
American Idols group study guide             by Dawn Owens 

 

Session 3: The Darwinian Conjecture 
 
RULES FOR THE ROAD:   
These studies are designed to be as user-friendly as possible so that you as a group leader will 
need only to download, browse through, possibly do some light preparations, and head to the 
study. In order to facilitate ease of use, cues are provided throughout the study to indicate:  

1. when you read (Bold text),  
2. when you ask questions to the group (bulleted italics), or  
3. when you have them (the group) read (Underline text).  

 
Please note also that the studies are set up with the assumption that some participants will not 
have read the American Idols chapter prior to doing the study. Therefore, there may be times 
that pieces of the text will need to be copied for them to follow along. 
 
PACKING YOUR BAGS: 

1.  Obtain (from a library or bookstore) a copy of William Steig’s picture book, Yellow and 
Pink and arrange for someone in the group to read it aloud during this week’s group study 
(alternative: Arrange for someone in the group to read the author’s summary of Steig’s story 
in Chapter 3 of American Idols, pp. 34-35).  
2. Have Bibles available in case someone comes to the study without a Bible. 
3. Bring a few extra pens and paper for participants to take notes as necessary. 
4. Have on hand at least one piece of blank paper for each participant, which will be used in 

Round 2.  
5. Look ahead to the “The Votes are In” section in this study. If your group is not likely to 

be comfortable praying spontaneous prayers of thanks as you prompt them in this part of 
the study, make copies of the handout entitled, “Creature Thanks” and use that as an 
alternative way to accomplish the goal of that section of the study.    

6. Make copies of the “What Are you Worshiping?” document. 
 
MEETING THE CAST: 
Begin by asking everyone to state his or her first and last name, and respond briefly to the 
statement,  
 

• The best thing I ever created with my own hands is… 
 
Explain that you’ll go first so others have time to think (which also gives you the opportunity to 
show by example how briefly you expect others to respond), then go around the circle. 
 
REVIEW OF LAST WEEK’S EPISODE: 
In our last meeting we discussed how materialism or consumerism can become an idol in 
place of the one true God. We discussed the importance of recognizing that what we 
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receive is from God and God alone—that our need for possession, in the purest form, is 
innocent, but our need to have more to make us happy, feel important, and feel secure is 
what gets us into trouble. 
 

• Has anyone experienced a greater sensitivity in your heart and life to the idol of 
consumerism as a result of last week’s study?  

 
ROUND 1: 
This week, we discuss another prevalent American idol, from Chapter 3 of the book, 
American Idols, which is entitled, “The Darwinian Conjecture.”  

The author begins this chapter by summarizing a story by William Steig, an 
acclaimed cartoonist and author of children’s books, including the now-famous Shrek. But 
another of his delightful picture books is one entitled, Yellow and Pink. This story is about 
two wooden puppets. Let’s listen. 
 
Have someone in the group read the story aloud from the book (alternatively, have someone in 
the group read Hostetler’s summary of Steig’s story in Chapter 3 of American Idols, pp. 34-35). 
 

• How would you describe the difference between Pink’s viewpoint and Yellow’s 
perspective? 

 
• Do you identify with either of the puppets? If so, which one? 

 
The author uses Steig’s story of two marionettes to introduce us to a common idol in our 
day and age, which he calls “naturalism.”  
 

• Can anyone take a shot at defining or explaining naturalism for me? (Wait for a couple of 
people to respond to the question.) 

 
The author’s definition of naturalism is “the belief that nature is all there is, there 
ain’t no more; absolutely everything that exists is just time, space, matter, and 
energy, that has just naturally arisen and spontaneously developed . . . all on its 
own.”  
 

•  Do you know anyone who thinks that way?   
 
•  Do you think it’s only non-Christians or non-churchgoers who tend to think that way? Why 

or why not? 
 

•  Do you think this belief ever surfaces in your thoughts or actions? If yes, how? 
 
ROUND 2: 



 

 

3 
 
If we’re like most people—even people in the church—we probably bow down to the idol of 
naturalism more often than we think. So before we go any further, let’s take a little test 
to try to get a handle on our tendency toward naturalism.  
 
Hand out a piece of blank paper to each individual. Ask the group to number the page from one 
to ten.  
 
I will ask you to respond to ten statements with a true or false answer, which you won’t 
have to hand in or show to anyone else, so you may feel free to be perfectly honest. 
Ready? 
 
Statement 1: When my day is not going well, I am prone to worry. 
 
Statement 2: If no one else is hurt by it, it’s okay if I tell a little white lie. 
 
Statement 3: I don’t usually act like it’s urgent or important for me to influence 

other people spiritually; I know what I believe, and that’s good enough 
for me. 

 
Statement 4: When someone compliments me, I am proud of myself. 
 
Statement 5: When I wake up in the morning, I spend time praying to God.  
 
Statement 6: When my finances are a mess, I am overly anxious and stressed. 
 
Statement 7: I pause often to give thanks to God for everything he has done for 

me. 
 
Statement 8: I am not sure if heaven really exists. 
 
Statement 9: I get my sense of identity from my job, family, and/or friends. 
 
Statement 10: Before taking this test, I asked God to help me answer honestly. 
 
Is everyone done? Does anyone need me to repeat a statement? If not, move on; if so, of 
course, repeat the necessary statements until everyone had understood and answered all the 
questions.  
 
Now, score yourself as follows: 

If you answered “True” to #1, give yourself 1 point; if you said “False,” give yourself a  
-1.  
If you answered “True” to #2, give yourself 1 point; if you said “False,” give yourself a  
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-1.  
For #3, give yourself 1 point if you answered, “True,” -1 if you said “False.” 
For #4, give yourself 1 point if you answered, “True,” -1 if you said false. 
For #5, give yourself -1 point if you answered, “True,” +1 if you said “False.” 
For #6, give yourself 1 point if you answered, “True,” -1 if you said false. 
For #7, give yourself -1 point if you answered, “True,” +1 if you said “False.” 
For #8, give yourself 1 point if you answered, “True,” -1 if you said false. 
For #9, give yourself 1 point if you answered, “True,” -1 if you said false. 
For #10, give yourself a -1 if you answered, “True,” +1 if you said “False.” 
 
Now, total your score, adding 1 or subtracting 1 for each statement. 
 
Generally, if you ended up with a positive score, then you are more or less prone to the 
idol of naturalism…that is, you probably tend to approach daily life as if there were no 
God, no miracles, no heaven or hell, no eternity to think about.  
 
If you ended up with a negative score, you may still have occasional tendencies toward a 
naturalistic view of things, but it’s probably not a stubborn idol in your life. 
 
THE JUDGES REVIEW: 
Let’s turn to God’s Word now and take a look at how the Bible answers the statements 
we’ve talked about. We will explore the first three together and then I will give you a 
handout so you can look up complete the exploration process on your own.  
 
Statement 1: When my day is not going well, I am prone to worry. 
Ask someone to read Philippians 4:6-7. 
 

Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything, by prayer and petition, with 
thanksgiving, present your requests to God. And the peace of God, which transcends all 
understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus. 

 
• How does this verse relate to our tendency to worry when things don’t go well ? 

 
• What do you think Paul means when he uses the word “anything” at the beginning of verse 

6? 
 

• What do you think Paul means when he uses the words “in everything”? 
 

• So, it seems that worry, according to God’s Word, is a natural—not supernatural or faith-
filled—way to respond to circumstances and events. Can anyone give me a response to 
trials or troubles that would NOT reflect a naturalistic perspective? (Give participants 
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plenty of time to think of examples; if they need help, suggest prayer and trust as 
alternatives to worry, as in the following example:   

 
Say: One alternative to the naturalistic response of worry is prayer. So, for 
example, say you have an incident at work that is going to make you late for 
another appointment. You begin to worry. But then you remind yourself that 
your worry doesn’t arise out of faith; it is acting as if there is no God who 
loves you and wants to help you, as if there are no spiritual forces all around 
you who stand ready to assist you. So, a belief in the supernatural (instead 
of the natural) might prompt you to start praying, “Lord, this incident at 
work has put me behind for my next appointment, and you know I need to get 
to that appointment on time in order to honor the other person and respect 
that person’s schedule. I believe that you will provide the time for me to get 
there. Thank you for this day, thank you for using this opportunity to build 
my faith. Thank you for giving me a car to get from one appointment to 
another. I give my burden, my worry, my anxiety over to you and, as it says 
in your word, I ask you to replace my worry with your peace, which is more 
than I can understand, and which your word tells me will guard my heart and 
mind in Christ Jesus, in whose name I pray, amen.  

 
Okay? Now let’s do something similar with Statement 2. 
Statement 2 said: If no one else is hurt by it, it’s okay if I tell a little white lie. 
Ask someone to read Luke 16:10-11 
 

Whoever can be trusted with very little can also be trusted with much, and whoever is 
dishonest with very little will also be dishonest with much.  So if you have not been 
trustworthy in handling worldly wealth, who will trust you with true riches? 

 
• Do you think this passage pertains only to money? If not, what are some other types of 

riches it may pertain to? 
 

• How does this verse speak to statement #2? 
 
• So how can this portion of God’s Word overcome the idol of naturalism in our minds and 

hearts?  (possible answer: it makes us aware that even seemingly small choices to obey 
God and honor him in every detail of our lives forms a foundation of trust and paves the 
way for God to reward us with greater riches of many kinds)    

 
Statement 3 said: I don’t usually act like it’s urgent or important for me to influence other 
people spiritually; I know what I believe, and that’s good enough for me. 
 
Ask someone to read Romans 10:12-15. 
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For there is no difference between Jew and Gentile—the same Lord is Lord of all and richly 
blesses all who call on him, for, "Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved." 
 How, then, can they call on the one they have not believed in? And how can they believe in 
the one of whom they have not heard? And how can they hear without someone preaching to 
them? And how can they preach unless they are sent? As it is written, "How beautiful are 
the feet of those who bring good news!" 
 
• How do these verses speak to statement #3? 
 
• How might a reluctance to share your faith with others reflect a reliance on a 

naturalistic view of “the way things are?”  (possible answer: if I keep my faith to myself, 
I am acting as if there were no hell, no heaven, no eternity, and no need for sinners to be 
saved. Even if I say I believe in all those things, if my actions reveal otherwise, I am 
bowing to the idol of naturalism). 

 
These are just a few examples for you to chew on. I’m going to pass out a worksheet 
containing all the statements I asked you to respond to, along with some Scripture 
passages that show God’s perspective of those things (and, of course, there are many 
other Scriptures you could cite as well, which you may feel free to write down as you 
explore further). Please make sure to take time this week to consider what the Bible says 
about these areas and ask God to change you as he reveals areas where you reveal 
naturalistic tendencies. 
 
THE VOTES ARE IN: 
As we consider all we have learned today, let’s go back to Genesis 1, where it all began, 
and use that as our guide in responding to this study. (NOTE: As mentioned at the beginning 
of these notes, if your group is not likely to be comfortable praying spontaneous prayers of 
thanks as you prompt them in this part of the study, distribute copies of the handout entitled, 
“Creature Thanks” and use that as an alternative way to accomplish the goal of this section of 
the study).    
 
I am going to start this exercise by modeling how I’d like us to respond. After I read 
Genesis 1:1 and then pray a prayer of thanks to God for the things described in that 
verse, I’d like us to go clockwise around the group, allowing each of us to read a verse or 
two (or three) and then pause to give thanks to God our Creator before going on to the 
next person.  Let me show you what I mean. 
 
Read Genesis 1:1,  
 

In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.  
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then respond with: 

Thank you for beginning the awesome act of Creation. Thank you for creating the 
heavens. Thank you for creating the earth. Thank you God that you are our Creator 
God.   

 
Now let the rest of the group try: 
Have the person to your left read v. 2-5 and give thanks to God, using those verses as a guide. 
Have the next person read v. 6-8 and give thanks to God, using those verses as a guide. 
Have the next person read v. 9-10 and give thanks to God, using those verses as a guide. 
Have the next person read v. 11-13 and give thanks to God, using those verses as a guide. 
Have the next person read v. 14-19 and give thanks to God, using those verses as a guide. 
Have the next person read v. 20-23 and give thanks to God, using those verses as a guide. 
Have the next person read v. 24-25 and give thanks to God, using those verses as a guide. 
Have the next person read v. 26-31 and give thanks to God, using those verses as a guide. 
 
Now ask the group the following questions: 
 

• How did it feel to go through that exercise? 
 

• Were there any thoughts that went through your head as group members gave their 
thanks for the things God created? 

 
• Are there ways you can incorporate that exercise into your daily living? 

 
COMMERCIAL BREAK: 
Recognizing an idol is of course the first step. Taking the time to confess, repent, and 
pray for change and healing is the next. Let’s take some time as a group to pray for “our 
eyes to be opened” this week to the idol of Naturalism so that we can identify it and move 
away from it.  
 
PREVIEWS FROM NEXT WEEK: 
Next meeting’s time, date and location: 
Read chapter 4 of American Idols and do the spiritual formation assignment as you 
committed to in your covenant. 
 
Make sure you review next week’s group study prior to the group meeting time.  
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WHAT ARE YOU WORSHIPING? 
 
After reading the Scripture pertaining to each statement, write down how you can change that 
behavior in your life. 
 
Statement 1: When my day is not going well, I am prone to worry (Philippians 4:6.7). 
 
 
Statement 2: If no one else is hurt by it, it’s okay if I tell a little white lie (Luke 16:10-

11). 
 
 
Statement 3: I don’t usually act like it’s urgent or important for me to influence other 

people spiritually; I know what I believe, and that’s good enough for me 
(Romans 10:12-15). 

 
 
Statement 4: When someone compliments me, I am proud of myself (Jeremiah 9:23-24). 
 
 
Statement 5: When I wake up in the morning, I spend time praying to God (Psalm 90:14, 

Psalm 92:1-2). 
 
 
Statement 6:  When my finances are in a mess, I am overly anxious and stressed (2 

Corinthians 9:10, 11). 
 
 
Statement 7: I pause often to give thanks to God for everything he has done for me 

(Psalm 100). 
 
 
Statement 8: I am not sure if heaven really exists (John 3:16-17). 
 
 
Statement 9: I get my sense of identity from my job, family, and/or friends (Colossians 

3:23-24). 
 
 
Statement 10: Before taking this test, I asked God to help me answer honestly (James 

1:5-6). 
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LET ALL CREATION PRAISE 
 
Reader:  In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.  
 
Response:  God, thank you for beginning the awesome act of Creation. Thank you for creating the 

heavens. Thank you for creating the earth. Thank you, God that you are our Creator 
God.   

 
Reader:   Now the earth was formless and empty, darkness was over the surface of the deep, and the 

Spirit of God was hovering over the waters.  And God said, "Let there be light," and there was 
light. God saw that the light was good, and he separated the light from the darkness. God 
called the light "day," and the darkness he called "night." And there was evening, and there 
was morning—the first day.  

 
Response:  Spirit of God, thank you for your part in Creation. Thank you for creating light and 

darkness, day and night, and morning and evening.   
 
Reader:  And God said, "Let there be an expanse between the waters to separate water from water." 

So God made the expanse and separated the water under the expanse from the water above 
it. And it was so. God called the expanse "sky." And there was evening, and there was 
morning—the second day.  

 
Response:  Father, thank you for clouds above and springs below the earth. Thank you for the 

beauty of the skies, for all the beauty that “from our birth, over and around us lies.” 
  
Reader:  And God said, "Let the water under the sky be gathered to one place, and let dry ground 

appear." And it was so. God called the dry ground "land," and the gathered waters he called 
"seas." And God saw that it was good.  

 
Response:  God, thank you for land and sea, for portraying your grandeur in mountains and waves, 

in heights and depths. 
  
Reader:  Then God said, "Let the land produce vegetation: seed-bearing plants and trees on the land 

that bear fruit with seed in it, according to their various kinds." And it was so. The land 
produced vegetation: plants bearing seed according to their kinds and trees bearing fruit with 
seed in it according to their kinds. And God saw that it was good. And there was evening, and 
there was morning—the third day.  

 
Response:  God, thank you for every form of vegetation that grows on the earth: mighty redwoods, 

fragile orchids, grass and vine and bush and tree, every one of which displays your 
imagination and attention to this earth you have created. 

  
Reader:  And God said, "Let there be lights in the expanse of the sky to separate the day from the 

night, and let them serve as signs to mark seasons and days and years, and let them be lights 
in the expanse of the sky to give light on the earth." And it was so. God made two great 
lights—the greater light to govern the day and the lesser light to govern the night. He also 
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made the stars. God set them in the expanse of the sky to give light on the earth, to govern 
the day and the night, and to separate light from darkness. And God saw that it was good.  
And there was evening, and there was morning—the fourth day.  

 
Response:  God, the heavens declare your glory; thank you for creating a universe replete with 

planets and stars, moons and meteors, novas and supernovas, black holes, galaxies, and 
space beyond our comprehension. 

 
Reader:  And God said, "Let the water teem with living creatures, and let birds fly above the earth 

across the expanse of the sky." So God created the great creatures of the sea and every 
living and moving thing with which the water teems, according to their kinds, and every winged 
bird according to its kind. And God saw that it was good. God blessed them and said, "Be 
fruitful and increase in number and fill the water in the seas, and let the birds increase on the 
earth." And there was evening, and there was morning—the fifth day.  

 
Response:  Mighty God, thank you for your glorious creativity in populating the seas and skies.     
  
Reader:  And God said, "Let the land produce living creatures according to their kinds: livestock, 

creatures that move along the ground, and wild animals, each according to its kind." And it was 
so. God made the wild animals according to their kinds, the livestock according to their kinds, 
and all the creatures that move along the ground according to their kinds. And God saw that it 
was good.  

 
Response:  God, thank you for the amazing diversity of species that comprise the animal kingdom, 

for animals wild and domestic, those that climb, crawl, walk, slither, burrow, buck, 
waddle, lumber, run, race, jump, and sidle—thank you for the obvious delight you have 
taken in your Creation! 

  
Reader:  Then God said, "Let us make man in our image, in our likeness, and let them rule over the fish 

of the sea and the birds of the air, over the livestock, over all the earth, and over all the 
creatures that move along the ground." So God created man in his own image, in the image of 
God he created him; male and female he created them. 

  
Response:  Lord God, you saw all that you had made, and said it was very good. And it is! Thank 

you for creating me, and the billions of others on earth and throughout history like me. 
You are my Creator, and I bow before you in humility and awareness that I pray may 
last all my days, in Jesus’ name, amen. 

 
     
 
 


