Holliston Tab

By Christine Whittaker/Local columnist 

Posted Feb 18, 2011 @ 10:11 AM

HOLLISTON — 

There is a scene in the film “Creation” when Annie, the 10-year-old daughter of Charles Darwin, comes home from Sunday School with bloody knees. She has been punished by the vicar of the family’s church for asking about dinosaurs and asserting that they lived much earlier than the date he gave for the creation of the world.

When I saw this scene, I shared Charles Darwin’s outrage at punishing his daughter for speaking a scientific truth. And I also felt saddened and ashamed that so often over the centuries the Church has been fearful of the results of scientific discovery and attempted to stop inquiry.

At St. Michael’s Episcopal Church last weekend, we watched the film “Creation” in our observance of Evolution Weekend, which is sponsored by The Clergy Letter Project, an organization of more than 14,000 clergy and scientists which I joined shortly after it was founded seven years ago. Evolution Weekend was started to encourage discussion of the relationship between religious and scientific truth, particularly the questions raised by the scientific theory of evolution. 

As Michael Zimmerman, a biology professor and founder of The Clergy Letter Project, says: “Large segments of the public, ignorant of both basic biology and common theology, reject evolution believing that it is bad science and contrary to their religious beliefs. Even as scientists, building upon the principles of evolutionary theory, make the most astounding breakthroughs in the understanding of the human genome, leading to medical advances previously only dreamed possible, creationists work tirelessly to keep evolution from being taught in our public schools. Most politicians are scared to endorse this basic biological principle, fearing a backlash in the name of religion.” 

Although evolution is the issue that attracts the most attention from religious fundamentalists, there are other scientific questions that raise equally profound questions for theology. The New York Times reported in early February that “scientists operating NASA’s Kepler planet-hunting satellite . . . had identified 1,235 possible planets orbiting other stars, potentially tripling the number of known planets.

“Of the new candidates, 68 are one and a quarter times the size of the Earth or smaller – smaller, that is, than any previously discovered planets outside the solar system, which are known as exoplanets. Fifty-four of the possible exoplanets are in the so-called habitable zones of stars dimmer and cooler than the Sun, where temperatures should be moderate enough for liquid water.” The results have left astronomers optimistic that they will eventually find Earth-like planets.

These scientific findings make questions about the theological implications of extraterrestrial intelligence more urgent. But theologians have considered the implications of life on other worlds for several centuries. In 1440, Nicholas of Cusa in the essay “Of Learned Ignorance” advocated for a plurality of worlds and the existence of life on the moon and the sun.

In the 16th century, the Dominican Giordano Bruno concluded that there was an infinite universe and a plurality of worlds. The Protestant Reformation’s emphasis on the Bible led some theologians to assert that God’s act of incarnation and redemption in Jesus Christ could have happened only once. But after the Enlightenment, liberal thinkers like Thomas Paine saw God populating the universe with creatures as densely as the earth and Christ’s act of redemption repeated as many times as necessary.

The issues raised by the possibility of life on other planets are similar for Christians to those involved in the question of how other religions are bearers of revelation and salvation. As the Roman Catholic theologian, Thomas O’Meara, wrote in a scholarly journal article on the search for extraterrestrial intelligence, “We are not unlike European Christians at the time of Columbus who struggled with the shocking fact of large populations in newly visited regions. It is a mistake now, just as it was at the time of Columbus, to curtail God’s creative love.”

If religious faith is to remain relevant and intellectually honest, it must be prepared for a horizon that extends to the edge of the universe.

(Christine Whittaker is the priest at St. Michael’s Episcopal Church in Holliston.)
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