
FINDING A LUTHERAN PASTORAL VOICE  
IN CONFLICTS BETWEEN THEOLOGY AND SCIENCE 

1. What is the central pastoral concern that we are trying to address?  

Recent research by Mark Kiessling’s team has shown that young adults in our circles have 
found the response of their pastors and congregations to be inadequate and at times 
condescending when it comes to an open and honest discussion about issues related to 
science. Are they allowed to raise such questions? Or are they being unfaithful by raising such 
questions? Here are a few samples: 

Additionally, I disagree with the Church's immovable position on many issues, with little 
acceptance of opposing viewpoints (because "How can you argue with (our interpretation) of the 
Word of God?") Additionally, it is always difficult to come home from college and hear individuals 
in the LCMS church blatantly refuse to accept modern science. (I won't say "believe" because 
science is fact - one cannot believe or disbelieve proven science.) Truly, it confuses me that 
individuals can use religion as an excuse to discredit science (global warming, evolution, etc.) with 
minimal knowledge about these topics. For instance, I have heard members of my church say, 
"Evolution makes no sense. A monkey at the zoo could not become a human." Anyone who has 
taken a high school biology class knows that this is not an accurate statement about evolution, and 
perpetuating such bogus interpretations of science makes the church appear ignorant, uneducated, 
and even dangerously dogmatic to the outside world. Even my father, whose scientific beliefs are 
deeply rooted in the LCMS spiritual (evidence-less) ideology, admitted that global warming 
seemed believable after a half hour explanation that came directly from my Intro to Geology 
textbook. The issue with the LCMS church is not that they reject science but that they refuse to 
hear factual evidence about it or even create a reasonable argument against it aside from "God 
wouldn't will it so." Probably because, like my Dad, these individuals would rethink their beliefs if 
they allowed themselves to ponder actual facts for more than a few seconds rather than accepting 
dogma without a single ounce of healthy skepticism. Personally, I do not believe 40 or 50 or 60 
years on earth gives anyone a complete knowledge "what God wills," anyway. Saying such a thing 
without evidence, Biblical or otherwise, is a cop out and reeks of incredibility.  —19 year old 
female atheist 

(questions or doubts rejected): I didn't feel safe asking questions and having doubts about my faith/the 
denomination. I felt like when I brought up issues, I was answered with condescension. …I felt 
like there was a fear whenever I brought up other ideas. Since no LCMS friends wanted to talk 
about the things that mattered to me, I slowly found new friends to talk with and connect with. — 
29 year old female Agnostic 

(questions or doubts rejected): I still feel at home in a church pew - I enjoy the music, the fellowship, 
and the community, probably more so now that I live in a big city. And, honestly, my busy 
schedule isn't an excuse to not go to church - I have the time on Sunday mornings. I'd think about 
coming back if I got a sense that they would welcome skeptics to church and not dismiss my 
skepticism out of hand. — 24 year old male “Spiritual but not religious” 

These examples show that young adults in the LCMS are experiencing what philosopher 
Charles Taylor calls the “cross-pressure” of life as a believer in the modern world.  They 1

concerns they express mirror the concerns uncovered by other studies regarding the wider 
church in America.  2
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2. What is the central theological-pastoral question that we are trying to address?  

The reactions to the Summer 2017 Concordia Journal raised any number of questions that we 
were not intending to raise or address. Instead, our interest was in the pastoral-theological 
problem introduced above. In other words… 

A). What is NOT the question at issue for us? 

a). The question is not, “what is the theological position of our synod on evolution?” We 
all uphold The Brief Statement, which is clear in its rejection of evolution. And no one 
teaches or advocates for evolution at either seminary. 

b). The question is not, “how old is the earth or the universe?” Scripture portrays a 
relatively recent creation even if it does not give a precise age.  See Adams-Arand post.  3 4

c). The question is not, “how long is a day”? There is little if any exegetical disagreement 
here among our theologians. See Adams-Arand post.  5

B). So what IS the question at issue? 

Given these exegetical and doctrinal boundaries, and given that most of us lack advanced degrees in 
philosophy or science, how can we help our scientifically inclined people (especially those 
who are going into science or are already in science) theologically navigate their way through 
the various scientific fields and spiritually wrestle with the personal conflicts that arise 
between what they have learned in the church on the basis of the Bible and what they 
have learned from their study of science or concluded from their own work as scientists? 
There are thus two aspects to this question: 

First, how do we help people navigate these issues without losing our credibility as 
pastors when it becomes apparent that we are not conversant with the best and latest 
scientific thinking, or that we do not understand current scientific theories, or that we are 
unable to assess accurately and fairly the scientific evidence (e.g., in genetics, astro-
physics)?  

Second, how do we help our people engage these issues and wrestle with the science in a 
way that does not send the message that they are being unfaithful by raising these 
questions? And how do we help them to interact with scientists respectfully and take their 
science seriously without them feeling that they are taking their faith and the Scriptures 
less seriously? 

3. What are the current options and strategies? 

At least three options are available for addressing the above mentioned questions, but are 
these adequate and sufficient for the task?  And are pastors able to discern the theological 6

nuances among these options amid all the pressures of daily ministry? For example: 

A). The Theological-Philosophical Option 

The CTCR report, In Christ All Things Hold Together, is largely a sustained argument against 
the philosophical tenet known as scientism.  

Science can be defined as denoting “a particular way to understand and get around the 
universe. Science assumes everything [within the universe] is made of fundamental stuff, and 
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this stuff acts in consistent patterns. Science tests its methods and conclusions against the 
world, i.e., science answers to the world” (Okamoto). 

Scientism can be defined as “the assumption that science has cornered the market on 
knowledge, and something can only be true if it can be tested by scientific methods.”  7

Scientism offers a reductionistic view of reality  in which science can explain everything. 8

Pros: This approach helps people recognize when scientists (e.g., Richard Dawkins, 
Stephen J. Gould, E. O. Wilson, etc) have transcended the boundaries of science and 
moved into the realm of metaphysics (e.g., when they claim that there is no purpose to 
the universe or that there is no God or that our lives have no meaning).   

Cons: it can sometimes stand up a straw man where the person essentially labels any 
scientific perspective that they disagree with as scientism without demonstrating what 
makes it an “-ism” over against the observational data that science makes. For example, 
Paul Edmon (an LCMS astronomer on our board of regents) has noted that “The cosmic 
distance ladder is very robust.”  What does one do with that? This bring us to the next 9

option… 

B). The American Evangelical Option: Theological-Scientific Synthesis 

Pastors can try to show their people how we can harmonize the science and theology by 
formulating a theological-scientific synthesis (hence creation-ism) as seen among the 
Evangelicals.  The goal of such harmonizations is to demonstrate the two are not in 10

conflict and so it is safe to believe in God (because he is not lying to us). Among the 
Evangelicals, this finds at least three expressions:  

a) Young Earth Creationists seek to interpret the scientific data by developing a scientific 
model (e.g., flood geology) outside mainstream science that harmonizes the data with 
their reading of the Bible.  Many in our circles rely on this approach (as seen with the 11

popularity of Answers in Genesis). 

b) Evolutionary Creationists seek to show how the Bible allows for evolution and an old 
earth. Some (but not all) do so often by interpreting the language and images of the 
Bible in light of Ancient Near Eastern literature (e.g., John Walton). Even though we in 
the LCMS have consistently rejected this approach, a Pew research has revealed that 
52% of our people believe in some form of human evolution and 32% seek to reconcile 
it with their faith by some form of theistic evolution.     12

c) Old Earth Creationists accept the science of geology and astronomy because they believe 
that in these matters Scripture is silent (e.g. no date is given for the age for the earth) . 
However, they reject evolution primarily because it conflicts with explicit statements in 
Scripture about God’s special creation of humans.  13

Pros: (a) those who fall into one of these three Evangelical camps all affirm that the 
Scriptures are the inspired Word of God; (b) each of these approaches recognizes that the 
relationship of faith and science is a serious evangelistic and pastoral issue; (c) each of 
these, in their own way tries to reassure people that they need not choose between God 
and science as they are in agreement. 

Cons: (a) all three of these approaches presuppose and require some expertise in science; 
(b) all three of these approaches rests on non-Lutheran theological foundations regarding 
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the relationship of faith and reason and run the risk of domesticating God (Placher). 
They risk shifting confidence to human harmonizations and resolutions. 

C). Mature Earth Option: the Omphalos (belly-button) Hypothesis 

First proposed by Philip Henry Grosse (Plymouth Brethren) in a book entitled, 
Omphalos: An Attempt to Untie the Geological Knot (1857), it proposes that God created a 
mature and fully functioning universe (complete with geological strata) for which reason 
it appears to be very old.  This may be the default position for many within our circles.  14

Pros: This approach does not so much provide a way of “harmonizing” Scripture’s 
portrayal of a recent creation with the geological and astronomical accounts of great ages 
as it provides a way to account for them without having to dispute the current scientific 
consensus.  

Cons: (a) how do we know that God did not create the universe with history and 
memories last week? (b) it is not scientifically falsifiable; (c) it may imply that astronomy 
and geology are studying historical fiction beyond a given age (e.g., 10,000 to 15,000 
years?); (d) was God being deceptive by leaving fossils and strata for a history that never 
occurred; (e) it only deals with the age of the universe and does not help with other 
science issues (e.g., what if gender confusion is grounded in physiology and not simply in 
one’s choice); (f) outside our circles it has largely been rejected.  

4. Is there another option with a more distinctively Lutheran voice? 

Our pastors need a Lutheran (versus an American Evangelical) approach that helps their 
people navigate these issues without requiring the pastor to know how to refute the science 
based upon the science when he himself does not know the best and latest science. 

 What would a distinctly Lutheran voice sound like here? How can we engage our people (and 
others) in conversation in a way that brings forward the best of our theology and does not 
simply follow the crowd? 

5. What is the OPPORTUNITY? 

Both science and theology engage the grand questions. Where did we come from? Where are 
we going? What does it mean to be human? Everyone is asking these questions, both inside 
and outside the church.  

These questions will gain greater urgency in the years ahead with every new discover in 
science and innovation in technology. Our people constantly encounter these questions in the 
wider culture (watch any SciFi fiction show today) and in conversations with non-Lutherans.  

We have an opportunity not only to help them navigate these matters for themselves (so as to 
find their certainty in Christ and his Scriptures rather than in human explanations) but also 
equip them with a Lutheran voice in their conversations. 

___________________________________
 Quoted by J. K. A. Smith at http://colossianforum.org/2012/04/24/book-review-the-evolution-of-1

adam-what-the-bible-does-and-doesnt-say-about-human-origins/
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 Their research confirms the conclusion of other such as that of David, Kinnaman with Aly Hawkins, You 2

Lost Me: Why Young Christians are Leaving Church…and Rethinking Faith (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2011). 
See especially, chapter 7, “Antiscience.” Their studies shows that many young people feel they must choose 
between God and science, don’t feel that they are allowed to ask questions about science at a time when 
they want to learn more about science and talk about science within their churches.

 See Paul Zimmerman’s excellent chapter “The Age of the Earth” in Darwin, Evolution and Creation (CPH, 3

1959), 165-166.

 https://concordiatheology.org/2018/03/a-few-reflections-on-creation-in-genesis-1/4

 https://concordiatheology.org/2018/03/a-few-reflections-on-creation-in-genesis-1/5

 I am confining myself to the options put forward by those who claim to hold to a high view of Scripture 6

with respect to its inspiration and inerrancy. As a result, the options put forward by Rome or mainline 
Protestantism are not in view here.

 Kinnaman, 135-136. 7

 Enrico Cantore, Scientific Man: The Humanistic Significance of Science (New York: ISH Publications, 1977), 8

249. See also Thomas Kuhn, Models of Scientific Revolution and Ian Hutchinson, The Monopolizing of Knowledge: 
A Scientist Refutes Religion-Denying, Religion-Destroying Scientism (Fias Publishing, 2011). 

 See https://steadfastlutherans.org/2017/11/on-miracles-and-science/ For an explanation of the cosmic 9

distance ladder, see https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cosmic_distance_ladder.

 https://concordiatheology.org/2017/12/evangelical-creation-debates-travel-guide/10

 https://concordiatheology.org/2018/02/a-travel-guide-to-the-evangelical-creation-debates-what-is-11

young-earth-creationism/

 http://www.pewforum.org/religious-landscape-study/religious-denomination/lutheran-church-12

missouri-synod/

 https://concordiatheology.org/2018/02/a-travel-guide-to-the-evangelical-creation-debates-what-is-old-13

earth-creationism/

 For a critique, see Ron Roizen “The Rejection of 'Omphalos:' A Note on Shifts in the Intellectual 14

Hierarchy of Mid-Nineteenth Century Britain.” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, (1982), 365-369.
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