What’s Wrong with the “Intelligent Design” Debate




In Pennsylvania they debated whether “Intelligent Design,” as promoted in the text-book Of Pandas and People, ought to have a place in the public school science curriculum. Religious and civic groups, not-for-profits from every segment of society lined up on one side or the other of what has become a national debate. And the one thing that is clear is that this has become another issue that deeply divides the American public. We realize, of course, that this disputation is only a re-packaged version of the longstanding confrontation of “Creation Science” vs. “Darwinian Evolution”.


To the scientists supporting Darwinian Evolution, I say: ‘yes, I think you could very well be right’; and to the proponents of “Intelligent Design” I say: ‘yes, I believe that you are in all likelihood right!’ But if the “evolution-ists” and the “design-ists” can both be right, does it mean that the values and virtues of each belong in the same discussion, that they be debated in the same forum? Absolutely not! And it’s not because it’s arguing “apples and oranges”, it’s more like “apples and umbrellas” – each is functionally and structurally foreign to the other.

Evolution does not require the necessity of a theological construct in order for it to be studied or promoted as science. And “Intelligent Design” does not require the necessity of scientific inquiry in order for it to be studied or promoted as theology. And since scientific inquiry requires tools outside the purview of theology, and theology cannot be measured using the tools of scientific inquiry— debated together, each absolutely disrupts the “realm of truth” of the other. It’s why religion has no intrinsic interest in scientific inquiry, and science has no vested interest in the theology of religion. Science and Religion live and breath and grow in completely different worlds. 

The challenge for those of us invested in making theological sense of what it means to be in covenant with the God, is that we want God to be both transcendent (in absolute control of the universe, who has everything “in-hand”, who assures us that all is going according to plan), and immanent (God hears me and is with me, understands and comforts me). This is the discussion that occupies us as believers in the God of Creation.

Meanwhile, in another room, are those investigating fossil and genetic and astronomical evidence to account for Creation. They are interested in what can be measured and observed, predicted and replicated. And while those toiling in one room can describe to those in the other the process and progress of their respective endeavors—neither has anything that will particularly inform the other, for their investigations follow very different rules, with very different goals and expectations. This is not to imply that one is more valid than the other, or even more accurate. It only means that each is its own project. 


And Jewish tradition has always had a presence in both rooms: in the one that is challenged by the purpose and meaning of Life and our lives in covenant with our God, and in the other one that is challenged by the origin and direction and development of Life. But because we can’t be in two places at the same time, at any given moment we can only engage in one of these very human challenges. What we cannot do is think it appropriate, or even reasonable, to assume that this is a single debate with Truth accorded to the winner.

In both of these rooms we eagerly and earnestly engage our hearts and minds in the search for truth and meaning. But let’s remember that one room has its place in the personal space of church or synagogue, and the other is found in the public arena of our schools. And yes, both of these discussions have merit and both yield truth, and each is an endeavor that deserves our attention—just not in the same venue, and especially not in the political forum of public policy.

1
1

