead adopted the following resolution:

“It is the judgment of the General 
Assembly that Adam’s body was directly 
fashioned by God of the dust of the 
ground, without any natural animal 
parentage of any kind. The wisdom of 
God prompted him to reveal the fact, 
while that inscrutable mode of his action 
therein he has not revealed. Therefore the 
Church does not propose to touch, handle, 
or conclude any question of science, which 
belongs to God’s kingdom of nature. She 
must, by her divine constitution, see that 
these questions are not thrust upon her to 
break the silence of Scripture and supple-
ment it by any scientific hypothesis con-
cerning the mode of God’s being or acts in 
creation which are inscrutable to us.”

Woodrow ultimately surrendered the 
Perkins Professorship. During his tenure 
at Columbia he had also taught science 
courses “across the street” at the College 
(later University) of South Carolina. Leav-
ing Columbia Seminary Woodrow contin-
ued his teaching at the College. In 1891 
he was selected as the 11th President of the 
College of South Carolina, a position he 
held until 1897.

Reversal
It was not until 1969 that the PCUS 

General Assembly reversed the antievolu-
tion actions of previous General Assem-
blies when it adopted the following:

“If the Confession of Faith, or the 
Catechisms, appear in some manner to 
support the position of the General Assem-
blies of 1886, 1888, 1889 and 1924 this is 
not because of Scripture itself but rather 
because Scripture was interpreted with 
17th Century perspectives and presupposi-
tions.

“The real and only issue is whether 
there exists clear incompatibility between 
evolution and the Biblical doctrine of 
Creation. Unless it is clearly necessary 
to uphold a basic Biblical doctrine, the 
Church is not called upon and should 

carefully refrain from either affirming or 
denying the theory of evolution. We con-
clude that the true relation between the 
evolutionary theory and the Bible is that 
of non-contradiction and that the position 
stated by the General Assemblies of 1886, 
1888, 1889 and 1924 was in error and no 
longer represents the mind of our Church.

“We reaffirm our belief in the unique-
ness of man as a creature whom God has 
made in His own image.”

A further resolution by the reunited 
Presbyterian General Assembly in 2002 
again cites “non-contradiction” as the 
standard for the relationship between sci-
ence and Biblical theology:

“1.	Reaffirms that God is Creator, in 
accordance with the witness of Scripture 
and The Reformed Confessions.

“2.	Reaffirms that there is no 
contradiction between an evolutionary 
theory of human origins and the doctrine 
of God as Creator.

“3.	Encourages State Boards of 
Education across the nation to establish 
standards for science education in public 
schools based on the most reliable content 
of scientific knowledge as determined by 
the scientific community.

“4.	Calls upon Presbyterian 
scientists and science educators to assist 
congregations, presbyteries, communities, 
and the public to understand what 
constitutes reliable scientific knowledge.”

It would seem then that in the end 
Woodrow’s views have won out. Or have 
they? It is probably true that few Presbyte-
rians are concerned about the evolutionary 
origins of bacteria, bees, or baboons. But 
when it comes to Homo sapiens not only 
Presbyterians but most Christians are 
much more uneasy with an evolutionary 
account of human origins. This unease is 
not easily assuaged by simply affirming 
the standard of “non-contradiction.”

The evolutionary sciences (which 
include cosmology, astronomy, planetary 
science, geology, as well as, biology and 
paleoanthropology) offer no support to 
the claim that humans are in any sense the 
pinnacle of creation, even given our excep-
tional capacities. It has been popular in 
these latter days to emphasize stewardship
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Columbia Seminary. This was the same 
year that South Carolina forces fired upon 
and captured Fort Sumter in Charleston 
harbor initiating the American Civil War. 
Perhaps this civil conflict was an omen of 
the controversy that would arise during 
Woodrow’s tenure as Perkins Professor.

James Woodrow was an ordained 
Presbyterian minister, then teaching natu-
ral science at Oglethorpe College, when he 
was selected as the first Perkins Professor. 
He was a graduate of Jefferson College in 
Pennsylvania and had studied briefly at 
Harvard with the noted paleontologist, 
Louis Agassiz. He had earned his gradu-
ate degrees in Europe at the University of 
Heidelberg.

In the fall of 1861 Woodrow gave 
his inaugural address. In it he sought to 
clarify his understanding of what it meant 
to fulfill the purposes of the Perkins 
Professorship. He noted three possibilities. 
First, he could pursue classical natural the-
ology, seeking evidence of God’s existence 
from nature. Second, by means of analo-
gies he could seek to show that nature and 
scripture were works of the same Author. 
Instead of these possibilities he chose “to 

scrutinize the nature and the force of cur-
rent and popular objections to the Scrip-
tures, to meet them, and to set them aside, 
by proving that they spring either from 
science falsely so called, or from incorrect 
interpretations of the words of the Holy 
Bible.”

Two years earlier in 1859, Charles 
Darwin had published his On the Origin 

of Species by Means of Natural Selection, 
or the Preservation of Favoured Races in 
the Struggle for Life. In 1861 its scientific 
standing was still being discussed in the 
scientific community. Although Wood-
row accepted the findings of geology that 
the Earth was very old, much older than 
the six to ten millennia suggested by the 
Scriptures, he was skeptical of Darwin’s 
work and thought Darwin’s theory was 
“probably false.”

Still geology alone provided an oppor-
tunity for tension between the emerging 
historical sciences and the theological 
tradition. In the summer of 1861 Robert 
Lewis Dabney, professor of theology at 
Union Theological Seminary in Rich-
mond, Virginia, published an article 
entitled “Geology and the Bible.” In this 
piece he criticized the geological findings 
that apparently undermined the tradi-
tional chronology of the Biblical account 
of creation and cast a wary eye upon the 
geologists who were developing this scien-
tific chronology, viewing them as atheistic 
even if not technically atheists. He wrote 
his article without any apparent reference 
to Woodrow or the Perkins Professorship.
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know if we don’t look …
I take a closer look at the techno-

logical hurdles facing Mars missions,2 but 
assuming I’m correct and the events in the 
story could happen by 2025, isn’t this an 
exciting project that’s worth investigating 
further?

In order for the date to be realistic I 
assume that a full tilt fully funded pro-
gram begins in 2010. This would be along 
the lines of the Apollo program that got 
into high gear right after John F. Ken-
nedy’s famous “we choose to go the moon” 
speech in 1962.

I also assume that the project pro-
ceeds with no major setbacks and rede-
signs, which is perhaps wishful thinking, 
but not science fiction. If there are major 
technical difficulties, or if this administra-
tion decides human space exploration is 
not a worthwhile investment, then 2025 
becomes a dream. But the mission concept 
doesn’t recede into fantasy, it will just be 

delayed until the technology is ready and 
the public wants to go.

For most people the thrill of the 
‘Space Age’ is now either a distant 
memory, or a story told by prior genera-
tions that sounds suspiciously like a fairy 
tale.

We all know how the fairy tale ended: 
Shortly after Neil Armstrong and Buzz 
Aldrin walked on the moon in July of 
1969, the cost of continuing the Apollo 
program was deemed too high. Assembly 
of Saturn rockets was halted, flights were 
cancelled, and forty-two months later we 
concluded this spectacular era in human 
history. We had left home for the first 
time, and returned safely to Earth.

But a question hung in the 80% 
nitrogen air: When would we next leave 
the protective atmosphere of our birth and 
travel to other worlds? And after that ques-
tion came others: should we travel to other 
worlds, and if so, why?

Thirty-seven years have now passed 

since we left the moon, and the White 
House is on the cusp of making far-
reaching decisions on the future of human 
spaceflight. I have tried to argue that 
sometime soon we will be able to plan 
missions beyond Earth that could yield 
phenomenal scientific knowledge. Further-
more, if we are clever, we will find ways to 
execute these missions in a manner that is 
consistent with stewardship of constrained 
resources.

But this won’t happen without 
increased support from the public and 
from within the scientific community. 
In recent times Christians have not been 
known for championing daring scientific 
research projects like the one in the story. I 
wonder if that will have changed by 2025.

Notes
1Roger Highfield, “Colonies in space may be only hope, says Hawk-
ing.” telegraph.co.uk 21 Oct, 2001. . <http://www.telegraph.co.uk/
news/uknews/1359562/Colonies-in-space-may-be-only-hope-says-
Hawking.html.

2See http://www.counterbalance.org/spacex/science-frame.html.
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However, in 1863 with an essay, “Geology and Its Assailants,” 
Woodrow began a 23 year journalistic debate with Dabney not 
only about geology but more generally about the relationships of 
the sciences and theology. Over the years a number of points of 
contention became clear.

Dabney argued that scientific inquiry is flawed because due 
to Adam’s Fall, human reason is impaired by sin. Woodrow did 
not deny the pervasive impact of the Fall but responded, that if 
this is so then it is true not simply for science but for all historical 
studies, mathematics and even theology, all of which use reason. 
Dabney argued that science was a “vain deceitful philosophy” ref-
erencing science as conceived in the positivism of Auguste Compte 
(1798-1857). Woodrow countered that the philosophy of Compte 
had no bearing on the practice of science. Dabney charged that 
science encroaches on the authority of the Bible. Woodrow argued 
that the only point of contention was on matters of chronology, 
particularly related to the age of the Earth. But chronologies, 
Woodrow claimed, are human constructs not divine revelations. 
Dabney judged that geology was a cosmogony, an account of the 
ultimate origin of the Earth. Woodrow countered that geology is 
silent on ultimate origins.

In 1884 when the controversy brewing around Woodrow and 
the Perkins Professorship finally boiled over, Dabney writing to 
a friend noted, “The positions taken by Dr. Woodrow  …  were 
rationalistic. The Church ought to have seen it then, and to have 
taken alarm. I did my duty and exposed those positions; but most 
seemed to think it but one of the ‘Dabney crochets’; nobody took 
the alarm.”

Alarm Taken
But alarm was taken. By the mid 1880s Woodrow’s views on 

Darwin’s theory had changed. Writing to the Columbia Seminary 
Board of Directors in 1883 he declared:

“The Bible teaches nothing as to God’s method of creation, 
and therefore it is not teaching anything contradicting God’s word 
to say that he may have formed the higher beings from the lower 
by successive differentiations; and as several series of facts, more 
or less independent of each other, seem to point this out as the 
method which he chose.”

In 1861 Woodrow had judged that Darwin’s theory was 
“probably false.” By 1883, in light of the succeeding scientific 
discussion of the theory, he had come to conclude that it was 
“probably true.”

In 1884 the Board of Directors of Columbia Seminary passed 
the following resolution:

“WHEREAS this Seminary is the only one in our Southern 
Church that has the Chair of Natural Science in connection with 
Revelation: and

“WHEREAS during the Senior year the questions of the 
Unity of the Human Race and Evolution are fully examined; and

“WHEREAS Skepticism in the world is urging alleged discov-
eries in science to impugn the Word of God; therefore be it

“RESOLVED that the Board requests Professor Dr. James 

Woodrow to give fully his views as taught in this institution upon 
Evolution, as it regards the World, the lower Animals and Man 
in the October number of the Southern Presbyterian Review, or as 
soon thereafter as possible.”

Although he had remained silent in his public presentations 
and writings on the matter of biological evolution since he had 
assumed the Perkins Professorship, he responded to the Board’s 
request by accepting an invitation to address the Seminary’s 
Alumni Association in the spring of that year.

In this address he discussed less the scientific support for the 
theory than he did reasons why the theory should not be seen 
as theologically problematic. 
Overall, he affirmed that his task 
as scientist and theologian was 
not to demonstrate a harmony 
between the findings of science 
and scripture but rather to show 
that they did not contradict one 
another. He argued that while 
science cannot address itself to 
matters of ultimate causation, 
neither does Scripture address 
proximate causes. Scripture 
declares “that” God created not 
“how” God created. He cited 
Calvin who had declared, “He 
who would learn astronomy and 
other recondite arts, let him go 
elsewhere [than scripture].”

Woodrow even went so far 
as to propose that scripture itself 
teaches evolution because there 
are at least three occasions where 
the existing creation (the seas or 
the land) is called upon by God 
to bring forth new creatures. 
So, he argued that Adam’s body 
could have organic continuity 
with preceding creation. But he 
also argued that Adam’s soul was 
uniquely created. Curiously, he 
also accepted the account of the 
miraculous creation of Eve as 
given in Genesis. (Interestingly, 
his position on human evolution 
was similar in many respects to that taken by Pope John Paul II in 
1996.) Finally, Woodrow argued that the facts observed of nature 
prohibited an outright rejection of evolution.

As a consequence, as these views became known across the 
Presbyterian Church U.S., there began an effort to have Woodrow 
removed from the Perkins Professorship. In September 1884, the 
Board of Directors of Columbia Seminary affirmed Woodrow by 
an 8-3 vote:
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The Board having carefully considered the address of Dr. 
Woodrow published in pursuance of its request, adopts the follow-
ing minute:

“Resolved, 1st that the Board does hereby tender to Dr. Wood-
row its thanks for the ability and faithfulness with which he has 
complied with its request.

“2nd. That in the judgment of this Board ‘The relations 
subsisting between the teachings of natural science and the teach-
ings of Scripture,’ are plainly, correctly and satisfactorily set forth 
in said address.

“3rd. That while the Board 
is not prepared to concur in the 
view expressed by Dr. Woodrow, 
as to the probable method of 
the creation of Adams’ body, yet 
in the judgment of this Board, 
there is nothing in the doctrine 
of Evolution, as defined and 
limited by him, which appears 
inconsistent with perfect sound-
ness in the faith.

“4th. That the Board takes 
this occasion to record its deep 
and ever growing sense of the 
wisdom of our Synods in the 
establishment of the ‘Perkins 
Professorship of Natural Science 
in connection with Revela-
tion.’ And of the importance of 
such instruction as is thereby 
afforded, that our ministry may 
be the better prepared to resist 
the objections of the infidel sci-
entists and defend the Scriptures 
against their insidious charges.”

A Minority Report
But there is a minority 

report. Three dissenters had the 
following protest also recorded 
in the Board’s minutes:

“The undersigned respect-
fully request to enter their 
solemn protest against the action 

of the Board, in refusing to enjoin upon Rev. James Woodrow not 
to teach that evolution is God’s plan of creation and that the body 
of Adam was probably evolved from lower animals, which things 
are affirmed in an address delivered by him, and published in 
accordance with a request made by this Board, that lie would give 
fully his views as taught in this Institution, upon Evolution.

“We Protest for the following reasons:
“1.	Evolution is an unproved hypothesis.
“2.	Belief in Evolution changes the interpretation of many 

passages of Scripture from that now received by the church.
“3.	The view that Adam’s body was evolved from lower animals 

and not formed by a supernatural act of God, is dangerous and 
hurtful.

“4.	The theory that the body of Adam was formed by the law 
of evolution, while Eve’s was created by a supernatural act of God, 
is contrary to our standards (Conf. Faith, Ch. IV Sect. 2-17), as 
those standards have been and are interpreted by our church.

“5.	The advocacy of views which have received neither the 
endorsement of the Board nor of the Synods having control of 
the Seminary; which have not been established by science; which 
have no authority from the word of God; which tend to unsettle 
the received interpretation of many passages of Scripture, and to 
weaken the confidence of that church in her standards; which 
have already produced so much evil by their agitation; and which 
will injure the Seminary, and may rend our church; ought not to 
be allowed.”

When the Synod of South Carolina met in October of 
1884, a standing committee reviewing the situation at Colum-
bia produced majority and minority reports. The Synod rejected 
both reports with identical votes of 44 for and 52 against. It did 
adopted its own resolution:

Resolved, that in the judgment of the Synod the teaching of 
Evolution in the Theological Seminary except in a purely exposi-
tory manner, with no intention of inculcating its truth, is hereby 
disapproved.

The Synod of Georgia, also meeting in October 1884, 
adopted a more pointed resolution: “1. The action of the Board of 
Directors of Columbia Theological Seminary in permitting the 
teaching of evolution as contained in Dr. Woodrow’s address be 
disapproved. 2. The Synod is entirely unwilling that this theory 
should be taught in the Seminary, and hereby, as one of the con-
trolling Synods of that Seminary, directs the Board to take what-
ever steps may be necessary to prevent it.”

In addition, the Synod replaced two pro-Woodrow board 
members on the Seminary Board. The Synod of Alabama, which 
met next in 1884, adopted a similar resolution and also replaced 
two pro-Woodrow board members.

Meeting in December 1884 the reconstituted Board of Direc-
tors of Columbia Seminary by a vote if 8-4 called for Woodrow’s 
resignation. Later in that same meeting, however, by a vote of 
12-1, the board affirmed that Woodrow remained the legal holder 
of the Perkins Professorship.

In the Fall of 1885, the action of the Seminary Board to 
remove Woodrow was appealed to the Synods that supported the 
Seminary. The Synods of South Carolina and South Georgia/
Florida supported Woodrow. The Synods of Georgia and Alabama 
voted in support of Woodrow’s removal.

Woodrow argued in various venues that he could not be 
removed from the Perkins Professorship unless it could be shown 
that his views were unorthodox in light of scripture or the con-
fessions of the church. He finally sought a trial of his orthodoxy 
before his home judicatory, the Presbytery of Augusta. Initially,
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However, in 1863 with an essay, “Geology and Its Assailants,” 
Woodrow began a 23 year journalistic debate with Dabney not 
only about geology but more generally about the relationships of 
the sciences and theology. Over the years a number of points of 
contention became clear.

Dabney argued that scientific inquiry is flawed because due 
to Adam’s Fall, human reason is impaired by sin. Woodrow did 
not deny the pervasive impact of the Fall but responded, that if 
this is so then it is true not simply for science but for all historical 
studies, mathematics and even theology, all of which use reason. 
Dabney argued that science was a “vain deceitful philosophy” ref-
erencing science as conceived in the positivism of Auguste Compte 
(1798-1857). Woodrow countered that the philosophy of Compte 
had no bearing on the practice of science. Dabney charged that 
science encroaches on the authority of the Bible. Woodrow argued 
that the only point of contention was on matters of chronology, 
particularly related to the age of the Earth. But chronologies, 
Woodrow claimed, are human constructs not divine revelations. 
Dabney judged that geology was a cosmogony, an account of the 
ultimate origin of the Earth. Woodrow countered that geology is 
silent on ultimate origins.

In 1884 when the controversy brewing around Woodrow and 
the Perkins Professorship finally boiled over, Dabney writing to 
a friend noted, “The positions taken by Dr. Woodrow  …  were 
rationalistic. The Church ought to have seen it then, and to have 
taken alarm. I did my duty and exposed those positions; but most 
seemed to think it but one of the ‘Dabney crochets’; nobody took 
the alarm.”

Alarm Taken
But alarm was taken. By the mid 1880s Woodrow’s views on 

Darwin’s theory had changed. Writing to the Columbia Seminary 
Board of Directors in 1883 he declared:

“The Bible teaches nothing as to God’s method of creation, 
and therefore it is not teaching anything contradicting God’s word 
to say that he may have formed the higher beings from the lower 
by successive differentiations; and as several series of facts, more 
or less independent of each other, seem to point this out as the 
method which he chose.”

In 1861 Woodrow had judged that Darwin’s theory was 
“probably false.” By 1883, in light of the succeeding scientific 
discussion of the theory, he had come to conclude that it was 
“probably true.”

In 1884 the Board of Directors of Columbia Seminary passed 
the following resolution:

“WHEREAS this Seminary is the only one in our Southern 
Church that has the Chair of Natural Science in connection with 
Revelation: and

“WHEREAS during the Senior year the questions of the 
Unity of the Human Race and Evolution are fully examined; and

“WHEREAS Skepticism in the world is urging alleged discov-
eries in science to impugn the Word of God; therefore be it

“RESOLVED that the Board requests Professor Dr. James 

Woodrow to give fully his views as taught in this institution upon 
Evolution, as it regards the World, the lower Animals and Man 
in the October number of the Southern Presbyterian Review, or as 
soon thereafter as possible.”

Although he had remained silent in his public presentations 
and writings on the matter of biological evolution since he had 
assumed the Perkins Professorship, he responded to the Board’s 
request by accepting an invitation to address the Seminary’s 
Alumni Association in the spring of that year.

In this address he discussed less the scientific support for the 
theory than he did reasons why the theory should not be seen 
as theologically problematic. 
Overall, he affirmed that his task 
as scientist and theologian was 
not to demonstrate a harmony 
between the findings of science 
and scripture but rather to show 
that they did not contradict one 
another. He argued that while 
science cannot address itself to 
matters of ultimate causation, 
neither does Scripture address 
proximate causes. Scripture 
declares “that” God created not 
“how” God created. He cited 
Calvin who had declared, “He 
who would learn astronomy and 
other recondite arts, let him go 
elsewhere [than scripture].”

Woodrow even went so far 
as to propose that scripture itself 
teaches evolution because there 
are at least three occasions where 
the existing creation (the seas or 
the land) is called upon by God 
to bring forth new creatures. 
So, he argued that Adam’s body 
could have organic continuity 
with preceding creation. But he 
also argued that Adam’s soul was 
uniquely created. Curiously, he 
also accepted the account of the 
miraculous creation of Eve as 
given in Genesis. (Interestingly, 
his position on human evolution 
was similar in many respects to that taken by Pope John Paul II in 
1996.) Finally, Woodrow argued that the facts observed of nature 
prohibited an outright rejection of evolution.

As a consequence, as these views became known across the 
Presbyterian Church U.S., there began an effort to have Woodrow 
removed from the Perkins Professorship. In September 1884, the 
Board of Directors of Columbia Seminary affirmed Woodrow by 
an 8-3 vote:
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The Board having carefully considered the address of Dr. 
Woodrow published in pursuance of its request, adopts the follow-
ing minute:

“Resolved, 1st that the Board does hereby tender to Dr. Wood-
row its thanks for the ability and faithfulness with which he has 
complied with its request.

“2nd. That in the judgment of this Board ‘The relations 
subsisting between the teachings of natural science and the teach-
ings of Scripture,’ are plainly, correctly and satisfactorily set forth 
in said address.

“3rd. That while the Board 
is not prepared to concur in the 
view expressed by Dr. Woodrow, 
as to the probable method of 
the creation of Adams’ body, yet 
in the judgment of this Board, 
there is nothing in the doctrine 
of Evolution, as defined and 
limited by him, which appears 
inconsistent with perfect sound-
ness in the faith.

“4th. That the Board takes 
this occasion to record its deep 
and ever growing sense of the 
wisdom of our Synods in the 
establishment of the ‘Perkins 
Professorship of Natural Science 
in connection with Revela-
tion.’ And of the importance of 
such instruction as is thereby 
afforded, that our ministry may 
be the better prepared to resist 
the objections of the infidel sci-
entists and defend the Scriptures 
against their insidious charges.”

A Minority Report
But there is a minority 

report. Three dissenters had the 
following protest also recorded 
in the Board’s minutes:

“The undersigned respect-
fully request to enter their 
solemn protest against the action 

of the Board, in refusing to enjoin upon Rev. James Woodrow not 
to teach that evolution is God’s plan of creation and that the body 
of Adam was probably evolved from lower animals, which things 
are affirmed in an address delivered by him, and published in 
accordance with a request made by this Board, that lie would give 
fully his views as taught in this Institution, upon Evolution.

“We Protest for the following reasons:
“1.	Evolution is an unproved hypothesis.
“2.	Belief in Evolution changes the interpretation of many 

passages of Scripture from that now received by the church.
“3.	The view that Adam’s body was evolved from lower animals 

and not formed by a supernatural act of God, is dangerous and 
hurtful.

“4.	The theory that the body of Adam was formed by the law 
of evolution, while Eve’s was created by a supernatural act of God, 
is contrary to our standards (Conf. Faith, Ch. IV Sect. 2-17), as 
those standards have been and are interpreted by our church.

“5.	The advocacy of views which have received neither the 
endorsement of the Board nor of the Synods having control of 
the Seminary; which have not been established by science; which 
have no authority from the word of God; which tend to unsettle 
the received interpretation of many passages of Scripture, and to 
weaken the confidence of that church in her standards; which 
have already produced so much evil by their agitation; and which 
will injure the Seminary, and may rend our church; ought not to 
be allowed.”

When the Synod of South Carolina met in October of 
1884, a standing committee reviewing the situation at Colum-
bia produced majority and minority reports. The Synod rejected 
both reports with identical votes of 44 for and 52 against. It did 
adopted its own resolution:

Resolved, that in the judgment of the Synod the teaching of 
Evolution in the Theological Seminary except in a purely exposi-
tory manner, with no intention of inculcating its truth, is hereby 
disapproved.

The Synod of Georgia, also meeting in October 1884, 
adopted a more pointed resolution: “1. The action of the Board of 
Directors of Columbia Theological Seminary in permitting the 
teaching of evolution as contained in Dr. Woodrow’s address be 
disapproved. 2. The Synod is entirely unwilling that this theory 
should be taught in the Seminary, and hereby, as one of the con-
trolling Synods of that Seminary, directs the Board to take what-
ever steps may be necessary to prevent it.”

In addition, the Synod replaced two pro-Woodrow board 
members on the Seminary Board. The Synod of Alabama, which 
met next in 1884, adopted a similar resolution and also replaced 
two pro-Woodrow board members.

Meeting in December 1884 the reconstituted Board of Direc-
tors of Columbia Seminary by a vote if 8-4 called for Woodrow’s 
resignation. Later in that same meeting, however, by a vote of 
12-1, the board affirmed that Woodrow remained the legal holder 
of the Perkins Professorship.

In the Fall of 1885, the action of the Seminary Board to 
remove Woodrow was appealed to the Synods that supported the 
Seminary. The Synods of South Carolina and South Georgia/
Florida supported Woodrow. The Synods of Georgia and Alabama 
voted in support of Woodrow’s removal.

Woodrow argued in various venues that he could not be 
removed from the Perkins Professorship unless it could be shown 
that his views were unorthodox in light of scripture or the con-
fessions of the church. He finally sought a trial of his orthodoxy 
before his home judicatory, the Presbytery of Augusta. Initially,
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the Presbytery was unwilling to accede to 
his request because there was no complaint 
against him. Eventually a member of the 
Presbytery lodged a complaint and in the 
spring of 1886 the Presbytery set Wood-
row’s trial for the August of that year.

In the meantime at the meeting of the 
PCUS General Assembly in the summer 
of 1886, Woodrow’s complaint against 
the Seminary Board’s action to remove 
him was denied, and with a vote of 65-25 
the assembly voted for the Synods have 
him dismissed. In addition, the General 
Assembly adopted a report by an over-
whelming majority that declared:

The church remains at this time 
sincerely convinced that the Scriptures, as 
truly and authoritatively expounded in our 
Confession of Faith and Catechisms teach:

That Adam and Eve were created, 
body and soul, by immediate acts of 
Almighty power, thereby preserving a 
perfect race unity;

That Adam’s body was directly 
fashioned by Almighty God without any 
natural animal parentage of any kind, out 
of matter previously created from nothing;

And that any doctrine at variance 
therewith is a dangerous error inasmuch 
as, in the methods of interpreting Scrip-
ture, it must demean, and in the conse-
quences which by fair implication it will 
involve, it will lead to the denial of doc-
trines fundamental to the faith.

Following the PCUS assembly, 
Woodrow was tried by Augusta Presbytery 
in August 1886 and was exonerated with 
regard to his orthodoxy. In October 1886 
the Synod of Georgia met and annulled 
Augusta Presbytery’s exoneration of 
Woodrow. That fall Augusta Presbytery 
elected Woodrow as its moderator (and 
subsequently as its commissioner to the 
1888 meeting the of the PCUS General 
Assembly).

Given all this ecclesiastical turmoil, 
perhaps it is not surprising that Columbia 
Seminary was closed for the 1886-1887 
academic year. In fact, the controversy in 
the church around Woodrow so effected 
Columbia’s standing in the church and its 
ability to attract students, that this was a 
primary factor in efforts to remove him 

from the Perkins Professorship.
Due to ill health Woodrow was 

unable to attend 1887 meeting of the 
PCUS General Assembly to defend him-
self, but did so in 1888. That General 
Assembly, however, rejected his appeal and 
instead adopted the following resolution:

“It is the judgment of the General 
Assembly that Adam’s body was directly 
fashioned by God of the dust of the 
ground, without any natural animal 
parentage of any kind. The wisdom of 
God prompted him to reveal the fact, 
while that inscrutable mode of his action 
therein he has not revealed. Therefore the 
Church does not propose to touch, handle, 
or conclude any question of science, which 
belongs to God’s kingdom of nature. She 
must, by her divine constitution, see that 
these questions are not thrust upon her to 
break the silence of Scripture and supple-
ment it by any scientific hypothesis con-
cerning the mode of God’s being or acts in 
creation which are inscrutable to us.”

Woodrow ultimately surrendered the 
Perkins Professorship. During his tenure 
at Columbia he had also taught science 
courses “across the street” at the College 
(later University) of South Carolina. Leav-
ing Columbia Seminary Woodrow contin-
ued his teaching at the College. In 1891 
he was selected as the 11th President of the 
College of South Carolina, a position he 
held until 1897.

Reversal
It was not until 1969 that the PCUS 

General Assembly reversed the antievolu-
tion actions of previous General Assem-
blies when it adopted the following:

“If the Confession of Faith, or the 
Catechisms, appear in some manner to 
support the position of the General Assem-
blies of 1886, 1888, 1889 and 1924 this is 
not because of Scripture itself but rather 
because Scripture was interpreted with 
17th Century perspectives and presupposi-
tions.

“The real and only issue is whether 
there exists clear incompatibility between 
evolution and the Biblical doctrine of 
Creation. Unless it is clearly necessary 
to uphold a basic Biblical doctrine, the 
Church is not called upon and should 

carefully refrain from either affirming or 
denying the theory of evolution. We con-
clude that the true relation between the 
evolutionary theory and the Bible is that 
of non-contradiction and that the position 
stated by the General Assemblies of 1886, 
1888, 1889 and 1924 was in error and no 
longer represents the mind of our Church.

“We reaffirm our belief in the unique-
ness of man as a creature whom God has 
made in His own image.”

A further resolution by the reunited 
Presbyterian General Assembly in 2002 
again cites “non-contradiction” as the 
standard for the relationship between sci-
ence and Biblical theology:

“1.	Reaffirms that God is Creator, in 
accordance with the witness of Scripture 
and The Reformed Confessions.

“2.	Reaffirms that there is no 
contradiction between an evolutionary 
theory of human origins and the doctrine 
of God as Creator.

“3.	Encourages State Boards of 
Education across the nation to establish 
standards for science education in public 
schools based on the most reliable content 
of scientific knowledge as determined by 
the scientific community.

“4.	Calls upon Presbyterian 
scientists and science educators to assist 
congregations, presbyteries, communities, 
and the public to understand what 
constitutes reliable scientific knowledge.”

It would seem then that in the end 
Woodrow’s views have won out. Or have 
they? It is probably true that few Presbyte-
rians are concerned about the evolutionary 
origins of bacteria, bees, or baboons. But 
when it comes to Homo sapiens not only 
Presbyterians but most Christians are 
much more uneasy with an evolutionary 
account of human origins. This unease is 
not easily assuaged by simply affirming 
the standard of “non-contradiction.”

The evolutionary sciences (which 
include cosmology, astronomy, planetary 
science, geology, as well as, biology and 
paleoanthropology) offer no support to 
the claim that humans are in any sense the 
pinnacle of creation, even given our excep-
tional capacities. It has been popular in 
these latter days to emphasize stewardship
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Columbia Seminary. This was the same 
year that South Carolina forces fired upon 
and captured Fort Sumter in Charleston 
harbor initiating the American Civil War. 
Perhaps this civil conflict was an omen of 
the controversy that would arise during 
Woodrow’s tenure as Perkins Professor.

James Woodrow was an ordained 
Presbyterian minister, then teaching natu-
ral science at Oglethorpe College, when he 
was selected as the first Perkins Professor. 
He was a graduate of Jefferson College in 
Pennsylvania and had studied briefly at 
Harvard with the noted paleontologist, 
Louis Agassiz. He had earned his gradu-
ate degrees in Europe at the University of 
Heidelberg.

In the fall of 1861 Woodrow gave 
his inaugural address. In it he sought to 
clarify his understanding of what it meant 
to fulfill the purposes of the Perkins 
Professorship. He noted three possibilities. 
First, he could pursue classical natural the-
ology, seeking evidence of God’s existence 
from nature. Second, by means of analo-
gies he could seek to show that nature and 
scripture were works of the same Author. 
Instead of these possibilities he chose “to 

scrutinize the nature and the force of cur-
rent and popular objections to the Scrip-
tures, to meet them, and to set them aside, 
by proving that they spring either from 
science falsely so called, or from incorrect 
interpretations of the words of the Holy 
Bible.”

Two years earlier in 1859, Charles 
Darwin had published his On the Origin 

of Species by Means of Natural Selection, 
or the Preservation of Favoured Races in 
the Struggle for Life. In 1861 its scientific 
standing was still being discussed in the 
scientific community. Although Wood-
row accepted the findings of geology that 
the Earth was very old, much older than 
the six to ten millennia suggested by the 
Scriptures, he was skeptical of Darwin’s 
work and thought Darwin’s theory was 
“probably false.”

Still geology alone provided an oppor-
tunity for tension between the emerging 
historical sciences and the theological 
tradition. In the summer of 1861 Robert 
Lewis Dabney, professor of theology at 
Union Theological Seminary in Rich-
mond, Virginia, published an article 
entitled “Geology and the Bible.” In this 
piece he criticized the geological findings 
that apparently undermined the tradi-
tional chronology of the Biblical account 
of creation and cast a wary eye upon the 
geologists who were developing this scien-
tific chronology, viewing them as atheistic 
even if not technically atheists. He wrote 
his article without any apparent reference 
to Woodrow or the Perkins Professorship.
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know if we don’t look …
I take a closer look at the techno-

logical hurdles facing Mars missions,2 but 
assuming I’m correct and the events in the 
story could happen by 2025, isn’t this an 
exciting project that’s worth investigating 
further?

In order for the date to be realistic I 
assume that a full tilt fully funded pro-
gram begins in 2010. This would be along 
the lines of the Apollo program that got 
into high gear right after John F. Ken-
nedy’s famous “we choose to go the moon” 
speech in 1962.

I also assume that the project pro-
ceeds with no major setbacks and rede-
signs, which is perhaps wishful thinking, 
but not science fiction. If there are major 
technical difficulties, or if this administra-
tion decides human space exploration is 
not a worthwhile investment, then 2025 
becomes a dream. But the mission concept 
doesn’t recede into fantasy, it will just be 

delayed until the technology is ready and 
the public wants to go.

For most people the thrill of the 
‘Space Age’ is now either a distant 
memory, or a story told by prior genera-
tions that sounds suspiciously like a fairy 
tale.

We all know how the fairy tale ended: 
Shortly after Neil Armstrong and Buzz 
Aldrin walked on the moon in July of 
1969, the cost of continuing the Apollo 
program was deemed too high. Assembly 
of Saturn rockets was halted, flights were 
cancelled, and forty-two months later we 
concluded this spectacular era in human 
history. We had left home for the first 
time, and returned safely to Earth.

But a question hung in the 80% 
nitrogen air: When would we next leave 
the protective atmosphere of our birth and 
travel to other worlds? And after that ques-
tion came others: should we travel to other 
worlds, and if so, why?

Thirty-seven years have now passed 

since we left the moon, and the White 
House is on the cusp of making far-
reaching decisions on the future of human 
spaceflight. I have tried to argue that 
sometime soon we will be able to plan 
missions beyond Earth that could yield 
phenomenal scientific knowledge. Further-
more, if we are clever, we will find ways to 
execute these missions in a manner that is 
consistent with stewardship of constrained 
resources.

But this won’t happen without 
increased support from the public and 
from within the scientific community. 
In recent times Christians have not been 
known for championing daring scientific 
research projects like the one in the story. I 
wonder if that will have changed by 2025.

Notes
1Roger Highfield, “Colonies in space may be only hope, says Hawk-
ing.” telegraph.co.uk 21 Oct, 2001. . <http://www.telegraph.co.uk/
news/uknews/1359562/Colonies-in-space-may-be-only-hope-says-
Hawking.html.

2See http://www.counterbalance.org/spacex/science-frame.html.
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By the Reverend Robert Keefer, Ph.D.
PASTCF President

A t the PASTCF conference in October I led a workshop 
on evolution and congregational mission. The Seminary 
asked me to give it a title, so I named it “Francis and the 

Wolf.” Although they didn’t use the title, I still let that be my con-
trolling idea.

According to the story, Francis of Assisi was called to the 
town of Gubbio to deal with a large wolf that was terrorizing the 
people. It was devouring livestock and even any townsfolk who 
dared go out alone. So Francis, followed by many of his brothers, 
went toward the wolf ’s lair. When it saw him, it ran toward him, 
its jaws wide. Francis made the sign of the Cross and called out, 
“Come to me, brother wolf; in the name of Christ, I command 
you to harm neither me nor any-
body else.” The wolf closed its jaws, 
ceased running and calmly walked 
to Francis, and then sat down at his 
feet.

Francis addressed the wolf, 
“Brother Wolf, you have done this 
town great harm by your attacks 
against not only other animals but 
against men and women. I will not 
punish you, but will rather make 
peace between you and them. If 
you will no longer do them harm, 
then they will forgive you and cease 
pursuing you.” The wolf bowed his 
head and placed his paw in Francis’ 
hand, thus consenting to the agree-
ment. So, Francis added, “Since you 
are willing to make peace, I promise 
that the people of Gubbio will feed 
you every day, so you shall never 
hunger again as long as you live and 
so long as you never again attack any 
animal or human being.” The wolf 
again gave a sign of agreement.

Francis walked back to town, 
the wolf trotting at his side. He told the people of the wolf ’s agree-
ment to his terms and they agreed to feed the wolf; once again the 
wolf bowed before Francis and placed his paw in his hand as a sign 
of their agreement. For two years the wolf lived at Gubbio, going 
from door to door without harm to anyone, and being fed by the 
townsfolk, who took great pleasure in the act. When he died of 
old age, the wolf was mourned by all, for he had reminded them of 
the virtue and sanctity of Francis.

This is the accepted version of the story; in one variation of 

Francis and the Wolf
it, Francis went so far as to baptize the wolf and it was because of 
that variation that I chose the story to initiate my workshop. Since 
I was leading a workshop, I did not lecture, but raised three prin-
ciples suggested by biblical and evolutionary understanding and 
we had engaging conversation around these principles.

The first principle was the inter-relatedness of creation. I sug-
gested that the theme of stewardship, usually suggested by Genesis 
1:28 and 2:15, is insufficient to our reality. It continues to suggest 
that creation is about humanity, and everything else is the arena 
for our action. Genesis 1:24-27 suggests that humanity is created 
as part of the creation of land animals, and Genesis 2:7 seems to 
emphasize the commonality of humanity (adam) with the earth 
(adamah). Evolution, of course, reminds us that humanity is not 
above creation, but a part of creation. Our substructure (as it 
were) is made of the same DNA as other creatures’; and genetic 

information is carried by the same 
four nucleotides in all living things 
on earth. Further, common descent 
reminds us that “We are all kin.” 
Thus, I resist the typical dichotomy we 
make between the “natural” and the 
“artificial.” Human beings are a part 
of nature; why should we call an ant 
hill “natural” and a skyscraper “arti-
ficial”? At the same time, the world is 
not merely the “environment” for our 
activity; we are a part of it. We have 
a responsibility to the other creatures 
with which we live, especially those 
threatened with extinction, because 
they are our kin, and they are part 
of a web of life that is enormously 
complex. Their extinction could have 
severe ramifications for our ability to 
live in this world. During the discus-
sion of this principle, we talked about 
restoration ecology and several eco-
justice activities as part of the mission 
of congregations. I found it valuable 
that we discussed not only those I had 
discovered, but mission activities of 

churches to which participants belong.
The second principle I suggested is that the Creation is for 

God, not for humanity. Two relevant Scripture texts are Psalm 
24:1-2 and Psalm 104. The latter retains the old notion that the 
good things of earth are there for human beings to use, and of 
course, we should enjoy them even if we give up the notion that 
our use is the reason God made them. That is, sure, bees make 
honey for their own purposes, not so you have something to put
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problems. Public enthusiasm for the plan 
snowballed, the money was found, and 
here we are today.

“The original plan for the Mars 
Orbital Laboratory was a simple rover con-
trol room, where geologists would oper-
ate multiple rovers on the surface in real 
time from the safety and comfort of a low 
polar orbit. That’s how my company got 
involved. The astronauts used our helmets, 
like the one you tried in the exhibit, to see 
through the Rover’s camera eyes. For them 
it was like actually being on the surface, 
but of course since they were actually in 
the orbiting lab they didn’t have to deal 
with the freezing temperatures or worry 
about dust. Plus they could work at a 
rover site in the northern hemisphere in 
the morning and switch to the south in 
the afternoon! I should also say the Mars 
Sample Geochemistry Module was added 
pretty quickly after planning started, and 
it’s these guys we have to thank for finding 
life on Mars.

“Until they came up with the MOL 
plan there were two competing camps 
within NASA that could never agree. On 
the one hand, you had the remote science 
and robotics fans, which the astronauts 
criticized for being ineffective and boring, 
and on the other side was the astronaut 
corps, which the science and robotics 
teams dismissed as simply grandstanding 
Buck Rogers wannabes who sapped funds 
from their serious work.

“With the MOL proposal, the Mars 
remote rover drivers could see the value of 
being an astronaut geologist ‘on site.’ They 
were now all on one side.

“Plus there was an economics argu-
ment that persuaded many. Come to think 
of it, I bet you’ll approve of it too.

“We had planned to continue sending 
orbiters and rovers to Mars every twenty-
six months—just as we’d done since the 
late 1990s—with some missions scheduled 
decades out. With the MOL plan, we 
could vastly accelerate how quickly the 
research was done. The idea was to spend 
all the money in one go. Rather than 
spend 200 million a year for 16 years, put 
the whole 3.2 billion into the MOL pot. It 
was a gamble, of course, but the idea of an 

intensive research program that brought in 
the data decades earlier was very compel-
ling.

“The value of knowledge gained from 
MOL is really hard to judge in financial 
terms. If we’d not found the fossils, I’m 
sure you’d find more people who’d say it 
was a waste of money. But we were lucky 
enough to have a series of governments 
who saw the value of the program, and 
the money kept flowing. But I guess my 
point is the MOL mission was approved 
because of the science return it promised, 
and because it explicitly didn’t need the 
expense of a human base on Mars.”

Sasha was unconvinced. “Okay, I can 
see the advantages of operating rovers from 
orbit, and the virtual reality stuff was cool, 
but surely it would be better to be there 
in person. You haven’t explained why it’s 
so hard to do that. What’s so easy about 
landing on Phobos and hard about landing 
on Mars?”

“Well, with Phobos you have no 
atmosphere and essentially no gravity, so 
‘landing’ there is a matter of moving your 
spacecraft close enough to touch it.

“As for Mars … I already mentioned 
that Einstein makes life difficult for us. It 
turns out that Newton and Maxwell cause 
us headaches too. The basic problem is the 
atmosphere on Mars is very thin, less than 
1% as thick as it is here on Earth. When 
we send spacecraft on their way to Mars 
they are going very fast since they’ve got 
such a long way to go. The trouble is when 
you get there you need to slow down.”

“Sure,” said Sasha. “So you have 
a heat shield and a parachute. Just like 
Apollo, and just like the Mars Rovers.”

“That works for smaller spacecraft 
that have a fairly small amount of momen-
tum to shed. But if you do the math for a 
spacecraft the size of a manned ship and 
habitat, the atmosphere isn’t thick enough 
to slow you down to a speed where you 
can safely open the parachutes. There 
are ways around the problem of course, 
like using an enormous heat shield, or 
firing the engines to slow you down 
ahead of time, but both of these require 
a ship much larger than the MOL. Plus a 
manned ship that lands in just one place 
can’t do anywhere near as much science 

as we can today with multiple rovers. But 
it’s the guys who figured out we could fit 
small rock sample rockets on the rovers 
that really made this option a winner. 
Once we had the orbiting lab in place, the 
rockets only had to launch the samples 
into low orbit where a tug could capture 
them and bring them back to the geolo-
gists in the MOL. There they ran tests, 
and directed the other rovers to promising 
sites, and ultimately found the fossil.”

Sasha wrinkled her nose. “So how 
many samples did they look at in the Mars 
Lab before finding the fossil?”

“Seven. From six different sites. And 
the Geochemistry Module onboard is far 
more sophisticated—and by that I mean 
larger and heavier—than anything we 
could reasonably fit into a manned lander.

“So basically, we got this far so 
quickly by arguing we didn’t need the 
expense of a manned Mars landing, so it’s 
hard to convince the people who control 
the money we want to do one now.”

He had overdone it. Sasha was look-
ing at her feet.

“Of course, there are plenty of people 
who think a manned landing is the next 
logical step, and if we don’t do it first 
someone else will. I don’t want sound too 
discouraging! It’s just that it might not 
happen for a few years yet, while we wait 
for those rocket scientists to work their 
magic. I just don’t want you to be disap-
pointed!”

“It’s OK, Dad,” she said. “I can be 
patient. But in the meantime I’m going to 
walk on Deimos instead.”

“That’s my girl.”

h

So, the Mars Orbital Laboratory in 
the story is a compromise mission, falling 
somewhere between forgoing the chal-
lenge, and a no holds barred manned 
research station on Mars.

And remember, while this story reads 
like science fiction, very little of the sci-
ence is made up. It really could happen. 
Granted, I assume that there are fossils of 
ancient life on Mars waiting to be found. 
That makes the story more exciting, and 
that part might be fiction, but we’ll never

> continues on page 7



	 November 2009     SciTech†	 SciTech†     November 2009

By the Reverend Harold P. Martin
PASTCF Member

When I first read Robert Keef-
er’s fine article in the August 
2009 SciTech†, I immediately 

wanted to respond but didn’t know how 
to approach it. I am not sure I do yet, even 
after writing, but hopefully a meaning-
ful spirit will guide me. Keefer does such a 
fine job building an argument for “Origi-
nal Sin” and “Evolved Concupiscence.” I 
don’t even know how to pronounce concu-
piscence, much less do I know its history.

My experience as a Presbyterian 
Pastor for 49 years provides very practical 
reasons to explain original sin alongside 
of “creation-centered spirituality.” I found 
it very unhelpful every week to gather the 
people to worship God and systematically, 
repetitively, and liturgically remind them 
over and over just how bad and guilty they 
must be. Prayers of authentic confession 
weighted down everything and despite 
assurances of pardon, people were not 
motivated to action in mission. It seemed 
to me neither good psychology nor sound 
theology.

Keefer does a brief exegesis of Genesis 
2–3 and Romans 5. But is that the whole 
story? Perhaps, if you confine yourself to 
the sin and redemption theme of the Bible 
as it relates to the humankind. But in our 
day a “creation centered spirituality” has 
rediscovered and reopened a whole new 
world of possibilities for explaining the 
inner being of humanity in our modern 
and even postmodern existence.

Creation-centered spirituality redis-
covers a long and honored tradition, but it 
requires us to use a different set of scrip-
tures to focus our exegetical attention. 
We must deeply integrate within ourselves 
Genesis 1.1-2.4a, John 1, Colossians 1, 
and Revelation 1. There we meet what the 
creation centered scholars call the Cosmic 
Christ. Redemption becomes cosmic 
redemption.

In my estimation this fits much better 
current science and religion dialogue. 

It also is a strong positive motivator to 
Christian action in the world. It trusts the 
Cosmic Christ to deal with the very real 
sin within creation, its consequences, and 
its absolute need for redemption. It places 
a creating and trinitarian God at the 
center of attention in an ongoing, unfold-
ing, realizing, creation.

I went through Dubuque Theological 
Seminary for two masters degrees during 
the 1960s under the tutelage of Arthur 
Cochrane, a thoroughgoing Barthian. 
(He translated the Barmen Declaration of 
Faith for our Presbyterian Book of Confes-
sions.) I remember Dr. Cochrane saying 
that if we want to find the ontological 
foundation for the doctrine of sin in the 
Bible we must go to Genesis 1. It is here 
that we find the foundation for sin that is 
bigger than humanity. In fact, it is coex-
tensive with creation itself. This fits well 
with our Presbyterian understanding of 
predestination rising from the preexistent 
decrees of God.

The biblical ontological foundation 
for the presence of sin in the creation 
jumps out at us from Genesis 1.1-2: “In 
the beginning when God created the heav-
ens and the earth, the earth was a formless 
void and darkness covered the face of the 
deep, while a wind from God swept over 
the face of the waters.” (NRSV) The void 
is that which God was transforming from 
the very beginning, and that which God 
shattered in the birth, life, death, and 
resurrection of Christ, the first born of the 
new creation. Sin in this interpretation is 
much deeper in divine and human spirit 
with a presence, origin, and reality, even 
before creation. For me, that makes Christ 
far more an awesome miracle within all of 
creation. I am loved from before creation 
and will be loved to its ultimate fulfill-
ment in Christ. Sin, yes! Sin transformed, 
yes! Redemption for me and within me! 
That is cosmic forgiveness and love per-
sonalized in particularity.

Through the wonders of medical sci-
ence I am privileged to be here today after 
three acute attacks of a disease called glo-

merulo nephritis (named Bright’s disease 
in earlier years), which I first experienced 
as a child in 1937. That was before modern 
medicines and kidney care practices. I am 
most blessed to still have both kidneys still 
functioning. Since the 1960s and perhaps 
even yet today cortisone therapy may be 
a last choice and necessary treatment. 
Every time that I have had that treatment 
it saved my kidneys and my life. In its 
aftermath, it also left me with a depression 
to fight back out of. I have usually inter-
preted that hard, painful, and difficult 
journey as my own struggle personally 
experiencing the void. Yes, the void still 
has power to grip me, filled with anger, 
fear, guilt, and who knows what else. The 
negatives swamp my consciousness, my 
faith, theology, life, and time. The Jesus 
Prayer fits into the thin place where I may 
not be able to strongly affirm myself as the 
ultimate winner in this struggle of life. It 
is a painful drag.

What does God do in all of space-
time and all of creation? God creates! 
That’s it! God takes every negative, every 
power of the void, and transforms all onto-
logical and cosmological negatives in all 
time and space as the elements for God’s 
new creation. God created into and out of 
the void a living Christ of all creation. It is 
that Cosmic Christ that I know and find 
over and over again in the deepest part of 
my existence. Christ is the creating light as 
my ray of hope through the darkness. It is 
a horrible moment when I lose the ability 
to see that light. It is a human moment.

We cannot and should not want to 
escape the profound and deepest implica-
tions of affirmation of Genesis 1.31: “God 
saw everything that he had made and 
indeed, it was very good.” We must honor 
and respect creation as God’s creative spirit 
continuing to wring order out of chaos in 
an evolutionary way. By placing human-
ity in this position within creation, the 
Roman Catholic priest and paleontologist, 
Teilhard de Chardin, defines humanity as 
“evolution becoming conscious of itself.”

> continues on page 13
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“But if we can land on Phobos, why 
not Mars?” Sasha asked, hands still on 
hips, not wanting to believe there could be 
any good reason at all.

“Well, to be honest it’s only 2025 
and we don’t yet live in the science-fiction 
future you see in TV programs. Land-
ing humans on Mars is very hard to 
do—much harder than on Phobos—there 
are many engineering problems we really 
haven’t solved yet, so it would be very 
dangerous. And since I’m a big fan of 
robotics, I’d much rather see them do the 
dirty work on Mars than put my favorite 
daughter in jeopardy.”

Sasha’s arms fell to her sides, but she 
wasn’t defeated yet. “I don’t understand. 
Why is it more difficult to land 
on Mars? And why don’t people 
want to spend the money? I 
mean, how could we come this 
far if people don’t think it’s 
worth it? My friends in Space 
Club at school say we’re basi-
cally living out Star Trek. After 
all, we did ‘boldly go on a five 
year mission to explore strange 
new worlds.’ We even found 
fossils of ancient microbes on 
Mars! What if there’s life still 
there now, maybe underground 
… “

“Those are all good ques-
tions,” her dad replied. “and I’ll 
try and answer them as best I 
can.”

“Let’s see. How did we come this 
far so quickly? To some extent it’s simply 
down to good luck, but I guess it all 
started back in 2010 when some people 
at NASA made some very smart deci-
sions. That’s only fifteen years ago, just 
before you were born. There wasn’t much 
public enthusiasm for human spaceflight 
or space research back then. NASA hadn’t 
done anything really exciting for nearly 
40 years. They had built the International 
Space Station of course, and repaired the 
Hubble Space Telescope, but nothing that 
sparked the public imagination the way 
the moon landings had.

“The Space Shuttle was being retired, 
and the new White House administration 

was open to ideas on how the space pro-
gram might evolve and what goals it could 
realistically set for NASA.

“Scientists were generally agreed that 
Mars was a very interesting place in the 
Solar System, mainly because we thought 
we might find evidence of life there, but 
also because Mars is a world that’s under-
gone catastrophic climate change. We 
knew there would be valuable lessons for 
us here on Earth. The idea of a manned 
mission to Mars had been discussed since 
the Apollo days, but no plans had ever 
made it off the drawing board.”

“What’s a drawing board?” asked 
Sasha.

“Um, it’s like a tablet computer 
without the computer … it doesn’t really 

matter. As you know we had sent several 
simple robot Rovers to Mars by 2010, 
which were a scientific success, but quite 
limited in range and capability, especially 
when you consider we were exploring an 
entire planet. The fact is there are big chal-
lenges with operating rovers remotely, and 
the biggest one is due to Einstein.”

Sasha’s eyes brightened, “you mean 
the speed of light problem?”

“That’s exactly right. Mars is very far 
away, so it can take up to 40 minutes for 
a radio command to travel from Earth to 
a Mars rover and for a response to come 
back. It’s a tedious process. The rovers 
NASA launched in 2003 worked this 
way, and ended up covering only about 
two miles every year. As you know I love 

robots, but today most people agree that if 
we’d continued with just robots it would 
have been decades before we discovered 
those Martian fossils.

“People who wanted a manned mis-
sion to Mars said a human geologist could 
accomplish everything the NASA rovers 
achieved in just a week or two! But plans 
for manned missions to Mars always 
assumed we’d land and stay on the surface. 
They were immensely expensive, compli-
cated and dangerous, and since they were 
making plans when money was tight—just 
like now—most people had given up hope 
of ever getting scientists onto the surface. 
My robotics friends would also point out 
that manned lander missions would always 
be less capable than theirs because robots 

didn’t need to take food, 
water—or toilets—so you’d 
always be able to send more 
rovers to more sites for the 
same cost.

“There was also a third 
idea that people looked at: 
a ‘sample return mission.’ 
While we were sending ever 
more capable rovers, such as 
the Mars Science Laboratory, 
nicknamed Curiosity, they 
were always going to be limited 
in the kind of analysis they 
could do. So, instead of send-
ing robot geologists to Mars, 
the idea with ‘sample return’ 
was to bring Mars back to the 

geologists here on Earth. The trouble is 
this type of mission required a very large, 
complex, and therefore expensive rover. 
It needed to be able to find an interesting 
sample, load it into an onboard rocket that 
could launch from the surface, enter Mars 
orbit, head back to Earth, and then a year 
or so later reenter our atmosphere where 
the geologists would be patiently waiting. 
That’s a lot of hardware to carry to the 
Mars surface, and a lot that can go wrong. 
Plus it’s only one sample. What if you 
picked a boring rock by mistake?

“That’s when they hit on the idea 
that we now know worked so well, a way 
to get most of the advantages of all three 
approaches, while avoiding their biggest

> continues on page 6
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That sees the human component as being 
at that intersection between void and 
spirit, swimming forward in the ongoing 
creation, giving rise to all relationships 
revealing divine presence. It is very good.

In Genesis 2 we find that the presence 
of the Lord was among the “trees of the 
garden.” Notice the presence of the divine 
residing within the context of the relation-
ship of the man and the woman within 
nature in the garden. God put some condi-
tions on the relationship through using 
the tree of the knowledge of good and evil 
and a serpent. With a bite from the fruit of 
that special tree with its special command 
not to eat of it, the man and the woman 
were afraid and “knew that they were 
naked.” They experienced their creatureli-
ness before God in the garden. Human-
ity was already relational as male and 
female. Negative emotion appears within 
creation—“fear of nakedness.” The void 
has not been eliminated from within all 
of creation, but resides within it. Humans 
take a bite of the forbidden fruit and pay a 
price for participating in creative activity. 
Creativity is an activity that always, from 
before the beginning to after the end, is 
interactive divine spirit and void. That is 
how creation works and God transforms 
the void. God creates and relates in cre-
ative grace through continuing actions of 
transformation out of God’s foundational 
goodness.

Sin is the human capacity to “miss the 
mark” expressed in divine love. Teilhard 
helps us to understand that the creative 
activity of God is always in and through 
God’s love. Genesis 1 indicates that it is 

God’s love that transforms the void into 
creation. That creative activity internally 
forms orderliness out of preexistent chaos. 
Sin is “missing the mark” and creates 
chaos out of orderliness. What is a scien-
tific term for this action? It is entropy.

Teilhard points out that when the 
total creation is viewed only from “The 
Without,” entropy spells the death knell 
of the cosmos. Entropy will ultimately 
reduce all matter to its simplest compo-
nents and to a constant and unchanging 
temperature—a death—an end. But is 
there an interiority to all things? Is evolu-
tion going somewhere? Is the interiority 
of Spirit moving the exteriority of matter 
in a direction? Is sin being transformed by 
the interior forces of creation, within itself, 
into a higher order or purpose? Teilhard 
declares that in the Cosmic Christ there is 
reason for hope and for faith. There is an 
evolving interiority that has the strength to 
transform the forces of entropy into a new 
creation. Original sin is transformed into 
a future “original blessing” being realized. 
The old things have passed away, a new 
thing is born.

In turning to Romans 5 and 6 we find 
Paul saying that “the wages of sin is death” 
(6.23) and “but where sin increased, grace 
abounded all the more, so that, just as 
sin exercised dominion in death, so grace 
might also exercise dominion through 
justification leading to eternal life through 
Jesus Christ our Lord” (5.20b-21).

From a purely scientific view I don’t 
see how sin has any relationship to death 
at all. Unless? Unless, we ground the 
ultimate foundation for one or the other 
of them, or perhaps both of them, in the 

ontological foundation of the preexistent 
void. Birth, life, and death seem to be 
written into the fiber of all things. Even 
the stars, the galaxies, galaxy clusters, 
earth, life, plants, animals, humans, all 
things share that three point process. But 
to affirm as Paul does that “grace might 
also exercise dominion” suggests there is 
something above both sin and death that 
transforms them into a new thing, “eternal 
life through Jesus Christ our Lord.” In 
this view redemption is truly needed and 
may be already accomplished. It is cosmic 
redemption from God’s grace, freely given 
through Jesus as the Cosmic Christ.

The ethical requirements are much 
different than human efforts to attain 
salvation through obedience to the law 
or sacrifices to attain divine forgiveness 
and favors. Now the ethical requirements 
spring forth out of glorious gratitude for 
redemption accomplished in and through 
the Cosmic Christ for all creation in 
all time and in all space. Personhood is 
something that we share as a divine gift of 
Infinite Grace. I know who I am because 
the Cosmic Christ has touched me with 
cosmic and infinite divine love. He loves 
me, even me! I am a touchstone of His/
Her Grace in my time and my space.

Evolutionary notions of a continu-
ing power of original sin, are now limp 
memories transcended, but not obliterated, 
by divine, creating Grace of a new earth in 
continuing cosmic redemption. Praise God 
from whom all creating blessings flow.

Harold Martin lives in La Porte City, Iowa. He is a 

Presbyterian pastor “retired from retirement” 

and a longtime member of PASTCF.

From Jim Miller, guest editor for this issue:
This issue of SciTech†, like others in the recent past, has a 

theme. 2009 is the 500th anniversary of the birth of Jean Calvin 
and the 450th anniversary of the definitive Latin edition of his 
Institutes of the Christian Religion. This year also marks the 200th 
anniversary of the birth of Charles Darwin and the 150th anni-
versary of the publication of his On the Origin of Species. No other 
development in science in the past 350 years has stimulated more 
debate among Christians than the theory of human evolution.

This is one reason that PASTCF helped organize the Octo-
ber conference (see the brief report on page 14). Bob Keefer led a 
workshop during the conference and I led a presentation on Per-
kins Professor James Woodrow. The controversy over Woodrow 

and human evolution illuminates challenges that face us today in 
our deeply scientific and technological culture.

Journeying is one of the characteristics of the genus Homo. 
Perhaps initially in pursuit of game or following changes in gath-
ering habitats, Homo erectus left Africa 2 million years ago and 
spread into the Middle East, Europe, and Asia. Homo sapiens, 
originating in Africa 200,000 years ago, now inhabit virtually 
all of the Earth’s land mass. With an engaging bit of fiction and 
commentary, Adrian Wyard writes about Mars, perhaps our next 
journeying goal.

Even with 16 pages, this issue of SciTech† does not have room 
to include a liturgy and meditation from the closing worship of 
the conference. Look for them in the February 2010 SciTech†.
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highly unlikely without increased public 
support.

Who might possibly advocate for 
history making space missions and an 
inspiring science-centered future like the 
one described in the story? I will make a 
prediction: it won’t be religious folk. As 
the saying goes, it’s always a mistake to 
generalize, but if religious people have 
something to say about science, technol-
ogy, and the future, it is more likely to 
be predicting doom and gloom at the 
hands of amoral scientists than pondering 
the wondrous discoveries they may soon 
unearth.

Should Christians be concerned that 
they are often perceived to be technopho-
bic and lack enthusiasm for bold scientific 
research?

More specifically, should Christians 
support the space program and missions 
to explore Mars looking for life? These are 
big questions, and I can only scratch the 
surface here, but some of the related issues 
are:

•	 Can we afford it? Would the money 
be better spent elsewhere?

•	 Are we ready to learn the answers 
to such questions as: is there life 
on Mars now? Has it gone extinct? 
Was there a second Genesis on 
Mars, or did early life travel from 
Earth to Mars which then evolved 
independently? Did early life travel 
from Mars to Earth (making us all 
Martians)?

•	 While expensive, does the possibility 
of making headway on fundamental 
philosophical questions like the 
origin of life justify the cost?

•	 Could we live on Mars one day?
•	 Should we try to terraform Mars in 

the far future?
•	 Do we have a responsibility to 

protect Mars as it is now?
•	 What are the risks associated with 

returning Martian soil samples—or 
life—to Earth?

Two theological resources that would 
inform such a debate are the concept of 
stewardship and the parable of the talents.

A great deal of good has come from 
connecting the mandate in Genesis 

1.26—to be stewards of this world—to 
climate change and other environmental 
concerns. But stewardship in this context 
has thus far been applied only in negative 
terms: rescuing endangered species, reduc-
ing energy usage and emissions, slowing 
the loss of coastal lands, and averting 
cataclysmic climate change. And that’s 
completely appropriate. To be good stew-
ards of the Earth we need to stop the harm 
that uncontrolled technological-industrial 
advancement and rabid consumption will 
surely bring.

But I propose that good stewardship 
should lead to positive action as well as 
negative; being stewards of resources does 
not simply mean hoarding and coddling 
them. Meanwhile, the parable of the 
talents reminds us of the value of invest-
ing our resources wisely to build a more 
bountiful future and simply preserving the 
status quo is the less virtuous path.

Would anyone say the excitement 
Sasha felt seeing the sky filled with an 
alien world, and her hunger for new 
knowledge is at odds with Christian 
values? Surely not. But we won’t arrive at 
this kind of future by simply stopping, 
slowing, and reducing. We need to boldly 
go, expecting to succeed.

In short, the role that stewardship 
should play within any discussion is as a 
forward-looking and moderating force, not 
merely a backwards-looking, negating one.

Numerous topics would benefit from 
a moderating, forward-looking influence, 
perhaps most obviously biomedical ethical 
controversies, but the debate over space 
exploration particularly needs forward-
looking discussion. Typically, two extreme 
positions dominate the conversation. 
Some argue any space programs are less 
than worthless because they siphon funds 
from more worthy causes here on Earth, 
while others are convinced our destiny lies 
in space, and the sooner we leave Earth 
behind the better. On to the stars!

Interestingly, the most passionate 
advocates of human spaceflight do so in 
almost eschatological terms. British physi-
cist Stephen Hawking has famously said 
that he fears the future of humankind is at 
risk until we establish a permanent pres-
ence in space.1

Certainly some space enthusiasts are 
simply caught up with the romance of the 
technology, but others see more practical 
economic and societal justifications. The 
billions ploughed into the Apollo program 
undoubtedly led to new technologies, 
industries, and associated employment. 
It also placed the United States in a posi-
tive light at the center of the world stage. 
Determining the ultimate value of these 
effects is difficult but not inconsequential.

Meanwhile, the cost of a mission to 
establish a Mars base is truly staggering 
and the technological hurdles are just as 
formidable.

Can we find a middle way? Can we 
build a space program that sets exciting 
but achievable goals within a constrained 
budget? In other words, can a space 
program that draws resources from the 
public coffers be justified within the larger 
context of being good stewards of finite 
resources?

While the story so far smacks of uto-
pian science fiction, as we return to Sasha 
and her father, we learn that NASA has 
followed what I believe to be one possible 
middle way, a moderately conservative, 
moderately bold approach to exploring the 
Red Planet.

h

“I want to go!” Sasha declared, as 
she handed the helmet to the attendant. 
“I want to be the first person to walk on 
Mars!”

“Whoa! I think you need to finish 
school first,” her Dad replied, “Besides, 
no one really thinks we’re going to get 
the funding approved for a landing mis-
sion, not in the middle of a recession.” He 
immediately knew he’d made a mistake.

The look on Sasha’s face was a mix-
ture of anger, surprise, and sadness. Her 
hands were on her hips, which was always 
a bad sign.

“I’m sorry, Sasha. I didn’t mean to 
sound so harsh, but it’s really complicated, 
and involves reasons I’m sure you’d con-
sider boring. The main problem is it would 
be really, really expensive, and many 
people think we could use the money for 
better things here on Earth.”

> continues on page 5
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this generation. He had been in mission control during the actual 
landing, but was far too busy monitoring engineering data to 
really appreciate the history making moment. But Sasha was right; 
the landing on Phobos made for an awesome picture, immediately 
surpassing the iconic space images from the previous century. For 
his daughter’s generation, the ‘Earthrise’ image taken from Apollo 
8 in 1968 was now merely an ancient weekend holiday snap, and 
the pictures of the first astronauts on the surface of the moon were 
by comparison grey, dull, and uninspiring.

A voice in Sasha’s earpiece announced she had just 30 seconds 
left before she’d have to relinquish the virtual reality helmet to the 
next person in line, so she took one last look around. Above the 
undulating and cratered surface of Phobos hung the rusty visage 
of Mars, with its spectacular canyons, record breaking mountains, 
and snowy frozen ice caps. From here it took up a full third of 

her view—6,000 times larger 
than the Moon when seen from 
Earth. At the horizon, barely 
perceptible, was the shimmer 
of the tenuous Martian atmo-
sphere.

Sasha didn’t appreciate it 
yet, but this amazing view of an 
international crew of humans 
visiting alien worlds so far from 
home had done more for inter-
national relations than a decade 
of UN diplomacy. Just as the 
entire world had claimed the 
1969 Apollo 11 lunar landing as 
a success for all Earth-people, 
this landing had united the 

planet and fostered a sense of optimism for the global future that 
many had thought impossible.

“I want to go!” Sasha declared, as she handed the helmet to 
the attendant. “I want to be the first person to walk on Mars!”

h

The tone in this short story is reminiscent of a great deal of 
popular science fiction, i.e. euphoric utopianism. Unlike most sci-
ence fiction, however, this story connects directly to policy deci-
sions being made right now. The Obama White House has just 
received the “Review of US Human Spaceflight” report produced 
by the Augustine Commission. In it, they evaluate several options 
for NASA, including Mars missions somewhat similar to the one 
described in this story. It remains to be seen if the report will lead 
to any bold plans. Given the current economic climate this seems

> continues on page 4

Christians in Space?
Reflections on Space Exploration, Positive Stewardship, and Christian Identity

By Adrian Wyard
President of the Counterbalance

“It’s awesome, Dad!” Sasha gushed, a little overwhelmed and 
momentarily frozen in place.

“I knew you’d like it,” he replied, “don’t forget to look around 
you.”

She slowly panned left to right, hardly noticing the bulk of 
the oversized space helmet. As she looked down, her spacesuit and 
gloved hand shimmered reddish pink, reflecting back the other-
worldly objects that dominated the scene. To her left, an astronaut 
was securing a flag on the alien surface. As he tapped the pole, 
streaks of pink-grey soil flew out in graceful arcs for many meters, 
some striking Sasha’s spacesuit and bouncing off. The ground 
around them was awash with footprints. She squinted, and could 
see a tiny tear of pride in the 
corner of the astronaut’s eye as 
he stood next to the flag. Care-
fully, she turned around in place 
scanning the sky, and there it 
was. Barely larger than a star, and 
the only blue object anywhere in 
sight. The Earth.

She couldn’t contain herself. 
“It’s exactly like the IMAX movie 
we just saw!”

“That’s right, Sash. But 
remember, what you’re seeing is 
not a movie, it’s a recording. This 
actually happened six months ago 
on Phobos, one of Mars’ moons.”

“I know that Dad! We’ve 
been following the mission in school for a couple of years now. 
And Mars has another moon called Deimos … I can’t believe how 
close Mars looks from here. It’s just huge! I guess it should look big 
since it’s the same size as all the land on Earth, huh?” While only 
fifteen years old, she was confident she knew much more about 
astronomy than most of the people in line behind her.

“And you made all this happen, right Dad?”
“Not by myself!” he chuckled. “I just worked on the soft-

ware for the virtual reality helmets, like the one you have on. The 
astronauts you’re looking at now used the same technology to 
remotely control the robots down on Mars—that’s how they found 
the fossils.”

Sasha’s father was a little envious of his daughter and the 
thousands of others gathered at the Science Center’s Mars Exhibit. 
They were enjoying for the first time—with clarity very close to 
that experienced by the astronauts—the scene that now defined 

On October 1-2, 2009, PASTCF 
in collaboration with Carl Howie 
Center on Science, Art and The-

ology, the Institute for Reformed Theol-
ogy, and Union Theological Seminary/
Presbyterian School of Christian Educa-
tion presented a conference entitled “Evo-
lution, God and Becoming Human.” The 
conference was held at the Seminary.

PASTCF held its annual meeting 
during the conference and also presented 
its 2009 Dan Martin Science as Christian 
Vocation Recognitions.

The conference was organized around 
three plenary sessions. The first considered 
how Darwin’s theory of evolution when 
applied to human beings was received 
by churches in North America in the 
late 19th century. Ronald Numbers, the 
Hilldale and William Coleman Professor 
of the History of Science and Medicine 
at the University of Wisconsin-Madison, 
presented the general historical context 
for the introduction of an evolutionary 
account of human origins. Dr. Numbers 
is the author of The Creationists: From 
Scientific Creationism to Intelligent Design, 
Darwinism Comes to America, and Science 
and Christianity in Pulpit and Pew. 

Jim Miller, PASTCF General Mis-
sioner, provided a case study centered on 
the evolutionary controversy surrounding 
James Woodrow, the first Perkins Profes-
sor on Natural Science in Connection with 
Revelation at Columbia Seminary (then in 
South Carolina).

In the second plenary, 
Bernard Wood, University 
Professor of Human Origins 
and Professor of Human 
Evolutionary Anatomy at 
George Washington Univer-
sity reviewed current scientific 
findings on human evolution. 
In the same session Went-
zel van Huyssteen, James I. 
McCord Professor of Theol-
ogy and Science at Princeton 
Theological Seminary and 
author of Alone in the World? 
Human Uniqueness in Science 
and Theology, explored the 

theological significance of contemporary 
paleoanthropology.

The final plenary provided reflections 
by a scientist and a Presbyterian pastor on 
the future of the church in light of human 
evolution. Keith Miller, Assistant Research 
Professor, Department of Geology, Kansas 
State University, and the editor for and 
contributor to Perspectives on an Evolving 
Creation, offered the scientist’s perspective 
and Stephen Kolderup, Minister Member-
at-large in the Greater Atlanta Presbytery, 
who consulted in the preparation of the 
study guide for The Evolution Dialogues: 
Evolution, Christianity, and the Quest for 
Understanding (a plain language resource 
for church adult education), offered the 
pastor’s perspective.

The plenary sessions were video-
taped. It is expected that these sessions 
will be available digitally online from the 
Morton Library at Union-PSCE in early 
2010.

In addition to the plenary sessions 
there were four concurrent workshops 
focusing on more practical aspects of the 
subject matter of the conference. George 
Murphy, retired Lutheran pastor and 
Adjunct Professor at Trinity Lutheran 
Seminary, Columbus, OH, who holds a 
Ph.D. in theoretical physics from Johns 
Hopkins and the author of Pulpit Science 
Fiction and The Cosmos in the Light of the 
Cross, led a workshop on evolution and 
preaching and worship.

Jennifer Secki Shields, Director of 

Christian Education, Christ Crossman 
United Methodist Church, Fairfax, VA, 
and chairperson for the annual Seminar 
for Science, Theology, and Ethics at the 
Virginia United Methodist Assembly 
Center, provided a workshop on evolution 
and congregational education with par-
ticular focus on children and confirmation 
classes.

Bob Keefer, PASTCF’s President 
and pastor of Westminster Presbyterian 
Church in Clarinda, IA, offered a work-
shop on evolution and congregational 
mission. He has provided a report on that 
specific workshop elsewhere in this issue of 
SciTech†. [See page 11.]

J. Brian Cassel, on the staff of the 
Medical College of Virginia Hospital and 
Virginia Commonwealth University where 
he co-teaches a course entitled “Faith and 
Life Sciences,” who also co-chairs the “Life 
Sciences and Religion Community Forum 
of Central Virginia” gave a workshop on 
public engagement at the intersection of 
science, religion and public policy.

There was one other element of the 
conference. In the afternoon of the first 
day, conference attendees watched a 
performance of the play Re:Design, which 
was available online from the museum of 
the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. 
This one act play was composed from the 
correspondence between Charles Darwin 
and Asa Gray, noted botanist at Harvard 
and a devoted Presbyterian. Gray became 
one of the most active promoters of Dar-

win’s theory of evolution in 
America.

The correspondence 
between them ranges from 
the professional to the deeply 
personal. It reveals how both 
scientists wrestled with the 
broader philosophical and 
religious implications of an 
evolutionary understand-
ing of the history of life on 
Earth. This performance is 
available at http://web.mit.
edu/museum/multimedia/
index.html.
Reported by Jim Miller.

“Evolution, God and Becoming Human”: A Report
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on your biscuits, but that doesn’t mean 
you should stop putting it on your bis-
cuits! Yet Psalm 104 urges us to enjoy cre-
ation while making clear that the creation 
is not for us, but for God. While discussing 
this principle, I found it helpful to call 
attention to Edward O. Wilson’s excellent 
little book The Creation, which suggests 
that creation care is an act of Christian 
piety.

The third principle was to apply the 
notions of adaptation, extinction and 
speciation to the life of the Church. Here 
I was inspired by another Wilson – David 
Sloan – and his book Darwin’s Cathedral. 
These notions ally with the fundamental 
biblical dynamic of suffering, death and 
resurrection; this dynamic does not begin 
and end with Jesus Christ, but finds it 
fullest expression in him. The Exile to 
Babylon and Restoration afterward is 
another example of the same dynamic. 
Much that I thought of saying went by the 
wayside in an excellent discussion of the 
ways congregations are struggling to adapt 
themselves to changing cultural environ-
ments. One thought that did come back: 
in the program life of churches, some 
things need to be allowed to go extinct. 
We can be active, rather than passive; by 
that I mean that the planning and execu-
tion of mission needs to include a mecha-
nism for evaluation.

It was an engaging workshop and I 
am grateful to those who participated in it. 
Here are sources I used in preparation.

The best-known version of the story 
of Francis and the Wolf of Gubbio is from 
The Little Flowers of St. Francis of Assisi, 
chapter XXI, which I found at several 
websites, including www.guidetopsychol-
ogy.com/gubbio.htm. Information on res-
toration ecology was from Science (AAAS) 
vol. 325, 31 July 2009. There are excellent 
examples of eco-justice activity on the 
Eco-Justice Team’s link on the website 
www.cascadespresbytery.org. David Sloan 
Wilson, Darwin’s Cathedral: Evolution, 
Religion, and the Nature of Society. Univer-
sity of Chicago Press, 2003. Edward O. 
Wilson, The Creation: An Appeal to Save 
Life on Earth. W. W. Norton, 2006.

S everal impressions remain with 
me from our October conference 
“Evolution, God and Becoming 

Human.” The speakers provided a rich 
smorgasbord of thought and insight; the 
participants provided an engaging fabric of 
experience and inquiry.

I particularly appreciate the sugges-
tions, questions, and ideas expressed by 
the participants in my workshop, “Francis 
and the Wolf: Evolution and Congrega-
tional Mission.” [See page 11.]

Steve Kolderup had the last word, and 
so it was one of his thoughts that bounced 
around in my head as I traveled home and 
as I discussed the conference after return-
ing. He said that the desire to see human 
beings as “special” is a form of idolatry. 
We have seen that desire expressed in at 
least two ways. One traditional way is to 
accept that every other living thing has 

evolved by natural selection, but human 
beings are the product of special creation. 
Another—which is orthodoxy in some tra-
ditions—is to claim that the human body 
has evolved like the bodies of other living 
things, but that God adds to the body 
a specially-created soul. Given time and 
space, I would assail the biblical, theologi-
cal, and philosophical problems with both 
points of view, but I will forebear for now.

As I understand Steve’s objection 
to both of those (Steve, when you read 
this, I invite you to correct me if I mis-
understood), the claim that humanity 
is “special,” not the product of the same 
biological laws that are at work in other 
living things, puts us on a pedestal that 
only God should occupy. When the Com-

mandment prohibits graven images to be 
objects of worship, it does not forbid only 
images of cats, eagles, lions, hawks and 

the like; it also prohibits images of human 
beings. We should not elevate ourselves to 
a special place, the pedestal of adoration of 
our own humanity, when the proper object 
of worship is divinity.

It occurs to me too that both these 
forms of “humanity is special” assume that 
for humankind to be in relationship with 
God requires for us to be qualitatively 
different from other living things. For us 
to be the “image of God” requires us to 
somehow transcend the ordinary course 
of things; it suggests to me the belief that 
God is unable to be incarnate as one of us 
unless we are somehow on a pedestal over 
the other species that live around, with, 
and inside us.

An analogy: some communions 

believe that for Mary of Nazareth to be 
“worthy” of bearing the Son of God, she 
must be more pious, more intelligent, 
more attractive, more sensitive or in some 
way simply more than the rest of us are. 
She could not be God’s chosen simply by 
the grace of God, could she?

May not the “image of God” in 
humanity be the act of divine grace, rather 
than something innately special about 
us? May not the Incarnation we celebrate 
in a few weeks be an act of divine grace, 
rather than necessary because we alone are 
worthy of the honor?

As always, I invite your commentary, 
responses, and insights. One member has 
written a thoughtful response to my essay 
of last issue and it is within. Other mem-
bers have participated in the discussion on 
Facebook.

I hope that I will see many of you 
at the General Assembly in Minneapolis 
July 3-10, 2010. PASTCF will, as always, 
have a presence in the exhibit hall; we will 
also have our lunch and annual meeting 
on Thursday, July 8. The speaker at lunch 
will be the Rev. Dr. William Brown, who 
teaches Bible at Columbia Theological 
Seminary. His book The Seven Pillars of 
Creation: The Bible, Science and the Ecol-
ogy of Wonder is due out in March from 
Oxford University Press.

I enjoy seeing faces to go with the 
names on our roster, meeting new folks, 
and sharing the good news of our Associa-
tion with visitors. It is particularly gratify-
ing to have good, engaging conversation 
with people who read these pages and 
think about them.

Bob Keefer is pastor of Westminster Church 

in Clarinda, Iowa and adjunct in philosophy at 

Northwest Missouri State University. He is also 

a singer and enjoys acting in community theater, 

Scottish Country Dance, and traveling by train.

Is God unable to be incarnate as one of us unless we 
are somehow on a pedestal over the other species that 
live around, with, and inside us?

< continued from page 10

themes about human relationships with 
the rest of life on Earth in contrast with 
imperial themes. There is biblical warrant 
for such an emphasis and it may be mor-
ally important. But it is the witness of the 
biological sciences that Homo sapiens are 
not stewards of the rest of nature but kin 
to all other life, more particularly we are 
the cousins of all other living creatures on 
Earth: bacteria, plants, and animals.

Further, there is no evidence that the 
evolutionary processes through which 
humankind has emerged have ceased on 
Earth or throughout the universe. Theo-
logically put, the evidence demonstrates 
that humans are not the final creation and 
God continues to call creatures into being. 
God’s book of works is still being written 
even if God’s book of words is not. Still, 
reflection on God’s book of words in light 
of the book of works can lead to funda-
mental new insights into the God in whose 
image we affirm in faith that humankind 
is being made.

I suggest that the Woodrow case pro-
vides witness to the ultimate inadequacy 
of seeking to resolve the tension between 
the two books by placing them in separate 
bookcases. Though he was committed to 
doing so, Woodrow’s critics rightly under-
stood that he was not simply demonstrat-
ing “non-contradiction” between science 
and theology but was in fact reforming 
theology by virtue of taking theologically 
seriously features of creation revealed 
through scientific inquiry. However, these 
same critics, as do many so-called conser-
vative Christians today, failed to acknowl-
edge that there is no perennial confession 
of the faith, fixed for all time, and that 
every confession constructively assumes 
some understanding of what the world is 
like. It is that assumption that is perenni-
ally vulnerable to scientific development.

Nevertheless, the relative success of 
those who have shared Woodrow’s aspira-
tion, that it was only necessary to show 
that theology was not contradicted by 
science, has fostered a theological view 
that is unresponsive to what is being 
learned about the creation through the 
sciences and so has steadily been isolating 
the Christian faith from the mainstream 

of human life which is continuously 
informed, especially technologically, by 
scientific inquiry. The challenge contem-
porary Presbyterians and all Christians 
face has been poignantly expressed in these 
words of another scientist and Christian 
theologian, Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, SJ, 
who wrote in 1947:

When we speak of a ‘theology of 
modern science,’ it obviously does 
not mean that by itself science can 
determine an image of God and a 
religion. But what it does mean, if 
I am not mistaken, is that, given 
a certain development of science, 
certain representations of God and 
certain forms of worship are ruled 
out, as not being homogeneous with 
the dimensions of the universe 
known to our experience. This 
notion of homogeneity is without 
doubt of central importance in 
intellectual, moral and mystical life. 
Even though the various stages of 
our interior life cannot be expressed 
strictly in terms of one another, 
on the other hand they must agree 
in scale, in nature and tonality. 
Otherwise it would be impossible 
to develop a true spiritual unity in 
ourselves—and that is perhaps the 
most legitimate, the most imperative 
and most definitive of the demands 
made by man (sic) of today and man 
(sic) of tomorrow.

To the degree that our worship (the 
language of liturgy, prayer, preaching, and 
hymnody), our Church education, and 
our Christian mission in the world do not 
seriously take account of “the dimensions 
of the universe known to our experience,” 
to that degree we both foster a religious 
pathology that ignores the God whose 
Word (logos) is still calling the world into 
being, and we encourage an idolatry of 
the past before a God who is making all 
things new.

James B. Miller, M.Div., PhD, is an honorably 

retired minister in the Presbyterian Church 

(USA) who serves as the General Missioner for 

the Presbyterian Association on Science, Tech-

nology and the Christian Faith. He is a member 

of Charleston-Atlantic Presbytery.
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Are We “Special”?
Humans in Relation to Other Creatures
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In 1857 two Mississippi pastors, the 
Revs. Richard Gladeney and James 
A. Lyon, led their fellow members of 

Tombeckbee Presbytery to adopt the fol-
lowing resolution:

Whereas, We live in an age in which 
the most insidious attacks are made upon 
revealed religion through the natural sci-
ences; and as it behooves the Church, in 
all times, to have men capable of defend-
ing the faith once delivered to the saints, 
therefore,

Resolved, That this Presbytery recom-
mend endowment of a professorship in 
the natural sciences as connected with 
revealed religion, in one of our theological 
seminaries, and would cheerfully recom-
mend our churches to contribute their full 
proportion of funds for said endowment.

Resolved, That the same be brought 
before our Synod (of Mississippi) at its 
next meeting for consideration.

The Rev. Lyon went further. He 
persuaded a member of his congregation, 
Judge John Perkins, a wealthy landowner, 

to endow such a professorship at Colum-
bia Theological Seminary then located in 
Columbia, South Carolina. As the result 
of this gift the three synods overseeing 

Columbia (South Carolina, Alabama and 
Georgia) passed the following resolution 
in 1859:

“Resolved, That in accordance with 
the conditions annexed to the generous 
donation of Judge Perkins, there be added 
to the existing departments of instruction 
in the Seminary, a chair, to be entitled the 
Perkins Professorship of Natural Science 
in connexion with Revelation; the design 
of which shall be to evince the harmony of 
science with the records of our faith, and 
to refute the objections of infidel natural-
ists.”

It is clear that the general purpose of 
the chair was apologetic in both a positive 
and a negative sense: positive in the sense 
of evincing harmony and negative in the 
sense of refuting infidel naturalists.

Although Judge Perkins initially con-
sidered Rev. Lyon as the appropriate candi-
date to be the first Perkins professor, the 
Synod of Georgia had its own candidate 
in mind. In 1861, James Woodrow, uncle 
to future president Woodrow Wilson, 
became the Perkins Professor on Natural 
Science in Connection with Revelation at

> continues on page 7

Evincing the Harmony
Confronting the Challenge of Science for the Church

[Author’s Note: I want to acknowledge my debt to earlier scholars whose 

work has made this article possible. First I am grateful to William E. 

Phipps, whose essay on James Woodrow in Beyond Dualism (Presbyterian 

Publishing House, 1992) introduced me to the Perkins Professor. Next, I 

am indebted to Frank J. Smith for his article, “Presbyterians & Evolution 

in the 19th Century: The Case of James Woodrow,” (Contra Mundum, 

No. 6, Winter 1993). Robert K. Gustafson’s dissertation and later biogra-

phy, James Woodrow (1827-1907) – Scientist, Theologian, Intellectual 

Leader (Edwin Mellen Press, 1995) filled in invaluable details about 

Woodrow’s rich and varied life. Finally, as in all matters of evolution and 

religion in America, I owe Ronald Numbers for his scholarship, particu-

larly Darwinism Comes to America (Harvard University Press, 1998). 

Numbers helps place Woodrow in the larger historical context of late 19th 

century America.]

James Woodrow


