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QUINCY - Is it possible to believe in God and Darwin at the same time?

Last year, in anticipation of the Darwin bicentennial, I published a modest volume suggesting the answer to this question was “Yes.”

Titled “Saving Darwin: How to be a Christian and Believe in Evolution,” I optimistically explained, in the spirit of peacemaking, why the topic was so hot, and how we might cool it down. After all, Americans are constantly and bitterly quarrelling over evolution, and school boards from Louisiana to Maine are trying to remove Darwin’s Dangerous Idea from their curriculum.

I naively thought people on both sides of the courtroom might welcome some middle ground, maybe make a few concessions, and perhaps ratchet down some of the hostility.

Boy, was I wrong.

My first clue was when my friend Bill Dembski, a leader of the Intelligent Design Movement and one of the country’s most articulate and well-educated anti-darwinians, assaulted me on his intelligent design blog Uncommon Descent. 

“Why should anyone want to save Darwin?” Dembski asked. My incoherent position, says Dembski, requires such “mental contortions” that surely, in my heart, I must not truly believe that Darwin should be saved. 

Similar negative comments, although more colorful, appeared on atheist PZ Myers’ science blog, pharyngula. 

I was also attacked on the Web site run by evolutionary biologist and intelligent design critic Richard Dawkins, the author of “The God Delusion.”

Responses from Christians like the American Scientific Affiliation, an organization of evangelical scientists, have also been dominated by negative reactions. 

These reactions offer a discouraging window into how polarized our national conversation about the meaning of Darwin has become.

Set aside the question of whether evolution is completely true, or whether God exists. (Both of which I think are the case). Evolution, as the central idea in biology, is not going to be expelled from high school science classes. On the other hand, most Americans believe in God and a sizable fraction believes you can have Darwin or God but not both. These are simply facts that we must accept.

What can possibly be gained by digging in our heels and refusing to look for meaningful middle ground? How can it be a good thing for America’s 200,000,000 religious believers to be constantly told – by both the right and the left – that they must choose between this science and their religion? Does our national commitment to pluralism include race, gender and sexual orientation but not religion?

As a nation we have accepted the challenge of talking about history in a way that does not alienate groups to which history was unkind. And, while work remains to be done, we can be proud that we have embraced the task.

We must do the same thing with Darwin. It is time to embrace the challenge of talking about our origins in a way that does not marginalize religious believers. The alternative is to slowly watch the ongoing erosion of our national scientific literacy, as our energies are squandered in unproductive quarrels about what will be taught, rather than how best to teach it.
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