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SUMMARY: Young people leave their faith for a variety of reasons, but for a significant number of 
them beliefs about science play an important role. These beliefs are often formed before young 
people enter college, which means that churches need to address the relationship between science 
and faith when young people are in middle school and high school, if not earlier. 
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Jesse Kilgore was a bright, inquisitive community college student in New York who 

loved to debate issues. But one day in the fall of 2008, the 22-year-old walked into the 
woods and killed himself.1  

Jesse had been raised in a devout evangelical Christian home, and his 
father served as a military chaplain. He enjoyed defending his faith to his 
friends and acquaintances. However, in the last months of his life, Jesse had 
been hiding a deep secret from his father: A college professor had 
recommended that Jesse read atheist biologist Richard Dawkins’ book The 
God Delusion, which argues that science refutes belief in God. The book left 
Jesse devastated. 

In the days following Jesse’s suicide, Jesse’s father learned that his son 
had revealed his growing inner turmoil to a few selected friends. In fact, just 
an hour before he took his own life, Jesse confided in his uncle, Rich May:  

He started telling me about the fact that he had been taking this biology class 
and as a result there were a lot of things that really challenged his belief and 
kinda shaken him and made him lose his faith in what he believed in. [He] 
specifically mentioned, too, that his professor recommended that he get The 
God Delusion by Richard Dawkins. 
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May recalled that when he heard of Jesse’s death, he had “an instant realization” that his 
nephew had “ended his life... because he completely lost hope in the purpose of life.” 
Jesse’s dad, Keith Kilgore, later commented: 

I woefully underestimated the heat and the challenges that he was going to take by 
going to that university… I thought he was bulletproof.  I thought that what he 
would encounter there, that he could stand just about anything they could throw at 
him.  But when he read that Richard Dawkins’ book … it ambushed his belief 
system. 

Most young people who encounter the message that science and faith are in conflict 
will not end their lives. Nevertheless, Jesse’s tragic story provides a window into how 
emotionally and spiritually devastating the belief that science refutes faith can be for a 
young man or woman. But just how widespread is the problem? 

 
What the Research Shows 

Studies indicate that 59-70% of young people who regularly attend church during 
their teen years will drop out of organized religion at least during part of their early adult 
life.2 There is debate over how many of these young people will permanently leave the 
church and how many will return later in life.3 Although some of their disengagement 
relates to intellectual questions (including questions about science), much of it is 
probably tied to transitions related to school and work and lifestyle choices.  

Despite their lack of church attendance, most of these “disengaged” young 
people still consider themselves Christians.4 However, a significant subset of the 
“disengaged” go beyond dropping out of church and stop identifying themselves as 
Christians altogether. For a significant number of these young people, science 
appears to play an important role in their decision to leave the faith.  

Among the growing number of Americans who describe themselves as unaffiliated 
with any particular faith, nearly a third (32%) believe that “[m]odern science proves 
religion is superstition,” while nearly a quarter (23-24%) identify this belief as an 
“important reason” they became unaffiliated. The percentages are even higher for those 
raised as mainline Protestants: 39% of those currently unaffiliated who grew up as 
mainline Protestants now believe that “[m]odern science proves religion is superstition,” 
and 31% identify this belief as an “important reason” they became unaffiliated.5  

Behind these statistics are people like Kyle Simpson. Raised as a devout Christian, 
the twenty-something Kyle now no longer believes in God, although he says he wants to 
believe.6 Scientific claims played a key role in his change of mind. Interviewed by 
National Public Radio as part of a larger story on young people who leave their faith, 
Kyle explained:  

I don’t [believe in God] but I really want to. That’s the problem with questions like 
these is you don’t have anything that clearly states, ‘Yes, this is fact,’ so I'm 
constantly struggling. But looking right at the facts—evolution and science—
they’re saying, no there is none. 
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Kyle’s story is not surprising given that young people are growing up in a culture 
where the belief that science contradicts faith is widely expressed in the media, popular 
culture, and books by famous scientists such as evolutionary biologist Richard Dawkins 
and physicist Stephen Hawking.7 Indeed, according to a recent national survey, 55% of 
American adults believe that “science and religion [are] often in conflict.”8 (See the graph 
above.) This same attitude can be found among young adults originally raised as 
Christians. Nearly a third of young adults with a Christian background believe that 
“churches are out of step with the scientific world we live in,” and a quarter of them think 
“Christianity is anti-science.”9  

The science versus religion message is often reinforced in college, especially in the 
natural and social sciences. While there are a number of distinguished scientists who 
believe in God, they are clearly in the minority in the scientific community, especially in 
college science departments and fields like evolutionary biology:  

• At America’s top research universities, nearly 64% of faculty in the natural and 
social sciences identify themselves as atheists or agnostics.10 

• At two-year and four-year colleges and universities, 61% of biologists consider 
themselves atheists or agnostics.11 

• Among leading scientists in the field of evolution, 87% deny existence of God, 
88% disbelieve in life after death, and 90% reject idea that evolution is directed 
toward an “ultimate purpose.”12  

The secularism of many science professors finds its way into some college-level science 
textbooks, which undercut traditional religious beliefs in the name of science. For 
example, one prominent college-level evolutionary biology textbook told students: “By 
coupling undirected, purposeless variation to the blind, uncaring process of natural selection, 
Darwin made theological or spiritual explanations of the life processes superfluous.”13 

Even outside of science classes, the science refutes religion message can be a 
prominent theme at colleges and universities. At Ball State University in Indiana, an 
English professor teaches an honors course on “Dangerous Ideas.” The sole textbook for 
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the course is an anthology edited by a prominent atheist in which the authors assert that 
“Science Must Destroy Religion,” that “[t]here is no God; no Intelligent Designer; no 
higher purpose to our lives,” and even that scientists should function as our society’s 
“high priests.”14  

Christian science professors who try to offer a different viewpoint are often 
muzzled or blacklisted. The University of Kentucky rejected the hiring of outstanding 
astronomer Martin Gaskell after faculty expressed fear that Gaskell was “potentially 
evangelical.”15 The same Ball State University that allowed the “Dangerous Ideas” course 
to be taught has tried to prevent a Christian physicist from teaching an honors seminar on 
the “Boundaries of Science” that includes a discussion of intelligent design.16 As a result 
of such censorship on college campuses, most students are unlikely to be exposed to a 
balanced discussion on issues relating to faith and science on college campuses. 

Although many colleges and universities are undoubtedly fertile ground for 
promoting the idea that science and faith are in conflict, recent research suggests 
that a significant percentage of students already embrace the science versus religion 
mindset by the time they enter college.  

In a 2004 survey of more than 100,000 incoming college freshmen, nearly a third of 
first-year male students (30.6%) and nearly a fourth of first-year female students (22%) 
agreed with the statement “[t]he universe arose by chance.” Moreover, almost a third 
(30.8%) of all freshman viewed the relationship between science and faith as one of 
“conflict.” Another third of all freshman (31.9%) viewed the relationship between 
science and faith as one of “independence”—suggesting a compartmentalized view of 
religion as irrelevant to questions raised by science.17 

This research suggests that if churches want to be effective in answering student 
questions about science and faith, they cannot wait until adulthood or rely on college 
ministries to do the job. They need to be engaging young people on these issues when 
they are in middle school and high school, if not earlier. 

 
Obstacles to Churches Dealing with Science and Faith Issues 

According to one survey, most pastors indicate that 
addressing science issues with their congregations is somewhat or 
very important. Indeed, 79% of them said they “included scientific 
themes in at least one sermon in the past year,” while “40% had 
included them in at least ten sermons.”18 By contrast, a larger 
survey of Protestant pastors indicated that only 35% of them teach 
on the specific topic of “creation and evolution” more than once a 
year, and 37% address the topic “seldom” or “never.”19 Given that 
many of the claimed conflicts between science and faith arise from 
contemporary debates over Darwinian evolution, the reticence to 
address this “elephant in the living room” is unfortunate. Of much greater concern is a 
survey of Christian youth pastors which revealed that only 1% addressed any topic 
related to science within the past year.20 
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There are many reasons pastors, church leaders, and youth ministers may shy away 
from significant engagement with science and faith issues: 

• They may feel a lack of expertise to address scientific claims. 

• They may think that understanding science is not crucial to being a Christian. 

• They may fear that addressing science and faith issues will polarize their 
congregation. 

• Youth ministers may think that lifestyle and relationship issues are paramount, 
and that intellectual questions about science won’t be interesting to many 
students.  

While there are certainly some valid concerns here, they shouldn’t prevent churches from 
ministering in this area. Pastors and church leaders do not need to be scientific experts in 
order to help their congregations explore the relationship between science and faith; there 
are many good resources available for pastors and educators to draw on (for examples, 
see the resources listed in the next section).  While understanding science isn’t 
necessarily crucial to being a Christian, at the same time, scientific-sounding claims are 
frequently being made that purport to undercut various Christian beliefs. Christians who 
are not equipped to deal with these claims are at a serious disadvantage.  

It is nevertheless true that some topics (such as the age of the earth) can lead to 
polarization within the Church. But pastors and other church leaders can help defuse 
potential divisiveness by modeling a gracious and charitable attitude, and by encouraging 
their congregations to focus on certain key truths rather than marginal issues on which 
thoughtful Christians may disagree. Some of those key truths might include: 

• Christianity is not anti-science. Indeed, the Judeo-Christian worldview helped 
nurture the scientific revolution.21 

• Even many secular scientists affirm the incredible fine-tuning of the laws of 
physics that make life possible. We live on a “privileged planet” designed in a 
multitude of ways for life and for scientific discovery.22 

• Inside our cells are molecular machines of exquisite beauty and complexity that 
point powerfully to purposeful design.23 

• Human beings are special and unique in a multitude of ways.24 

• Science is a wonderful human enterprise, but it is fallible and can be abused. It 
is therefore rational (and not “anti-science”) to explore competing scientific 
explanations, and to scrutinize cultural claims made in the name of science.25  

In any good youth ministry program it is undeniable that teens need to learn how 
their faith speaks to lifestyle choices and relationships. But addressing those topics is not 
enough.  Jesus clearly calls on his followers to love God with their minds as well as their 
hearts and strength (Matthew 22:37). The Apostle Paul likewise admonishes the church 
in Romans to be “transformed by the renewing of [their] minds” (Romans 12:2). It is 
paramount that Churches nurture the minds of their young people. Failing to do so will  
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further alienate some of the most inquisitive and thoughtful minds of the rising 
generation. Among young adults who have completely left the faith, there is a common 
refrain that their churches failed to engage their minds. In the words of Larry Taunton, 
who has interviewed many of these young people: “They felt their churches offered 
superficial answers to life’s difficult questions,” including debates over science.26 

Simply from the standpoint of discipling young people to be “salt” and “light” in 
the culture (Matthew 5:13-16), teaching them how to integrate faith and science is 
critically important. With issues of science and technology at the center of so many of our 
political, ethical, and social decisions, can we really afford another generation of leading 
scientists dominated by self-identified atheists and agnostics? Some 52% of young 
people in Christian youth groups say they plan to pursue a career in a field relating 
to science or technology.27 If churches want these young people to flourish in their 
callings and to have a positive impact on the culture, church leaders need to be intentional 
about equipping them with the tools they will need to relate their faith to their science.  

 
Key Resources for Dealing with Science and Faith Issues  

Thus far I have discussed why it is important for churches to be pro-active in dealing 
with science and faith issues. Perhaps you would like to take action, but it seems a daunting 
endeavor. Where should you start? Fortunately, there are a growing number of practical 
resources available to enable churches, Christian schools, and parents to address the 
relationship between science and faith in a constructive manner. Here is just a sampling, but 
you can find a longer list at http://www.scienceandgod.com/resources: 

• Science and Faith: Are They Really in Conflict? Scheduled for September 2014, 
this two-hour worldwide simulcast event will provide an easy way for churches 
and Christian schools to reach both adults and young people with the message that 
science and faith are friends, not foes. The event will feature renowned Oxford 
University Professor John Lennox and Discovery Institute Senior Fellow Stephen 
Meyer, author of the New York Times bestseller Darwin’s Doubt and teacher of 
Focus on the Family’s TrueU: Does God Exist? DVD series. The simulcast will be 
emceed by bestselling author Eric Metaxas.  

• The Toughest Test in College. This dramatic 45-minute documentary for teens 
and parents features compelling interviews with many Christian young people 
about their experiences in college, and it includes insights from leading experts on 
issues relating to science and faith. Available for free from Discovery Institute to 
qualified churches and schools, this DVD can be used in a variety of ways, 
including as part of an annual “College Prep Night” for high school teens and 
their parents. Free downloadable materials are available for use by churches and 
Christian schools with this resource. 

• TrueU: Does God Exist? Produced by Focus on the Family, this 10-part DVD 
series features bestselling author Dr. Stephen Meyer and explores how scientific 
discoveries over the past century have made belief in God more defensible, not 
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less. This is a tremendous resource for high school students, college students, and 
adults. To maximize your use of the series, there are free lesson plans, discussion 
questions, outlines, and other resources available to download. 

• Discovering Intelligent Design. This new supplementary science curriculum 
(textbook, workbook, and DVD) presents the best evidence from physics, 
astronomy, chemistry, biology and related fields that provide evidence that nature 
is the product of intelligent design rather than blind unguided processes. 
Especially beneficial for homeschool educators and private schools. 

• Faith and Evolution.Org. For those who have questions about evolution and its 
relationship to faith, this educational website provides free access to hundreds of 
articles, debates, questions and answers, and even downloadable curricula.  

• Science and Faith Update. Produced monthly, this free e-newsletter from 
Discovery Institute’s Center for Science and Culture highlights new articles, 
books, videos, events, and other resources related to science and faith. 
Subscribing to this newsletter is a great way to stay updated on practical science 
and faith resources you can use in your church, ministry, or school. 
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