Pope Bolsters Church's Support For Scientific View of Evolution 


E-MAIL Print Save Share


Del.icio.usDiggFacebookNewsvinePermalinkBy JOHN TAGLIABUE 


Published: October 25, 1996


Nearly a century and a half after Darwin's ''Origin of Species,'' Pope John Paul II has put the teaching authority of the Roman Catholic Church firmly behind the view that the human body may not have been the immediate creation of God, but is the product of a gradual process of evolution. 





With a formal statement sent to the Pontifical Academy of Sciences on Wednesday, the Pope said, ''Fresh knowledge leads to recognition of the theory of evolution as more than just a hypothesis.'' 





Neither the Pope nor the Vatican elaborated on the ''fresh knowledge'' that prompted the Pope's statement. 





The church has never formally condemned the theory of evolution, but its strongest statement of concern came in the encyclical letter ''Humani Generis,'' issued by Pope Pius XII in 1950. 





That encyclical strongly cautioned that while evolution as such might not be objectionable, it played into the hands of materialists and atheists who sought to remove the hand of God from the act of creation. 





But Pius raised no objection to the promulgation of Darwin's views as a ''serious hypothesis'' that could be embraced by Catholics as long as it was not presented as ''certain doctrine.'' 





John Paul's statement is unlikely to change significantly the teaching of evolution in Catholic schools in the United States, where it is already a standard part of the curriculum. But in public schools, where the teaching of evolution and creationism is a contentious issue, the Pope's statement is seen as supporting the idea that religious faith and the teaching of evolution can easily coexist. $(Page A12.$) 





In his statement, made public today, the Pope did not address the apparent conflict with biblical versions in Genesis of the creation of the universe and human beings. 





But he called it ''remarkable'' that the views first espoused by Darwin in the last century had ''progressively taken root in the minds of researchers, following a series of discoveries made in diverse spheres of knowledge.'' 





The Pope did say, however, that the essential point of Pius's message was that, ''If the human body has its origin in living material which pre-exists it, the spiritual soul is immediately created by God.'' 





Today's statement appeared to be the latest action in the fulfillment of frequent urgings by the Pope to Catholics that the church should be prepared to amend wrong teachings adhered to in the past. 





In 1992, in a similar statement to the Academy, a group that advises the papacy on scientific matters, the Pope sought to rectify one of the church's most infamous wrongs toward science, the persecution of Galileo for asserting that the earth moved around the sun. 





Though perhaps not as sharp as the conflict between the church and Galileo, Catholic skepticism toward Darwin's views long stood as an emblem of conflict between reason and dogma, faith and science. 





Though such statements are usually delivered to the Academy personally by the Pope, this statement was presented in written form because John Paul, who is convalescing from an operation to remove his appendix, continues on a reduced schedule. 





Darwin's evolutionary theories were proposed chiefly in two works, ''On the Origin of Species by Means of Natural Selection,'' which was published in London in 1859, and ''The Descent of Man, and Selection in Relation to Sex,'' published in 1871. 





The statement did not mention Darwin by name, nor did it make reference to views that human beings are evolved from other species, such as apes. 





But the temptation was too great to resist for some Italian papers, which reported the news in front-page articles. 





''The Pope Rehabilitates Darwin,'' read the sober headline on the Rome daily Il Messaggero. ''The Pope Says We May Descend From Monkeys,'' said the conservative Il Giornale. 





The statement was immediately welcomed by prominent natural scientists. 





''As he has done many times in the past, the Holy Father recognizes science as a depository of values that are on the same plane as those of the faith,'' said Antonino Zichichi, a noted Italian nuclear physicist and one of the moving spirits behind European nuclear research. 





''The third millennium will set the stage for this grand alliance between faith and Galilean science,'' he said. 





The earlier expressions about evolution, by Pope Pius, came against the 1950's backdrop of concern over the spread in Europe of Communism, which denied the existence of God. 





Evolution, he wrote, was ''gladly made use of by the proponents of Communism to make of themselves defenders and propagandists of dialectical materialism and to take from minds every notion of God.'' 





At least since that time, Catholic biblical theology dropped any pretense of viewing the biblical depiction of creation in Genesis as a literal text, preferring to see it as a symbolic presentation that left room for scientific hypotheses of the origins of humanity and the universe. 





Though Protestant fundamentalists have firmly continued to oppose the Darwinian view, and have taken a literal view of the creation texts of Genesis, the problem of reconciling the views has been less virulent in predominantly Roman Catholic societies. 





Msgr. Francis Maniscalco, a spokesman for the National Conference of Catholic Bishops, warned against the misunderstanding that the Pope was basing his evaluation of evolution on his religious authority or presenting it as a teaching of the Catholic Church rather than on the scientific evidence in its favor. 





''What belongs to science belongs to science, and what belongs to religion belongs to religion,'' he said. Religious truth and scientific truth must ultimately be in harmony, he said, but even when they have implications for each other, he added, they rest on different grounds. 





But the Pope also clearly distinguished between varying ''theories'' of evolution, and came down in favor of those of a more spiritual bent. 





''In truth, rather than of a theory of evolution, one should speak of theories of evolution,'' he said. 





''This plurality depends, on the one hand, on the diversity of explanations that have been put forth of the mechanism of evolution, and on the other, on the varying philosophies to which it refers. We have thus materialistic and reductionist readings, and spiritualist readings.'' 








