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   Introduction
 The second half of the year 2005 saw public attention in the United States focused as seldom before on a court case centered on an idea. The case, Kitzmiller versus Dover School District, was tried in United States District Court in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania. It was brought by a group of parents in order to determine whether a concept called "Intelligent Design" should be presented to students in high school biology courses, along with standard evolutionary theory, for their consideration in forming their ideas of the origins and development of life on earth. Intelligent Design claims to be a nonreligious, scientific reading of the evidence available and concludes that life on earth did not originate nor develop randomly, but rather shows evidence of intelligent design.1 The judge in the case, John E. Jones III, ruled on December 20, 2005, that the Dover School Board's insertion of Intelligent Design into the high school science curriculum was unconstitutional because it violated the constitutional ban on the teaching of religion in public schools. He, therefore, accepted the plaintiff's argument that the teaching of intelligent design was basically religious in nature, and not scientific. The Pennsylvania ruling received nationwide attention as well because there are school boards in numerous other states, like Kansas, in which moves to require the teaching of intelligent design along with evolution in public schools were in various stages of planning.2 Predictably, liberal groups like the American Civil Liberties Union, which supported the plaintiffs, were happy at the outcome,3 while conservative groups, particularly those of evangelical Christians, decried it.4 Anyone reading the copious press and media coverage surrounding this case will readily understand that all the sound and fury concerns much more than the proposition that the origin and development of life on earth is to be attributed to an intelligent design and not merely to chance and random mutation. Intelligent Design [End Page 173] has become an issue that transcends the narrow legal front upon which this case was argued, and has come to adumbrate many of the political, social, and religious tensions that beset contemporary American society.5
 This article will attempt to contextualize the issue of evolution and Intelligent Design as it presents itself to contemporary American Jews. It will do so by paying special attention to historical Judaic responses to perceived conflicts between religion and science generally, and concerning evolution and its teaching in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries specifically. It will then describe American Jewish responses to this debate in the religious, political, and educational spheres. Finally, it will indicate some of the directions in which the American Jewish community seems to be headed with respect to the public discussion of this issue.
 
  The Issue of Evolution: An Historical Perspective
 The issue of the origin of life is one which rivets the attention of all human societies, historical as well as contemporary. In those societies governed by the scriptural traditions of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, the origin of life, and of the universe itself, was attributed to the action of a purposeful God, and was understood in terms of revealed scriptures, such as the Hebrew Bible and the Qur'an. The scriptural understanding of human origins received a number of major challenges in the modern era. One of the greatest commenced around the middle of the nineteenth century, with the publication of Charles Darwin's On the Origin of Species (1859). Darwin's book presented an argument scientists found intellectually compelling: that life forms born with beneficial mutations will survive and bequeath them to their offspring, whereas those without these advantages will become extinct.6
 The controversy that ensued within western society defined much of the debate between religious tradition and science in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. People on all sides of this debate were forced to confront the implications of Darwin's scientific ideas for religious belief. Darwin's theory showed a way in which the origins and development of life on earth could be explained without reference to a divine designer. In a relatively short time, the debate commenced. Science increasingly became an "official definer...
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