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B
SECTION

By Douglas Kindschi,
Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute,
GVSU

John Polkinghorne— about
whom I wrote last week
and with whom I have

enjoyed spending some discus-
sion time here
in Cambridge,
England— has
written what
he calls his last
book, “Science
and Religion in
Quest of Truth.”
He calls himself
a “bottom-up”
thinker in the attempt to take
the evidence of scientific experi-
ments and religious experience
to develop theories that seek to
be coherent and explanatory.
He attributes the success of

science by its limiting its scope to
“only one dimension of the human
encounter with reality, essentially

that which can be called imper-
sonal.” He also argues that, in
spite of this limitation, “scientific
achievement cannot be claimed to
constitute the attainment of com-
plete and absolute truth. Instead
science’s exploration of reality
must be seen as resulting in the
creation of ‘maps’ of the physical
world, which are indeed reliable,
but only on a particular scale.”
Themap image reminds me

of the difficulty of making a two-
dimensional map of the three-
dimensional planet Earth. When
looking at a flat map of the flight
route from America to England,
it seems like one goes too far
north rather than straight east.
That is because the map distorts
what is in fact the shortest dis-
tance on the globe, which is the
arc of a great circle.
MyMuslim friends point out

the same situation when in their
daily prayers they are to face

Mecca, for which the shortest
“great circle” route is facing
northeast fromGrand Rapids.
Theology and religion use met-

aphor and symbolism to create
maps that help us comprehend
aspects of reality that go beyond
the limits set by science. Because
of the complexity and unique-
ness of human experience the
“maps” are not as specific and
precise, yet they can be invalu-
able in helping us make our way
through the pathways of our
human existence.

HERITAGEANDTRADITION
Polkinghorne also recognizes

the difference between the cumu-
lative nature of science and the
importance of tradition and heri-
tage in other fields. He points out
a “physicist today understands
muchmore about the universe
than Isaac Newton ever did, sim-
ply by living three centuries later

than that great genius.”
“In religion, as in every other

encounter with reality, there is
no presumption to bemade of
the superiority of the present
over the past. Just as the indi-
vidual creative work of Bach and
Beethoven is an indispensable
part of our present experience of
music, so in theology the insights
of great figures of the past …
remain a necessary part of the
contemporary conversation.”
For Polkinghorne, both sci-

ence and religion require a ratio-
nal strategy based on experiment
and experience. Both build mod-
els and use metaphors that can-
not be taken literally.
Science and religion seek to

explain, but there are differ-
ent and yet not incompatible
ways of explaining. I could ask
why a candle burns and give a
scientific explanation involving
the breakdown of hydrocarbons

into molecules of hydrogen and
carbon, which vaporize and
react with oxygen from the air
to create heat, light, water vapor
and carbon dioxide. Or I could
give a practical explanation: It’s
burning because I just lit it. Or a
purposeful explanation: It’s burn-
ing because we are celebrating a
birthday or a baptism.
While the scientific explana-

tionmight be precise and non-
controversial, the purposeful
explanationmight be more
relevant in a given situation. All
of the explanations can be true
while not in opposition.
As I explore the different

ways in which our scientific and
religious languages function, I
also am aware of the differences
among the various religious tra-
ditions and how religious expla-
nation is muchmore complex
and nuanced.
—Contact: interfaith@gvsu.edu

Makingaplea forunity
By Michelle Boorstein
The Washington Post

A
mid reports the United
Methodist Church was
close to dividing over
LGBT equality disputes,
the top bishop last week
askedmembers to

recommit to remaining together,
though he described their com-
munity as having a “broken heart”
and in the views of many are “out
of time.”

Bishop Bruce Ough spoke during an
unscheduled appearance at the major,
once-every-four-years meeting of the
global denomination, which took place in
Portland, Oregon.
Ough, who is the incoming president

of the Council of Bishops, said he was
responding to a flood of social media
leaks about secret meetings top church
leaders were having during its General
Conference about the possibility of
separating.
UnitedMethodists, the third-largest

faith group in the United States, have
been talking for years about splitting as
conservative wings from Africa and Asia
become far more numerous than the rela-
tively liberal American church. Pressure
has grown since same-gender marriage
started to become legal, meaningmore
pastors are performing such weddings
for congregants— or coming out them-
selves— and traditional members are
pushing for more accountability to United
Methodist law and even for trials of pas-
tors who violate it.
Ough sought to push back on the

accounts about splitting, showing the lead
administrative official in the church wants
to keep people together, but he offered
no specifics about what would happen
with those meetings nor what new plan
he or other bishops had to try to resolve
the ongoing tensions. He acknowledged
Methodists are divided, as are their
leaders.
“I have a broken heart and, collectively,

we have a broken heart. Our hearts break
over pain, anger, disunity we observe
and experience in our beloved United
Methodist Church, and frankly, within
our Council,” Ough said of the Council of
Bishops he heads.
A request to the denomination’s com-

munications arm for clarity about what
Ough’s words mean going forward was
not immediately returned.
It was not clear from his comments if

the bishops were planning— asmany
centrist leaders have called for— to put
forward some new concrete proposal.
He said the council is “not advancing

any call” for the disbanding of the denomi-
nation, though “at the same time, we
remain open to new and innovative ways
to remain in unity ... perhaps new struc-
tures for our UnitedMethodist Church.”
So much of the church is working, he

said, “and yet, so much needs to adapt to
new realities. Many voices believe we are
out of time.”

NEWLOOKOFTHECHURCH
This month, 30 percent of delegates

came from Africa, whereMethodists tend
to bemuchmore conservative on issues of
homosexuality. Roughly half of members
in the denomination are from the United
States.
The group of leaders whomet privately

reportedly discussed breaking into con-
servative, moderate and progressive
communities.
UnitedMethodists are wary of such

division. They also are cautious about
change. But it is inevitable because of the
way the church has spread.While the
denomination was formally created in the
United States in 1968, its roots gomuch
farther back to England.
A key group of traditional, evangelical

UnitedMethodists, the Good News Group,
put out a statement last week saying
the meetings were attended byWarner
Brown, the outgoing head of the Council
of Bishops, and were aimed at “seeking a
way to be able to live together within our
church.”
The question of how and whether to

stay together has been constant, andmore
than 100 proposals were under consider-
ation at the conference.
Disputes over human sexuality appear

to many to bemost pressing. This is in
part because UnitedMethodists have not

changed their stance on homosexuality,
whereas much of mainline Protestantism
has in someway.
The UnitedMethodist News Service

listed “church structure and powers” as
the first of top, broad issues to be voted
upon in Portland.
Themost broad is ameasure asking if

Methodists “can create a global Book of
Discipline that says: ‘Here’s what we agree
uponworldwide,’ and then one for each
area of theworld to help us deal with our
own cultures,” said the Rev. TomBerlin, a
delegate from the Floris UnitedMethodist
Church inHerndon, Virginia. “The issue is:
What questions belong to thewhole, and
what questions belong to the parts?”
The UnitedMethodist Book of

Discipline— the group’s book of law and
doctrine— calls homosexuality “incom-
patible with Christian teaching.” The
church also has seen huge controversy in
recent years as pastors have begun openly
bucking the ban on officiating same-
gender weddings, and high-profile dis-
ciplinary trials have embarrassedmany
Methodists.

DISCUSSINGSEXUALITYSINCE 1972
The topic isn’t new. According to The

Columbus Dispatch, the denomination
has been discussing sexuality every four
years since 1972.
Of the 32,4000 UnitedMethodist con-

gregations in the United States, more
than 700 are part of the pro-equality
ReconcilingMinistries Network, it said.

But things have been escalating. And
Methodists saw Episcopalians— the U.S.
wing of Anglicanism— in dozens of con-
gregations break away from their church
a decade ago after the denomination
becamemore officially welcoming.
The Rev. Douglas Damron, a pastor

at Epworth UnitedMethodist in Toledo,
Ohio, posted on Facebook lateMay 16 from
Portland that the Ohio delegation had
been updated that night by the Rev.Mike
Slaughter, a prominent centrist fromOhio.
Describing what Slaughter had told

the group, Damron posted that a group
of bishops, leading pastors and advocacy
groups have beenmeeting to ask “the
question of can the UnitedMethodist
Churchmove forward in regard to the
question of gay and lesbian inclusion.”
He continued:
“Short answer was no. The far right

and far left are entrenched in their theo-
logical understandings. The group also
faced a reality that by 2020 and beyond,
our African UnitedMethodist sisters and
brothers would control the church so
what this would mean practically is that
the UnitedMethodist Church would be
on a trajectory to become ever more con-
servative on a whole host of issues. Our
leaders believe the hour has arrived for a
loving separation.
Chris Ritter, who is a pastor at First

Methodist in Geneseo, Illinois, and a
blogger, wrote all sides were to blame. A
split would be “more of a divorce than a
funeral,” he said.

Multiple ways of explaining in science and religion
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Methodist Council of Bishops President Bishop Bruce Ough is visible on multiple screens May 18 as he leads the room in prayer in
Portland, Oregon, where the United Methodist Church held its once-every-four-years meeting last week. The church is facing a bitter
fight about whether they should lift the church ban on same-sex marriage. (AP)

Top bishop addresses United Methodists conference amid talk of splitting over gay equality
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