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The vibe in the biology classroom was tentative. The students knew what was coming. The
professor knew what was coming. What was unknown was how it was going to turn out.

But this was not a science experiment. This was a planned discussion that had a reputation
for rattling some students’ core beliefs, risking institutional donors’ support, and landing the
school on the conservative media’s hit list. Again.

The course was Ecology and Conservation, taught by Professor April Cordero, at Point
Loma Nazarene University in San Diego, where | am a professor of journalism.

“‘How many of you learned about evolution in high school?” Cordero asked. All 23 students in
the room raised their hands.

“‘How many of you were told by your church that evolution was OK?” Four students raised
their hands.

For weeks, Cordero had been teaching about biological diversity, adaptation, mutation,
natural selection, and photosynthesis.

“Evolution is an explanation for the incredible diversity of species on earth,” she said,
echoing the belief of 97 percent of scientists, according to the Pew Research Center.

She hopped into a seated position on the edge of a high counter and looked at each student,
relaxed.



“I love the Lord,” she said, smiling, keeping eye contact with the students throughout. “l one
hundred percent embrace Jesus. And | one hundred percent accept that | am a product of
four billion years of evolution.”

Cordero told of being raised by parents who did not believe in God. She joined a Young Life
group in high school, became a Christian, and enrolled at the University of California—San
Diego as a biology major. She heard the same message in the classroom that she heard
from her pastor, though from the opposite perspective: you can’t believe in both God and
evolution.

More than half the students in her classroom said they were told the same thing. These
students are not unintelligent or unthinking. They have been raised to be good
representatives of their culture and will take their places in this society as policy makers,
religious leaders, lawyers, doctors, and other professionals. And they are not alone in their
views.

A 2019 Gallup poll showed that 40 percent of Americans hold creationist views, while other
research shows that the rejection of evolution in the United States is strongly correlated with
religious affiliation. Forty-two percent of US Christians say humans have remained the same
throughout time, compared to 18 percent of the overall population. Of 34 developed
countries, the United States ranks 33rd in public acceptance of evolution, according to a
2005 poll by the Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life. Only Turkey ranked lower.

“‘How many of you were told that evolution was OK?” April Cordero asks her students.

Cordero is part of a national effort to provide a setting where religious beliefs can be
enhanced by scientific discovery without forcing people—especially young people—into an
either-or position. This reconciliation process is often undertaken at conservative evangelical
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colleges where professors’ understandings of evolution are at odds with the culture from
which their students come. Cordero and her colleagues hold that a rigorous university
education and a belief in the truth of scripture can be embraced by the same person. But
there are few places in our culture where such conversations can take place, and this
positions classrooms like Cordero’s on the forefront of cultural change.

“The theory of evolution says nothing about God,” Cordero told her class. “Evolution is
neutral about God. Science can’t test if there is a God. That’s not a scientific question.”

Cordero has teamed up with her PLNU colleague Mark Mann, from the school of theology,
for this course. Mann helps students grapple with the theological and biblical implications of
believing in evolution.

“Typically framed in terms of the larger social and cultural wars, many religious groups
distrust science altogether,” Mann explained. “It could be climate change, vaccines, whether
to wear a mask during COVID-19, along with evolution. In regard to evolution, scripture is the
big issue. With certain evangelical and fundamentalist groups, [the argument] manifests as
we believe the Bible, and you don’t.”

Mann takes a literary approach to scripture in his discussions with students.

“You have to look at it as a collection of many genres,” he said. “If it's a poem, you read it
differently. You don’t read it for facts.”

But facts, Cordero and Mann acknowledge, aren’t really the problem when it comes to
Christian acceptance of evolution or other verifiable events.

“The systems and communities we participate in shape our understanding more than
evidence,” Mann said. “There is fear that if | believe this, | will be outside my community. But
there is a third way, where you don’t have to buy into the war, you don'’t have to choose
between science and faith.”

One of the ways that the third way is growing is through a research project started by biology
faculty at Brigham Young University. The project, called RecoEvo, brings high school and
college science teachers, theology professors, and pastors together for discussions and
training in how to address evolution in a manner that does not make students and
congregations feel like they have to choose between science and faith.

RecoEvo grew out of research done by Jamie Jensen, a biology professor at BYU, who
included a reconciliation module in her classes. She and others created a method to
measure students’ acceptance of evolution at the beginning of the semester and again at the
end. She found that students’ acceptance increased without diminishing their religious
beliefs.



She described her findings to Sean Carroll, vice president for science education at Howard
Hughes Medical Institute, who was on the BYU campus to give a lecture.

‘I asked her how she did it, and whether she thought it could work elsewhere,” Carroll said. “I
told her we’d be interested in funding it. We're the largest private funder of science education
in the US, and biology education is our main suit. Jamie had an interesting program that
addressed evolution—which is the unifying backbone of biology—in a very thoughtful,
intentional, and critical manner.”

Jensen put together a team that included Cordero and Mann, and they held their first
workshop on the BYU campus in 2017. Professors from religiously affiliated schools
gathered and discussed the roots of conflicts between faith and science and the means for
reconciling those conflicts.

“When the professors returned to their classrooms, they reported massive changes in
student views,” Jensen said. “Students accepted evolution without losing their religion.”

Through the workshops, the professors learned how to speak of the topics without pitting
one side against the other. They learned what a reconciliation process means. It doesn’t
mean indoctrination. It does mean speaking personally about one’s own growth, listening
respectfully through difficult moments, and learning how to respond when students’ fears
come to the forefront, especially their fears about losing their identity as Christians.

“I want students to fall in love with biology,” says teacher Uma Mahajan—not to pit it against
faith.

Workshops were held in 2019 and 2021, and a virtual workshop for high school teachers in
2021 included public school educators as well as Jewish-affiliated schools. More than 250
educators and religious leaders have gone through the program so far. Participants develop
survey instruments to study the effects of teaching the reconciliation model in their classes
and curriculum to help students build bridges. Data from the workshops consistently shows
an increased acceptance of how evolution and Christian faith can share space.

In a scholarly paper Cordero cowrote with Mann, Jensen, and others, the results at PLNU
showed that students went from a 51 percent rate of full acceptance of evolution to 83
percent at the end of a course without any decline in religious beliefs.

Uma Mahajan, a former public high school science teacher in the Southeast who now
teaches at a private school in North Carolina, participated in RecoEvo in part because of the
pushback she receives from parents when she tries to teach evolution in her classroom.

“‘Every year | get letters saying, ‘Are you trying to indoctrinate our children?’” she said.



Mahajan was born and raised in a Hindu family in India, and she attended a Catholic school
where evolution was taught without conflict.

“It was not a religious issue in India, but in the US it is,” she said. “A lot of students are
legitimately confused. | want students to fall in love with biology and steer away from having
to say, ‘Here is what science says, and here is what religion says.”

The RecoEvo project gave her tools and resources to navigate the conflicts, she said.

“It helped me get buy-in from students to consider and reflect,” she said. “I'm not telling them
what to believe, but I'm helping them think. If they can exercise the part of their brain that
considers the possibilities, that's good enough for me.”

Mary Burch, who has taught high school biology and now teaches middle school life science
in public school in the Southeast, said she particularly appreciated the interactions with other
teachers during her RecoEvo workshop. “I could have done the breakout sessions and
discussion boards for hours,” she said.

Burch, who believes in a young earth and reads the Genesis creation material literally, said
the RecoEvo conference didn’'t change her mind but that she is “reflecting and considering
the things | heard.”

The workshop is about opening minds to additional possibilities, not necessarily changing
minds. Participants define the points of contention and explore possible options for
integrating evolution and religion for their particular faith tradition. Then they design
curriculum addressing that integration.

‘I benefited from the different ways of thinking,” said Burch. “Science is mostly getting
something you weren’t looking for.”

How to read and understand the Bible was a source of frustration for PLNU alumna Charisa
Gillette when she was an undergraduate biology student, until she took Cordero’s class. In
high school Gillette had been a star Bible quizzer, and some of her church leaders made it
clear that she had to choose between believing in a literal, six-day creationist view and
believing in what science was revealing. She is now in medical school in New Jersey.

“I had to keep those two views in separate parts of my brain,” she said. “I memorized
scripture and competed with scripture, but | never understood scripture. I'm still trying to
recover from that experience.”

In Cordero’s class Gillette learned how different Christian thinkers interpret science,
scripture, and faith.



‘I was amazed there were so many different ways to believe in both science and in God,”
she said. “There was so much more | didn’t have to reject in loving Jesus.”

Teaching evolution at PLNU is not new, and historically it has caused conflict with religious
leaders, donors, students, and others. Much of the criticism was aimed at professors Darrel
Falk, whose book Coming to Peace with Science: Bridging the Worlds between Faith and
Biology explains how evolution was not a contradiction to faith, and Kerry Fulcher, who is
now the PLNU provost. Falk is also a past president of BioLogos, a nonprofit organization
that provides tools to reconcile faith and science. Its founder is Francis Collins, who headed
the Human Genome Project and recently retired as director of the National Institutes of
Health in Washington, DC.

After repeated criticisms of PLNU on his radio broadcasts, in 2000 Focus on the Family
founder James Dobson lamented that he was a graduate of the institution (when it was
Pasadena College) because it had come to embrace evolution. In 2001, Falk, along with
other PLNU representatives, went to Colorado Springs to clarify their theological and
scientific positions for their famous alum.

“The evolution controversy was a first step in revealing how vast the anti-science views are
in certain segments of Christianity,” Falk said. “For me, rather than taking a defensive
posture, the bigger issue is, if evolution is true, what does it tell us about God? For one thing,
it tells us that cooperation is fundamental to life’s processes. Genes, the environment, and
other organisms evolve as an interlocked network. All of life arose through cooperating units,
and it reaches its zenith in humans. That is a story that is theologically rich, and as scientists
we have not yet done a very good job of telling that story.”

Nor is RecoEvo embraced throughout Christian higher education. Some of the teams of
professors and pastors from Christian universities who attended were afraid to tell their
universities and congregations about their participation in the project for fear of losing their
jobs. When | attended the 2019 conference at BYU and tried to videotape interviews with
each team of participants, some would not allow themselves to be recorded. They might be
open to evolution personally, they told me off camera, but they couldn’t publicly acknowledge
it.

The biggest sticking point is the acceptance of human evolution. Most students, according to
professors, can accept some aspects of evolution. But it comes to a hard stop when it comes
to you and me.

“That may be the bridge too far,” said Sean Carroll of HHMI, who has funded the program.
“I'm aware that it's a conflict in religious circles, but the scientist in me is hopeful. The
students will have to make up their own minds of what they can accept.”



But the resistance, according to Cordero, has nothing to do with science. It has more to do
with the belief that we are made in the image of God.

“The thinking often is, ‘If I'm related to primates, this takes away my sense of being special,
she said to her class. “But Jesus came as a human being, and invites us into a relationship,
which | think makes us very special,” she said.

Spending time on this question—not just on the facts, but on articulating the fear behind the
resistance—helps with accepting the possibility of how we came to be humans, Cordero
said.

She added that one of the myths of evolution is that it means there is no creator. “But
evolution is not about the origin of life,” she told her students. “It is about how life changed
after the origin.”

The RecoEvo website, where researchers and professors have shared their strategies and
findings, is geared for classrooms. But Mann notes that there are resources for pastors to
address these issues with their congregations on the BioLogos website. “Pastors
everywhere should be seeking to create space where people can come together on these
issues,” he said. “The church needs to model charity in all things now more than ever.”

For Jake Cummings, a PLNU student who is headed to law school this fall, the reconciliation
that occurred for him in Cordero’s class was not in being convinced that evolution was true
but in the realization that it didn’t have to be so divisive.

“After having worked through it, ’'m comfortable saying I’'m not opposed to the idea of human
evolution,” he said. “But this is not an issue that has to create such a falling out of a person’s
faith. . . . How we got here doesn’t matter as much as how we live.”

Carroll knows that acceptance of different ideas is a slow process—a lot like evolution.

“‘Darwin himself thought change was gradual, and that includes [the evolution of] thinking,”
he said. “One of the great things about being alive is encountering a diversity of thought. The
schools who signed up for this project have bought into this exploration. They have some
space to run here.”

And even though Carroll’s organization funds many projects, he still thinks about how this
one came to be.

“It's just luck that we met,” he said. “That’s the fun part of life. It was unforeseen, but I'm so
glad it happened.”

A version of this article appears in the print edition under the title “God and evolution.”








