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ReDiscovering Cosmos

by Dr. Barbara Pursey

I he second conference on science, technology, and the church

sponsored by the Ecumenical Roundtable, ReDiscovering Cosmos,

was held on the campus of Syracuse University, in Syracuse, NY,

August 10-14, 1997. It was a rich and
intellectually stimularing experience for
the more than 120 persons attending.
Many of the participants had attended
the first conference in 1993 at Moor-
head, MN. A number of Presbyterian
Association on Science, Technology, and
the Christian Faith members were
present, and three led break-out semi-
nars (Jim Miller, Barb Pursey, and Derek
Pursey). Conference program planning
was headed by ELCA campus pastor
George Koch, and its design served to
maximize feedback and interaction be-
tween plenary speakers and conference
participants. They are to be congratu-
lated for providing such a stimulating
dialogue.

Each day of the conference had its
own theme and two plenary speakers.
Phil Hefner {Chicago Center for Theol-
ogy and Science) and John Haught
(Georgetown University) laid theoreti-
cal and theological foundations for the
whole discussion. Questions of mean-
ing in nature’s story and God’s involve-
ment in that story, as well as the search

for non-reductionist understandings of
the cosmic process were addressed in
different ways. John Robert Russell
(Center for Theology and Natural Sci-
ence, Berkeley) and Francisco Ayala
(University of California, Irvine) pre-
sented lively discussions of cosmic be-
ginnings and endings from the diverse
viewpoints of physics and evolutionary
biology.

The question of purpose and how (or
whether) one could recognize it within
science was explored. Paula Gregory
(National Institutes of Healcth) and
Adrienne Asch (Wellesley College, MA)
contributed stimulating scientific and
ethical viewpoints on the value of the
human genome project. Gregory ap-
proached from the genetic science side,
and Asch from the ethics side, but there
was general agreement that the human
genome project was a mixed blessing
because of the thorny issues raised.

Two young medical researchers, An-
thony Newberg (University of Pennsyl-
vania) and Angela Hegerty (New York
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from PASTCF
President McCall

PASTCE is happy to welcome Dr. |
Max Lauffer as a new board mem-
ber. He is from Middletown, Penn-
sylvania. We also welcome Rev.
William Mclvor as the new Vice
President/Newsletter Editor. Bill has
served as the publisher of our news-
letter for the past four yearsand now
takes on editing and publishing re-
sponsibilities.

We extend thanks to David Hicks
for his service to the board during
the last three years and an extra debt
of gratitude to Daniel Martin who
served as the newsletter editor for
four years. We’ll miss them both.

PASTCF members may be inter-
ested in “Science and God: A Warm-
ing Trend?” by Gregg Easterbrook.
This article appeared in the August
15 issue of Science, a weekly publica-
tion of the American Association for
the Advancement of Science. It ex-
amines the issues and some of the
people involved in the science and

religion dialogue.

You should also look at “letters to
the editor” in the September 12 is-
sue. Over 70 were received, appar-
ently an unusually large response.
The letters indicate the wide-rang-
ing perspectives on the subject. The
article and letters may be a good for
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PASTCF at the
209th General
Assembly

he Presbyterian Association of

Science, Technology, and the

Christian Faith (PASTCEF)
hosted its annual luncheon on June 19
during the 209th General Assembly
(1997) of the Presbyterian Church
(U.S.A.). The speaker was Dr. James
Miller, senior program associate for the
Program of Dialogue Between Science
and Religion for the American Associa-
tion for the Advancement of Science
(AAAS). Dr. Miller also serves as secre-
tary/treasurer for PASTCEF.

Miller stated that a personal and pro-
fessional goal is to help the church “pro-
claim the Gospel to the contemporary
world in a way that is both compelling
and credible.” That goal was not helped
when in 1995 the General Assembly’s
stated clerk and other church officials
called for the suspension of research
which would lead to the patenting of life
forms and genetic structures within
plants and animals.

The problem with that view was that
the church was still in the process of
developing a study on the theological
challenge of genetic science, a study
mandated by the General Assembly!
Instead of waiting for the study’s find-
ings, Miller feels that church leaders
acted without having the proper scien-
tific knowledge or theological language
before them.

By way of contrast, the Church of
Scotland had a “nuanced reflection” to
the 1997 news of “Dolly,” a sheep born
through a cloning process. The General
Assembly of the Church of Scotland has
a division of Science, Technology, and
Values. So the church speaks to issues of
science and technology more thought-
fully and compellingly.

Miller noted other ways the church
fails to speak theologically to science or
scientifically to theology. One example
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is the “typical” view of nature expressed
by Christians. “Does our view of nature
leave room for the black widow spider
and the ebola virus?” he asked. “Both
are just as much a part of creation as we
are. Sometimes we use language which
implies that the earth has been handed
over to us, and even if some of us know
that we are not creation’s CEO, we
often act as if we were its first vice-
president.”

Miller believes that evolutionary
theory “will be the gateway for making
the Gospel credible in the world.” Evo-
lutionary theory is not Darwinism, but
a theory “broadly conceived” from the
universe’s beginning to natural selec-
tion to microbiology. He stated that
there have been 14 billion years of his-
tory before us, and, “as far as we know,
there are 14 billion years ahead of us.”

Miller said that for most of that time
human beings didn’texist. “What makes
us think that we will still be a part of the
earth when the last star winks out?” We
need a bit of Christian humility in light
of a universe in which “humanity is a
passing life form.”

Dr. Miller ended his speech with two
quotes from Teilhard de Chardin:

By virtue of the Creation,

and still more by the Incarnation,

nothing here below is profane

for those who know how to see.

Someday, after we have mastered
wind, waves, tides, and gravity,

we will harness for God the energy
of love,

and then, for the second time in
the world,

humanity will have discovered fire.
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AARS Progrom of Diologue Between
Science ond Religion . . .

€pic of Evolution
Conference

f all the points of interaction

between science and religion

that of the religious appraisal
of the theory of evolution more than
any other in America has fostered a
perennial image of science and religion
at war. However, this picture is neither
accurate in an historical sense nor in
relation to the contemporary scene.

Because of the significance of evolu-
tionary theory for the interaction of
science and religion, the American As-
sociation for the Advancement of Sci-
ence Program of Dialogue Between Sci-
ence and Religion (DBSR) has chosen it
as one of its three areas of emphasis. In
addition to developing a Web site on
evolution and its religious interpreta-
tion, DBSR is organizing a conference
on the Epic of Evolution to be held
November 12-14, 1997. The confer-
ence is a collaborative venture with the
Center for Cultural Understanding and
Change of the Field Museum of Natural
History in Chicago. The conference is
endorsed by the Chicago Academy of
Sciences and the Chicago Center for the
Study of Religion and Science.

The goal of the conference is to dem-
onstrate that the findings of the evolu-
tionary sciences with respect to the de-
velopment of the cosmos, of life, of
humankind, and of human culture can
be constructively interpreted in relation
to religious values concerning human
nature and destiny.

To accomplish this the conference is
divided into eight sessions over three
days. The topics to be addressed in-
clude: the importance of understanding
evolution; cosmic evolution; the evolu-
tion of life; Darwin and Neo-Darwin-
ism; the evolution of humanity; the evo-
lution of culture and religion; the evolu-
tion of morality and ethics; and evolu-
tion and the human future.

Each session includes both scientific
presentations and philosophical and/or
religious reflections. The sessions are
structured to allow for discussion among
the presenters and with the audience.

The sessions will be videotaped to
provide a foundation for developing a
set of educational video resources on
evolution and religion.

The audience for the conference,
which will be drawn primarily from the
Chicago region, is expected to include
members of the general public who are
interested in the relationships between
evolution and religion, Kindergarten-
12 teachers, leaders from the religious
communities, members of the press who
report on science or religion, theologi-
cal faculty and students, and college
faculty in the sciences and humanities.

Educational Resources

The Program of Dialogue Between
Science and Religion has entered into a
collaborative relationship with WYCC,
the Chicago-area educational television
station, to produce video resources based
upon the Epic of Evolution Conference.
These resources will include an edired
reference tape of the all of the presenta-
tions in the conference plus interviews
with the presenters, a one-hour pro-
gram tape for broadcast on WYCC, and
an eight-part series of 45 minute tapes
for use in classroom and other educa-
tional venues.

In addition, the AAAS will have pub-
lished an edited volume based on the
conference presentations which can be
used in relation to the video series or as
a stand-alone text. A school text written
specifically for use in secondary school
settings will also be produced. t

<— “Cosmos” continued from page 1
University) presented two approaches
to understanding the relationship be-
tween the discoveries of neuroscience
and religious experiences. Brain struc-
tures and patterns definitely influence
what experiences are possible, and cul-
rural influences also tweak the process.
Yet any spiritual reality present lies
beyond the scope of scientific research.

The official responder, Dr. Elizabeth
Bettenhousen of Boston, did an excel-
lent job of raising pertinent questions
for each speaker to address, especially
the practical and community implica-
tions of the science in question.

The banquet speaker, Kitty Ferguson
(whose book Fire in the Equations was
reviewed in the December 1996 issue of
SciTecht), made an eloquent plea for
science and faith to walk together in
seeking knowledge of the cosmos.

Thirty break-out seminars (250 par-
ticipants were anticipated!) dug into
particular arenas of the science-technol-
ogy-faith dialogue. Denominational
meetings were also scheduled; about 25
folk (clergy and lay) attended the Pres-
byterian meeting to learn about the vari-
ous aspects of PASTCF’s efforts to in-
fluence the denomination.

While che level of the scientific and
theological discussion was high, the ple-
nary worship experiences suffered from
a lack of coherence, due to the widely
diverse religious traditions represented
(Buddhist, Muslim, and Jewish as well
as Christian). Any further ecumenical
conferences will need to better resolve
this discontinuity.

The Ecumenical Roundrable will
probably continue to pursue such lively
and informative dialogues in the future
— whether on this scale or in other
forms around the country. Your input
to PASTCEF regarding the value of con-
ferences and workshops on the science-
technology-faith dialogue would be very
welcome. Contact any board member
with your suggestions.T

<— “McCall” continued from page 1
discussion in one of your youth or adult
education groups.

We want to extend our deep grati-
tude to the Burnt Store Presbyterian
Church of Punta Gorda, FL for its gen-
erous gift of $500. This gift helped o
support the Association’s involvement
in the planning and development of the
“Discovering Cosmos” conference held
August 10-14 at Syracuse University.
(See page one of this issue.) T
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Look For Changes and Help Wanted — Notes from the €ditor

s the new editor of SciTech? my

first thought is that Dan Martin
sure left some big shoes to fitl! Thanks,
Dan, for getting this newslecter started
and caring for it so well.

Even though I'm a novice at journal
editing, I'll do my best to make our
Association’s newsletter informative to
read and attractive to look out. I'm
working on some format and appear-
ance changes which I hope will be in
place for the nextissue. But I need your
help because most of the content for
SciTecht will not originate with me.

So please send to me reports of meet-
ings, book or major article reviews, and
other material of interest to our readers
for possible inclusion. Publishing just
quarterly (February, May, August, and
November, I hope) may make things
like “letters to the editor” hard to keep
current. But let’s try that, too. In other
words, the more I hear from you, the
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more material I will have to work with.

I would love to have original articles
too. Or, if you have written for some
other journal and if reprint rights can be
obtained, | would be happy to consider
such items. Obviously space is limited
and some offerings may have to be ex-
cerpted or serialized. Burt the point is [
can’t publish it if you don’t send it!

Here are a few guidelines for submis-
sion to SciTecht.

1. Ideal length is 500-750 words but
longer pieces will also be considered. All
pieces are subject to condensation.

2. Clearly identify all relevant data
about the event, book, article, previous
copyright, etc. Include your name and
how you may be contacted.

3. If proceedings, reprints, or other
program material are available for meet-
ings, list the address for obtaining them
and their cost.

Material may be submitted in several

ways. Send hardcopy, diskette (3.5"—
either Macintosh or PC), or other physi-
cal material to me at:

3223 N. Marguerite Rd.

Spokane, WA 99212
Hardcopy may also be faxed to (509)
921-6836.

Material may also be sent to any of
the following email addresses:

bmcivor@ix.netcom.com

podmac@aol.com

CompuServe: 74220,150

Please call me at (509) 924-2350 if you
wish more information.t
— Bill Mclvor




