The past few days were spent at the ACSI Teacher’s Convention in Mesa (Phoenix area), Arizona.  The Keynote speaker was Dr. Phillip Johnson, author of “Darwin on Trial” and other books.  We were told that a number of people follow him around everywhere to hear him speak, including some reporters from the Phoenix area Newspapers.  Several reporters sat in to hear the Keynote address.  The following is a brief summary of what he said and his responses to my questions later after the address.

The Address:

He said that he is one of the leading proponents of the Intelligent Design movement and spoke on the logical conclusions applied by our society, because of the influence of Darwinism. He pointed out that if you want to start with the ID viewpoint, then start with John Chapter 1 and not Genesis. He said that the College Professors and the News Media propagate the idea that everything got here through a mindless process beginning with particles and impersonal laws.  He stated that Evolutionists do not need evidence, although that would be nice, but it is the process itself that matters.  Science is then defined as a process of natural explanations.  Evidences are only the illustrations of the theory.  He then outlined the downhill slide from Darwinism to the logical conclusions of that theory.  First was the Peppered Moth story in 1959, then the Russian Sputnik in 1957, which caused the scientific media to spur on the public to think like the Evolutionary scientists and to support their agendas. The 1960s followed and the student revolts and in turn followed by rejection of school prayer in 1962, the divorce “reform” in 1967-68, and finally Roe vs. Wade in 1973.  

Both Jeff Childs and I independently picked up a contradiction that Dr. Johnson presented.  In discussing the effects of the Darwinian influence on Western thinking, he quoted Rodney King’s “can’t we just all get along” statement as a compromise and then mentioned later that we need to “unite that which is divided and divide that which is united” referring to the stronghold of the Evolutionary thinking and the dividedness of Churches regarding creation theory.  He didn’t say how we unite, but I intended to ask him to clarify what he meant, if I got a chance later.  He was not an easy man to talk to; he did not “hang” around for any interface with the audience.  I did manage to spend less than five minutes with him and several minutes alone with his wife, later on that day.

His Responses:

I asked him directly what he meant by that statement, because I wasn’t clear on what he was saying. He replied that Catholics, Protestants (He is Presbyterian, but I didn’t get a chance to ask what type), Seventh Day Adventists and others need to discard their differences and work together to show a united front in our doctrine, so that we can explain the Intelligent Design to Evolutionists without them seeing us as divided.  I asked him what his position was regarding old or young Earth ages, and he refused to discuss the issue including the Genesis “days” and so on, because it so divisive.  I asked what he personally believed and he refused to answer.

I then asked his wife, after his second lecture, about how they felt about organizations such as ICR, Answers in Genesis, and Hugh Ross’s books and his organization.  She said that they have a great deal of respect for ICR, a little less for Hugh Ross and very little for Answers in Genesis, because they felt that Ken Ham was too adamant and offensive to many people in his very strong doctrine.  I then asked her if she believed that the book of Genesis should be interpreted literally, partially literal or mythological.  She said that they do not discuss such things.  I asked again what she herself personally believed.  She said that they do not hold a position, but she would not know what to position to take.  She explained that those discussions are non-essential doctrines and should not be the focus of the Intelligent Design approach to Evolutionists. I wanted to ask what Dr. Johnson’s next step would be once he convinced an evolutionist that their theory is weak and accept the ID concept, but I did not get a chance.  I did not see them again for the rest of the Convention. 

My opinion of Dr. Johnson is that one cannot have a meaningful discussion or dialogue about origins with him, because (1). he will not discuss it and (2). he has no position that he will admit to.  I think that he is inconsistent, because he will attack Evolutionists on their inconsistencies, but will not defend the Faith himself on issues on the interpretation of Genesis, which I consider essential doctrine. I think that he is a proponent of Ecumenicalism, who will not admit it.  He did not seem to understand the Catholicism issue with Fundamental Protestants, but I did not get a chance to pursue that any further, because of reason (1) above.

Consequently, I am very disappointed in Dr. Johnson.  I don’t think that he is much help in bringing people (Evolutionists in particular) to the point of Saving Grace through the Holy Spirit!  “A man convinced against his own will, is unconvinced still.”  Think about it.

Is debate even being allowed?  If so, in what format and how is it being received? 

There is fierce resistance.  For example, we had a conference at Baylor University in April 2000 to discuss whether the evidence of nature points towards or away from the need for a supernatural creator.  It was probably the most distinguished conference in Baylor history, with two Nobel Prize winners and many of the country's most distinguished professors in science, philosophy, and history.  The conference so frightened the Baylor faculty that they demanded that the sponsoring Institute be shut down at once to make sure that nothing of that kind ever happened again!  Baylor is a Baptist University, by the way, that advertises itself to prospective students as providing a Christian education.  On the issue of naturalism the university world is totally closed-minded and fearful.  The nominally Christian institutions are particularly fearful because they are understandably worried that they will be accused of betraying their heritage and advertising themselves falsely.   But the truth will eventually wear them down. 

What has been the response of the Christian community to your work? The secular community? 

I am extremely controversial (or even dismissed out of hand) in the Christian academic community, and in the moderate-to-liberal mainstream denominations like the PC-USA (to which I belong).  I draw huge audiences at conservative churches and seminaries, and also at secular universities.  Students are fascinated by the topic of origins, and want to hear something more substantial than the propaganda they get in their classes.  The most peculiar reaction is the hostility which I encounter from many professors at Christian colleges and seminaries.  You would be amazed if I gave a list of the evangelical institutions that don't want me on campus!   This is not because I am unpopular there, but because my message is too well received for the comfort level of certain influential professors.  I am raising a question that the accommodationist professors had hoped would be buried forever, and they are extremely embarrassed when students start asking them the tough questions about evolution and naturalism.  But everyone who steps out on behalf of the truth encounters bitter opposition like that, in the church as well as in the secular world.

