
1 
 

Churches That Push Scientists Away:  
Restoring Engagement with Scientists 

(While Reassuring the Faithful) 
Philip M. Wala 

 
Scientifically minded individuals, looking for a nurturing environment in 
which to explore faith, may find the local church a place of discomfort, 
tension, or even rejection.  Scientists, trained to continuously test, ques-
tion, gather new evidence, correct, and retest every hypothesis in a never-
ending search for truth, find themselves in an alien environment when sur-
rounded by believers who confidently proclaim that their search for truth 
has ended.  

Through the eyes of a career scientist/engineer with over 50 years of at-
tendance and ministry in Assemblies of God churches, practical sugges-
tions are offered on ways to develop a congregation that is prepared to 
embrace rather than fear science, to connect in a meaningful way with the 
scientific community, and to apply critical thinking skills to the continual 
reassessment and correction of their own faith-based world view. 
 

vangelical churches wanting 
to establish a welcoming envi-
ronment for members of the 

scientifically-educated community 
face a difficult task.  The “creation 
science” movement, which has 
dominated  evangelical interaction 
with science since the early 1960s, 
amounts to a lifetime of teaching for 
most of today’s evangelicals, a  dura-
tion long enough to make this per-
spective equivalent to established 
doctrine — by assumption, if not by 
actual codification.  Such teaching, 
which frequently portrays scientific 
thought, and scientists themselves, as 
threats to Christian faith, can create a  
hostile environment, where scientists 
must either forsake their scientific 
knowledge, or at least keep quiet 
about it. 

The opportunity now exists for a 
restoration of the once dynamic en-
gagement between science and faith.  
Compelling evidence from the 2003 

completion of the Human Genome 
Project has led many church leaders 
to reconsider their once dogmatic 
opposition to evolutionary biology.  
The Assemblies of God’s 2010 posi-
tion paper on creation2 now calls for 
open dialogue on the three creation 
models deemed consistent with 
sound biblical interpretation: young 
Earth creationism (YEC), old Earth 
creationism (OEC) and evolutionary 
creationism (EC).3  

E 

Philip Wala earned his Ph.D. in electrical engineering as a 
National Science Foundation Fellow at Stanford University. 
Having attended Assemblies of God churches for over 50 
years, he has served as elder, deacon, and small group leader, 
and has taught in adult and teen Sunday School classes, in 
overseas Bible schools, and from the pulpit. He is passionate 
about reaching out to the scientifically-educated, and is the 
author of the blog Faith for Thinkers (faithforthinkers.com). 
He currently works as a research and development engineer in 
suburban Minneapolis, holds 18 US patents for his work in 
wireless telecommunications, and is a member of the Ameri-
can Scientific Affiliation. The story of his wife’s miraculous 
healing from Multiple Sclerosis will be told in the soon-to-be-
released book, Miracles Are For Real.1 
 

Philip Wala 

Presented at the Assemblies of God Faith & Science Conference 
Springfield, MO, June 27-28, 2011 



2 
 

Unfortunately, fifty years of damage is 
hard to undo. Attempts by church leaders to 
accommodate scientific thought may be seen 
by congregants as a compromise of what they 
assume to be orthodox Christian belief.  
Church leaders navigating these waters there-
fore face the daunting task of reevaluating 
their own doctrinal positions and trying to es-
tablish meaningful dialogue with the scientific 
community, while at the same time reassuring 
their congregation (and perhaps themselves) 
that the journey is an effort to restore, rather 
than depart from, orthodoxy. 

Scientific and Evangelical Minds: 
The Role of Critical Thinking 

In order to evaluate the ways the church has 
pushed away the scientific community, and 
the steps that can be taken to restore a more 
healthy environment, it is helpful to consider 
how scientifically-minded people process in-
formation, and how that differs from the ways 
typical evangelical Christians have been con-
ditioned to think about things. In doing so, it 
will become evident that much of what causes 
scientists to feel pushed away can be attrib-
uted not just to differing conclusions, but to 
the radically different methods used to arrive 
at those conclusions. 

In using the term “scientifically-minded”, I 
intentionally broaden the scope to include not 
just professional scientists, but those in other 
fields who are scientifically literate by virtue 
of education or avocation, and who apply 
what could be termed “critical thinking skills” 
to their evaluation of truth claims. In order to 
provide a basis for comparing scientific and 
evangelical thought, I will condense the at-
tributes of critical thinking listed by Towne4 
into three general categories:  independent 
thought, evidence-based thought, and healthy 
skepticism. 
Independent Thought 

Scientists are trained to discover new 
things, that is, to look for things that others 

may not have noticed.  New scientific theories 
achieve consensus only after they have been 
challenged by a scientific community trained 
to offer every imaginable, and often con-
trarian, alternate explanation. This is a point 
often missed by those who are critical of sci-
ence; scientific consensus is often perceived 
as closed-mindedness by those unaware of the 
contentious challenges that preceded arrival at 
that consensus.   

The scientific mind is also trained to 
evaluate separate issues independently.  Con-
sensus on one set of issues may be accompa-
nied by a total lack of consensus on others.  A 
99.85% agreement among earth and life scien-
tists on evolutionary biology,5 for example, 
may be accompanied by a complete lack of 
consensus on faith issues, with one poll show-
ing an even 40-40 split (with 20% unsure) 
among scientists on belief in a personal 
prayer-answering God.6 

In contrast to the independent thought en-
couraged by the scientific method, much of 
the evangelical world seems threatened by di-
vergent opinion and comforted by conformity. 
One doesn’t need to associate with any com-
munity of believers for long before learning 
their generally held “evangelical Christian po-
sition” on everything from political affiliation 
to gun control, global warming, and theories 
of origins.  

Conformance to the assumed standard of 
Christian opinion is often accompanied by an 
assumption that other groups are just as ho-
mogenous  This can lead to the errors of over-
simplification and generalization.  Many 
evangelicals, for example, assume an intrinsic 
link between evolution and atheism, in spite of 
previously cited data to the contrary.  This 
makes it easy for evangelicals to establish 
clearly defined battle lines that divide the 
world into distinct “us” and “them” categories 
in a “cosmic battle” between good and evil.7 
While this mindset may serve to provide af-
firmation of one’s membership in the “us” 
group, it can also serve to push scientists fur-
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ther away from fellowship.  By framing the 
faith and science discussion as an “either/or” 
false dichotomy,  many scientists will sadly 
walk away from a church that seems unwilling 
to accept “both” as a viable alternative.  

Evidence-Based Thought 
Another salient feature of critical thinking 

is an evaluation of truth claims based on evi-
dence, rather than on authority, emotion, or 
intuition.  This mindset is reinforced by a his-
tory of scientific advances which seemed 
counterintuitive when first proposed.  Helio-
centrism was a counterintuitive explanation 
for planetary motion until Galileo’s observa-
tion of the phases of Venus provided eviden-
tiary proof.8  Big bang cosmology was de-
nounced within the scientific community (by 
such noted figures as Albert Einstein and as-
tronomer Fred Hoyle) for its counterintuitive 
notion that the universe not only had a begin-
ning, but that it originated in an infinitely 
small singularity. But evidence-based thinking 
prevailed, and the scientific community even-
tually conceded to the evidence for a “moment 
of creation”,9 emotional attachments, intuition, 
and scientific authority figures notwithstand-
ing. 

In contrast to the evidence-based thinking 
prevalent in the scientific community, evan-
gelicals have typically been conditioned to 
look to their chosen spiritual authorities (pas-
tors, teachers, or parachurch ministries) for 
their interpretations, rather than interpreting 
evidence directly. Consequently, many evan-
gelicals hear only the preselected evidence 
which supports their chosen authorities’ par-
ticular interpretation of scripture.  Teaching 
often relies heavily on a handful of easily re-
futed examples, such as the claimed “irreduci-
ble complexity” of the human blood-clotting 
mechanism10 or the assumed lack of transi-
tional fossils, and ignores the vast body of 
more recently discovered fossils11 or evidence 
from the human genome.12 While any teacher 
would be expected to preferentially choose 
references that support his premise, the scien-

tifically minded person will be suspicious if he 
knows those references to be blatantly unrep-
resentative.   

Churches can also alienate the evidence-
based thinker by resorting to arguments based 
on emotion and intuition.  Arguments such as 
“it’s counterintuitive,” “you weren’t there”, 
and “why aren’t more people convinced?” are 
likely to be deemed completely irrelevant to 
an evidence-based thinker. Much worse are 
the arguments that rely on emotional portray-
als of scientists as evil conspirators in a mas-
sive deception, or that may even use imagery 
implying an intrinsic connection between sci-
ence and the atrocities of Nazi Germany.13  
Not surprisingly, scientists are unlikely to ac-
cept such rhetoric as an invitation to fellow-
ship. 

Healthy Skepticism 

The final component of critical thinking is 
the practice of healthy skepticism.  Authentic 
skepticism is not the automatic and cynical 
dismissal of a body of thought.  Rather, it is 
the open-minded practice of withholding 
judgment until truth claims can be examined 
from all angles, and then once a decision is 
made, to continue submitting one’s own be-
liefs to periodic reevaluation.14 For the scien-
tist, every answer only leads to dozens of 
more questions.  While others may be frus-
trated by not having all the answers, the au-
thentic skeptic is energized by the process of 
questioning, and actually looks forward to the 
resulting disagreement and debate.   

In contrast, much of the church world uses 
the word “skepticism” pejoratively, and asso-
ciates questioning with doubt or lack of faith. 
The scientist, used to a community that thrives 
on asking difficult and often unanswerable 
questions, will quickly become frustrated try-
ing to interact with believers who dismiss such 
questions with a standard repertoire of quick 
answers. 
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Engaging Scientists While Reassur-
ing the Faithful 

Effectively reconnecting with the scien-
tifically-minded requires a renewal of critical 
thinking skills. What follows are a number of 
suggested ways in which each of the catego-
ries of critical thinking can be modeled and 
encouraged within the church. 

Encouraging Independent Thought 

Independent thought begins by allowing 
dialogue that includes more than one possible 
interpretation.  Dogmatic refusal to accept any 
alternate interpretation leads to angry rhetoric 
that can divide congregations, so the key is to 
continually strive for inclusive language that 
admits to the acceptability of multiple inter-
pretations.  Billy Graham modeled that well in 
his statement: 

I believe that God created man, and 
whether it came by an evolutionary 
process … or not, does not change the 
fact that God did create man.15 

Sprinkling sermons, writings, and con-
versations with such inclusive language can 
help squelch the false dichotomies that create 
barriers between believers and between the 
church and the scientific community.  Citing 
examples of respected evangelicals such as 
Graham and others who are open to a wide 
variety of interpretations can also demonstrate 
that the correlation between faith and science 
is not one-dimensional.16 The Biologos state-
ment on science and faith, for example, in-
cludes such noted signatories as Jack Hayford, 
Philip Yancey, Os Guinness, and Tim Kel-
ler.17   

Those suspicious of rapprochement with 
science need to be reassured by carefully de-
fining terminology. Fear of compromise on 
the doctrine of inerrancy, for example, can be 
addressed by applying the term both to scrip-
ture itself and its interpretation.  By broaden-
ing the definition, one can reaffirm the iner-
rancy of scripture, but look to other forms of 
God-given revelation, including His general 

revelation in nature, to assure that one’s inter-
pretation of scripture is increasingly inerrant.   

Likewise, those who insist on literal in-
terpretation of scripture can be reassured by 
defining two types of literalism:  the superfi-
cial literalism of the words themselves, and 
the deep literalism of the intended message.18  
The fact that there actually are seeds smaller 
than the mustard seed makes Christ’s state-
ment in Mark 4:31 literally untrue, at least at a 
superficial level.  But if it is understood that 
Jesus’ intent was to teach a spiritual lesson, 
not a botany lesson, one can apply the stand-
ard of literalism to this passage in a deep, 
rather than a superficial sense. 

Of course, the most controversial hot-
button word, and the one that needs to be most 
carefully defined, is “the E-word” itself.  In 
many evangelical churches, the term evolution 
is likely to elicit a vitriolic response, without 
anyone pausing to consider how that word is 
being defined. Harvey provides six definitions 
for the term, arranged in order of scientific 
certainty.19 For the purposes of this discus-
sion, I will use a modification of that list, with 
five definitions arranged in order of level of 
acceptance within the evangelical community: 

1. Change over time  

2. Change driven by genetic variation 
and natural selection (“microevolu-
tion”)  

3. Common ancestry (“macroevolution”) 

4. Evolution of life from non-life (abio-
genesis) 

5. Evolutionism 

Almost no one would dispute (1), which 
would cover such common practices as se-
lective breeding of domestic animals and de-
velopment of hybrid crops. 

Almost as universally accepted is (2), as 
evidenced by the observed development of 
drug-resistant strains of bacteria.  Even ardent 
young-earth creationists concede this point, at 
least if limited to variations within a given 
“kind” of living thing, and use it to explain 



5 
 

how the millions of species now in existence 
might have originated from the limited num-
ber that would have fit on Noah’s ark. (Inter-
estingly, this involves a rate of change orders 
of magnitude greater than anything predicted 
by evolutionary biology.20) 

The evangelical community had difficulty 
accepting (3) when based on incomplete fossil 
evidence, but the overwhelming genomic evi-
dence in the past ten years has changed that 
dramatically. Many evangelicals who have 
taken time to consider the evidence, including 
intelligent design proponents such as Behe,21 
are now willing to accept common ancestry as 
scientifically-proven fact. 

It is interesting to note that definitions (1) 
through (3) define evolutionary biology, and 
include nothing that the Assemblies of God, or 
many other evangelicals, would deem the-
ologically unacceptable.  Definition (4) re-
mains a matter of speculation, both scientifi-
cally and theologically, and only definition 
(5), which misappropriates the science to sup-
port a world view based on philosophical 
naturalism,22 specifically excludes God.  Yet 
when most evangelicals hear “the E-word,” 
they immediately assume that (5) is an inex-
tricable part of the package. 

Deep-seated opposition to evolution can 
be reframed as opposition to the materialistic 
philosophy rather than the science.  One can, 
without inconsistency, be fully supportive of 
(1) through (3), undecided on (4), and  ada-
mantly opposed to (5). 

Encouraging Evidence-Based Thinking 

Encouraging evidence-based thinking re-
quires willingness to address all evidence, in-
cluding that which may challenge your current 
beliefs. Much “creation science” curriculum 
continues to rely on hand-picked evidence 
from the 1960s, giving the impression of a 
weak faith that needs to avoid certain areas of 
investigation, for fear that “chinks in one’s 
armor” might be exposed.23  On the other 
hand, references to the latest discoveries of 

biology and astronomy reflect a confidence 
that true faith, although it may be corrected, is 
never threatened by knowledge. Many teach-
ing resources that reflect the best of recent 
scientific discoveries are now available – 
among them the films Test of Faith24 and A 
Leap of Truth,25 the “Pathways to Truth” 
video curriculum,26  and the Science and Na-
ture in Christian Perspective lesson plan by 
Harvey.27  

Even exposure to blatantly non-Christian 
material can be a faith strengthener, if pre-
sented in an appropriate context. A pastor can 
effectively demonstrate the robustness of his 
faith by making it known that he has actually 
considered and read books by such outspoken 
atheists as Dawkins28 and Hitchens,29 and 
come away with a faith that has been strength-
ened by the challenge. 

Thoughtful consideration of evidence can 
be enhanced by providing historical perspec-
tive.  Numbers30 provides a detailed account 
of evangelical perspectives on science, while 
Noll31 and Giberson32 contribute excellent 
summaries.  Of particular note is the role of 
Seventh Day Adventism in the origin of young 
earth creationism.  As these authors point out, 
an old earth interpretation of Genesis, usually 
incorporating a “gap” or “day-age” model, 
was almost universally accepted among evan-
gelicals from the early 1800s until the 1960s.  
It wasn’t until 1961 when Whitcomb and Mor-
ris33 adapted a 1923 work by Seventh Day 
Adventist George MacReady Price,34 carefully 
scrubbing it of all references to Seventh Day 
Adventism, that the young earth model gained 
any traction.  This perspective often comes as 
a surprise to those who assume that the young 
earth interpretation is a historical legacy, 
rather than a recent departure. 

  It can also help to understand the recep-
tion Darwin’s theories first received among 
evangelicals.  Among Darwin’s early defend-
ers were noted theologian, and the “father” of 
the doctrine of inerrancy, B.B. Warfield,35 and 
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biologist Asa Gray, who was also one of the 
founders of the fundamentalist movement.36 

An interesting technique I have used to en-
courage reassessment based on historical per-
spective goes as follows: Without any direct 
reference to the issue at hand, but using many 
of the common arguments used in the crea-
tion/evolution debate, I lay out my case, ap-
pealing to the inerrancy of scripture, the teach-
ings of the church, and the scientific theories 
(that are, after all, just theories) that clearly 
contradict scripture. As expected, most evan-
gelicals take a resolute stand on the side of the 
church. I then calmly add something I had 
“forgotten” to mention: that the year is 1615, 
and they have all just taken a stand against the 
heliocentric theories of Copernicus and Gali-
leo.  The resulting “cognitive dissonance” of-
ten catches many by surprise, and gives op-
portunity to reevaluate their own stance from a 
fresh perspective.37 

Encouraging Healthy Skepticism 

Evangelical pastors sometimes are condi-
tioned to believe that they should have an-
swers to every question.  Developing a con-
gregation that can connect with skeptical 
thinkers, and knows how to apply skeptical 
thinking skills to their own beliefs, requires 
learning how to be comfortable with questions 
that remain unanswered, or result in unre-
solved ambiguity. Rather than seeing “I don’t 
know” as an admission of failure, it should be 
seen as a humble recognition of the vast unex-
plored mysteries of God.   

This mindset can be reinforced by a will-
ingness to publicly address some of the most 
difficult questions posed to Christians, but 
should always be accompanied by a discus-
sion that addresses multiple ways of resolving 
apparent paradoxes.  Often, it is more benefi-
cial to give people permission to think, than it 
is to tell them what to think.  Such treatment 
also serves to connect with skeptical thinkers 
by validating their questions, and ensuring 
them that the mysteries of God are deep 

enough that they need never run out of ques-
tions. 

Beyond leaving some questions unresolved, 
a healthy attitude toward skeptical thinking 
can be further modeled, and scientific thinkers 
engaged, by encouraging even more imagina-
tive and speculative areas of questioning.  
What might the existence of multiple uni-
verses tell us about the nature of God?  What 
about the possibility of life on other planets?  
Could seeing God as Father have anything to 
say about giving birth to life through seem-
ingly natural processes?   Such questions not 
only engage the scientifically minded, but can 
also serve to energize the thinking of long-
time believers.  

Finally, it is important to humbly admit 
mistakes of the past – on one’s own behalf, 
and on behalf of the church.  Changing one’s 
view on something is sometimes seen as a 
sign of weakness.  On the contrary, it’s hard to 
see how it’s possible to encourage others to 
change their minds, unless they’ve seen us 
model it ourselves. 

Epilogue: A Personal Reflection 
Much of this paper reflects a personal jour-

ney.  After a 90-plus year family history in the 
Assemblies of God, 27 years of ministry in 
one church, and a move to a new community, 
my wife and I were recently led to a new place 
of ministry in a dynamic Spirit-filled body of 
believers outside the AG fellowship, where 
my passion to share the wonders of God 
opened up by new scientific discoveries is no 
longer stifled. My prayers are with the fellow-
ship of my spiritual heritage as it takes steps to 
reengage with the scientific community, and 
moves forward in its exploration of the unend-
ing mysteries of God. 
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