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ABSTRACT
Charles Darwin’s publication of On the Origin of Species in 1859 

was an extraordinary milestone for science, but it also had profound 
effects on theology, philosophy, literature, and society in general.  
Nowhere is this more true than in the United States, where the 
teaching of evolution has been contentious since the early part of the 
20th century.  Why have Darwin’s ideas been so valuable – and yet 
so controversial?  The answers lie not in science, but in history and 
culture.

RESUMO
A publicação de Sobre a Origem das Espécies por Charles Darwin 

em 1859 foi um extraordinário marco para a ciência, mas também 
teve efeitos profundos na teologia, filosofia, literatura e na sociedade 
em geral.  Em parte alguma é isto mais verdade do que nos Estados 
Unidos, onde a teoria da evolução tem sido contenciosa desde a 
primeira parte do século XX.  Por que razão têm as ideias de Darwin 
sido tão valiosas – e no entanto tão controversas?  As respostas não 
residem na ciência, mas na história e na cultura.

INTRODUCTION

The year 2009 is the 200th 
anniversary of the birth of 

Charles Darwin, and the 150th 
anniversary of the publication of 
the best known of his 19 mono-
graphs and books, On the Origin 
of Species.  Darwin is justly hon-
ored this year as a brilliant and 
insightful scientist who contrib-

uted more than any other single 
person to modern biology, and 
made substantial contributions 
to geology as well.  Here I want 
to focus on how Darwin was 
part of a revolution in how west-
ern culture looks at nature and 
the place of human beings in it, 
because Darwin’s views contrib-
uted not only to science, but to 
culture, literature, art, and re-
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ligion.  Yet I don’t want you to 
think that Darwin’s views in the 
late 1800s occurred in a vacuum, 
or in themselves caused a revo-
lution: this revolution has a his-
tory that stretches several hun-
dred years. 

The idea of evolution is a pro-
found one with consequences 
well beyond science itself.  At 
its core, the idea of evolution is 
that the universe has had a his-
tory:  the galaxies and stars, our 
Sun-based planetary system, 
the planet Earth, and the living 
things on our planet are differ-
ent today than they were in the 
past. Evolution, therefore, is 
relevant to the sciences of as-
tronomy, geology, biology, and 
anthropology.  In this paper, I’m 
restricting my comments to only 
biological evolution.

As a subfield of general evo-
lution, biological evolution has 
three components.  The “big 
idea” of evolution is that living 
things have common ancestors 
and, in Darwin’s terms, have 
descended with modification 
from these common ancestors.  
Evolutionary biologists study bi-
ological evolution by looking at 
the mechanisms or processes of 
evolution – the factors that bring 
about descent with modification 
– and looking at the patterns of 

evolutionary change: how the 
tree of life has branched through 
time.  Two of these three ideas 
form the core of Darwin’s On the 
Origin of Species: common ances-
try, and the process of natural 
selection.

Common ancestry and the 
mechanism of natural selection 
are profoundly connected 
with how we perceive the 
relationship of humans to 
nature, and for many Christians, 
the relationship of  God to 
nature as well.  In this paper, I 
will be talking about two world 
views that have colored these 
relationships, and that have 
affected and were affected by 
the idea of evolution: the theme 
of stasis versus change, and the 
contrast between natural causes 
and supernatural causes as 
explanations for nature.

But first, I want to introduce 
an idea that preceded evolution.  
Special Creation is a Christian 
view concerning how God       
creates.  In Special Creationism, 
God creates the universe by fiat 
in essentially its present form.  In 
the most common form of Special 
Creationism, Young-Earth Crea-
tionism, God creates everything 
in its present form at one time, 
relatively recently, over six 24-
hour days, as understood in a 
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literal translation of Genesis.  In 
Young-Earth Creationism, the 
age of the universe is measured 
in thousands of years rather 
than billions.  Young Earth cre-
ationism contrasts with Old-
Earth Creationism, another form 
of Special Creationism in which 
God creates the universe essen-
tially as we see it, but (in vary-
ing versions) sequentially over 
a long period of time.  In Old-
Earth Creationism, the universe 
is considered to be hundreds of 
millions if not billions of years 
old.  Special Creationism reflects 
both of the themes of stasis ver-
sus change, and supernatural 
versus natural causation.

STASIS VERSUS CHANGE

Special Creationism is a 
static view of the world: from 
this perspective, the universe is 
created in its present form, and 
largely has remained that way 
since God rested on the 7th day.  
It is also a statement that God 
acts directly on the world, much 
as a human agent would.  The 
static view of reality was first 
seriously challenged during 
the age of exploration, begin-
ning in the 1500s.  During that 
time, Europeans ventured to 
the literal New World of North 

and South America, Polynesia, 
and the continent of Australia, 
and also more fully explored 
Africa and Asia.  During the 
1500s to the 1800s, Europeans 
discovered a huge number of 
plants and animals that were 
unfamiliar to them.  How could 
they be explained?  When your 
reference to reality is the Bible, 
how do you explain whole con-
tinents that aren’t mentioned 
there?

One theological hypothesis 
was the possibility of addition-
al creations not mentioned in 
the Bible, but that was rejected 
because of the implication that 
the Bible is incomplete.  An in-
complete Bible has other theo-
logical implications beyond the 
understanding of the natural 
world.  But the large amount 
of new natural history discov-
ered during the period of ex-
ploration required rethinking 
of some traditional Christian 
theology, such as Noah’s flood.

How did the animals of 
North and South America (or 
Australia) get to their present 
locations from the Middle East, 
if the Bible is to be taken liter-
ally and an actual boat landed in 
the Middle East from which all 
living things (plant, animal, and 
human) are descended? 
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Perhaps worse for biblical 
literalists, not only were new 
plants and animals discovered, 
there were people in those new 
lands unmentioned in the Bible.  
How did Native Americans or 
Pacific Islanders fit into the tra-
ditional Special Creation view? 
Were American Indians, for ex-
ample, the children of Adam 
and Eve, or the result of a sepa-
rate special creation? Were there 
odd races not yet discovered, 
perhaps monsters? 

Along with Special Creation, 
a very common view of nature 
was one originally proposed by 
Aristotle, but incorporated into 
Christianity: the Great Chain of 
Being.  This was the view that 
all of nature could be ranked 
in a great ladder of life (scala 
naturae) from the most simple 
to the most complex, or least 
perfect to most perfect, or from 
most base to most holy – criteria 
differed as the Great Chain of 
Being was interpreted through 
the centuries.  In all versions, 
though, God was at the top, 
angels and other heavenly be-
ings came next, and human be-
ings were ranked above all ani-
mals and plants.  New flora and 
fauna that became known to 
Europeans during the 1500s and 
1600s combined with the extant 

knowledge of Eurasian plants 
and animals produced quite a 
confusing array of living things 
to be placed along the Great 
Chain of Being.

Into this confusion stepped 
Carl Linnaeus who was born al-
most 100 years before Darwin, 
in 1707.  His work of classifying 
a huge proportion of the known 
plants and animals of his day 
was widely recognized both in 
his time and ours as a truly mon-
umental undertaking.  Linnaeus 
derived a systematic way of 
naming plants and animals that 
replaced the jungle of regional 
and common names with a two-
word Latin phrase representing 
the genus and species to which 
the plant or animal belonged.  
Genus and species in turn were 
part of a hierarchical grouping 
that moved up through several 
other levels including the fam-
ily, order, class, phylum, and 
kingdom.

At least in the beginning of 
his career, Linnaeus to a large 
degree looked upon his work as 
filling in the links of the Great 
Chain of Being.  He viewed his 
efforts to categorize all of nature 
as showing the details of God’s 
creation, and glorifying God by 
doing so.  He grouped organ-
isms together based on similar-
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ity of features:  the reproductive 
organs of plants, the shape and 
location of bones in vertebrates, 
the number of joints and seg-
ments of insects, and so on.  He 
found that the more organisms 
he studied, the clearer became a 
hierarchical grouping of all liv-
ing things.

He and his contemporaries 
interpreted this as reflecting 
God’s Special Creation – a static 
creation of “kinds” (as the Bible 
terms it) reflecting separate 
rungs on the Ladder of Life.  I’m 
going to come back to that hier-
archical grouping of organisms 
when I discuss Darwin, but let 
me say a few more words about 
the study of nature and how 
it related to Christian faith at 
around the time of Linnaeus.

Special creation is founded 
on the idea of a God who acts 
directly to produce the world 
as we know it. Modifications to 
Special Creationism appeared 
as early as the 1600s, when 
Newton’s calculations showed 
that he could explain the move-
ments of the planets around 
the Sun without resorting to 
the direct hand of God. God (or 
angels) didn’t need to be push-
ing the planets in their orbits;  
God could create through sec-
ondary causes – for example, 

the created law of gravitation.  
Newton was a very religious 
scientist who believed that God 
was more admirable for creat-
ing the laws of nature by which 
nature operated, rather than 
having to constantly intervene 
to keep the universe operating.  
The principle that God could 
work through secondary causes 
did not cause great disruption 
in Christian theology, perhaps 
because Newton was so devout, 
and framed his view as glorify-
ing God, rather than diminish-
ing God.

During the 1700s, like the as-
tronomers before them, geolo-
gists began to make discoveries 
about the laws that affected the 
surface of the planet.  Initially 
these discoveries were stimu-
lated by the practical necessity 
of exploring the surface of the 
Earth to enable the building of 
canals for commerce during the 
industrial revolution.  Later, sci-
entists undertook the study of 
geology for its own sake.  They 
found that using natural laws – 
rather than the direct hand of 
God – they could devise plau-
sible explanations for the ori-
gin of mountains, or why rocks 
appeared in layers of strata, or 
why rivers ran where they ran.  
Most of the early scholars of the 
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Earth were people of faith, and, 
following Newton’s example, 
they attributed the laws to the 
hand of God, although not the 
specifics of the results of those 
laws. 

Moving God a bit back from 
nature had its theological ad-
vantages.  There are many nat-
ural disasters: are they all sent 
by God?  If God is responsible 
for directly sending lightning, 
why did he disproportionately 
seem to strike church steeples?  
The loss of churches to light-
ning strikes was a major prob-
lem in colonial America that 
was solved by Ben Franklin’s 
invention of the lightning rod.  
The reason lightning tended to 
strike church steeples more of-
ten than other structures was 
because lightning will preferen-
tially strike the highest point in 
an area, which in Colonial towns 
was often a church steeple.  God 
need not have had special ani-
mosity towards the Methodists! 

This naturalization of na-
ture was taking place with in-
creasing regularity from the 
1600s through the 1800s, as the 
methodology of science, requir-
ing the testing of explanations 
of natural phenomena, began 
to result in more and more ac-
curate depictions of nature.  It 

did not challenge faith if phe-
nomena become naturalized by 
being explained through a natu-
ral cause, as long as “God had 
something to do with it”, which 
of course, as the Creator of the 
natural laws, He did.  In fact, as 
Newton had proposed, the view 
of God as the great law-maker to 
many minds made God a more 
awesome power than the view 
of God as tinkerer, constantly 
fi ne-tuning the universe.  The 
French mathematician Laplace, 
who corrected some calculations 
of Newton’s, thus removing the 
necessity for God to occasionally 
correct the planets’ orbits, re-
portedly was asked by Napolean 

“M. Laplace, they tell me you 
have written this large book on 
the system of the universe, and 
have never even mentioned its 
Creator.” 
Laplace, ever the scientist, re-

plied, 
“I had not need of that hy-

pothesis”. 
In requiring God to periodi-

cally correct the orbits of the 
planets, Newton had commit-
ted what Christian theologians 
call the “God of the Gap” er-
ror.  Lacking a natural explana-
tion for an orbital phenomenon, 
Newton plugged the gap in his 
knowledge with God’s action, a 
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deus ex machina to explain nature.  
Christian theologians don’t like 
the God of the Gaps;  because the 
method of science does a very 
good job of explaining nature, 
gaps in the understanding of na-
ture are regularly fi lled with nat-
ural causes. God is then removed 
from the gap in our knowledge, 
thus, according to Christian the-
ologians, diminishing God.  As 
a result, over the last 250 years 
or more, Christian theologians 
have relied less and less upon 
God as direct cause of natural 
phenomena, though preserving 
God’s involvement as the crea-
tor of the laws and principles 
governing the universe, and as-
suming an ultimate Providence 
or divine plan. God doesn’t send 
lightning strikes: lightning is a 
stream of electrons having a nat-
ural cause.  God doesn’t directly 
cause earthquakes: plate tecton-
ics cause earthquakes.

Although this view is main-
stream Christian theology, it 
is not without its detractors: 
many strains of conservative 
Christianity believe that pulling 
back God in this fashion results 
in deism, which they deplore.  
And conservative Christian 
spokespeople not infrequently 
invoke God’s wrath for natural 
disasters such as hurricanes.

THE EVOLUTION OF A 
WORLD VIEW

At the beginning of the 1800s, 
then, the idea of a static, spe-
cially created universe already 
had been badly eroded by the 
discoveries of geologists, physi-
cists and astronomers, who had 
shown that natural laws could 
do an excellent job of explaining 
nature.  This explanation tended 
to be done with the blessing of 
the Church:  God, after all, was 
the creator of these laws, and 
had a plan and a purpose for 
Creation.  It was to be expect-
ed that the ideas of change and 
natural law eventually would be 
applied to the world of living or-
ganisms as it had been applied 
to stars, planets and rocks.  Did 
living things also change over 
time?  Was it possible to devise 
natural laws that could explain 
how biological nature worked, 
much as Newton and the other 
great scientists had devised for 
physical phenomena?  And what 
about God?

The full incorporation of bi-
ology into the natural sciences 
would face more difficult hur-
dles than that of the physical 
sciences:  The movements of the 
planets is a less sensitive topic 
than the creation of Adam and 
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Eve. Into this environment was 
born Charles Darwin, in 1809, 
200 years ago this year.  Yet al-
though he was to revolutionize 
thinking about living organ-
isms, ironically, one of the most 
important books to shape the 
consideration of biological or-
ganization during his time was 
published only a few years be-
fore Darwin was born, in 1802.  
This was Natural Theology, by 
the English clergyman William 
Paley. 

Natural Theology was an apol-
ogetic – a proof of the existence 
of God – and it was a well-writ-
ten, highly-praised, and per-
suasive book.  Darwin himself 
read it with great pleasure and 
agreement while in college, and 
Paley’s views were common 
among educated people of the 
early to mid-1800s.  Paley pro-
posed that living things were 
much like human machines and 
other artifacts, and because eve-
ry human artifact had a maker, 
living things also had a Maker, 
only with a capital M.  His anal-
ogy has become classic:  if one 
found a rock on the heath, one 
would not take much notice:  
the rock might always have 
been there.  But if one found a 
watch on the heath, one would 
know from the intricacy of the 

various parts, fitted together to 
accomplish the purpose of tell-
ing time, that there had to have 
been a watch maker.  Similarly, 
when one sees a complex natural 
structure, such as the vertebrate 
eye, it is clear from the complex-
ity of this structure, composed 
of independent parts fitted to-
gether to accomplish a purpose 
of forming an image transmit-
ted to the brain, that there had 
to have been an eye maker: God.  
The purposeful arrangements of 
parts, such as in a human arti-
fact or a complex structure such 
as the vertebrate eye, is evidence 
for the existence of God. 

The assumption behind this, 
of course, is that nature is ran-
dom, chaotic, directionless, and 
purposeless, whereas God is 
purposeful, directive, organiz-
ing and intelligent.  This view of 
course is presaged in Genesis:  In 
the beginning there was Chaos, 
and God stepped forth and said 
“Let there be light” – and every-
thing else followed.  In the Bible, 
God creates order out of Chaos; 
in this view, God stands apart 
from nature, and contrasts with 
nature.  Chaotic nature is what 
God stands above, controls, and 
makes orderly.  It thus was in-
conceivable to Paley that ran-
dom forces of nature could put 
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together by chance the springs, 
wires, gears and other compo-
nents that make a complex ma-
chine recording the passage of 
time, or a complex structure like 
the vertebrate eye.  Only God 
could create complex, adaptive 
structures.

Darwin’s views were to pro-
foundly challenge this dichoto-
my of chaotic nature vs. God as 
direct creator.

In On the Origin of Species 
Darwin proposed two main 
ideas: that living things had 
descended with modifi cation 
from common ancestors (bio-
logical evolution), and that the 
main mechanism of this change 
was natural selection.  This best 
known of Darwin’s books pre-
sented copious amounts of data 
to support the inference that liv-
ing things had common ances-
tors, and his arguments were 
very persuasive to the scien-
tifi c community, which within 
a few decades (on the outside) 
had come over to acceptance of 
common ancestry – as did most 
of the Christian clergy.  The 
mechanism of natural selection, 
however, was less persuasive, 
partly because of the lack of un-
derstanding of the source of ge-
netic variation (which developed 
in the 20th century with the dis-

covery of Mendelian genetics), 
but also because of the power of 
Paley’s argument from design.

In many ways, natural se-
lection was more diffi  cult for 
Darwin’s contemporaries to 
accept than natural selection.  
Evolution – the common an-
cestry of living things – is in-
deed incompatible with Special 
Creationism and Biblical literal-
ism, but in 19th century Europe 
and Great Britain, they were 
already on their way out in 
Christianity (to be revived in the 
United States during the early 20th 
century, with the establishment 
of Protestant Fundamentalism).  
By the late 1800s, the British and 
European Christian churches 
had moved away from a literal 
interpretation of the Bible, and 
as long as science le   room for 
God to somehow be involved, 
science was not viewed as anti-
religious.  And people of the 
mid-19th century already were 
familiar with Linnaeus’s hierar-
chical grouping of living things 
into kingdoms/phyla, orders, 
families, etc.

In a very real sense, Darwin 
took that same hierarchical 
grouping and made a genealogy 
out of it – living things could 
be grouped into a hierarchi-
cal structure like Linnaeus had 
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devised because they had com-
mon ancestors, not because they 
were special creations on a Great 
Chain of Being.  The idea of 
common ancestry was not new 
to Darwin, though he made the 
most persuasive case for it. 

Natural Selection, on the oth-
er hand, had more serious conse-
quences for Christian theology.  
Most educated people looked at 
nature rather as Paley did – as 
something chaotic and random, 
characterized by chance and lack 
of purpose.  God was the default 
cause that produced organisms 
adapted to their environments.  
But Darwin was proposing that 
in fact, nature – through this 
process he proposed of variation 
and non-random selection – could 
produce structures of great com-
plexity and adaptation.  Darwin 
had no need of the God hypoth-
esis. 

Arguably, it was the natural-
ism of Darwin’s views that were 
most unse  ling to his contem-
poraries – and even to antievo-
lutionists of today.  Darwinian 
natural selection was a natu-
ral, not supernatural, means of 
forming highly complex, adap-
tive structures such as the ver-
tebrate eye.  The thought that 
natural phenomena could be 
explained without recourse to 

God’s direct action seemed to 
many to be a denial of God, or 
perhaps even a statement of 
atheism.  In addition, evolution 
by natural selection has conse-
quences for Christian theology.  
Most Christians want a personal 
God, active in their lives.  Many 
of them ask, “if God created me 
through the same process he cre-
ated a warthog or a barnacle, 
am I special to God?  Does my 
life have a purpose?”  Many will 
answer “no”, and reject the idea 
of a distant, or deist God who 
sets the universe in motion and 
sits back to watch it tick along 
– they want a personal God, so 
Darwin’s material (natural) ex-
planation is troubling. 

There is an additional rea-
son why many Christians fi nd 
evolution by natural selection 
troubling, and this is the issue 
of theodicy, or the problem of 
suff ering and evil, summarized 
by the aphorism, “why do bad 
things happen to good people 
if God is all wise, all powerful, 
and benevolent?” Logically, any 
two of these characteristics can 
occur simultaneously, but if God 
has all three characteristics, why 
does he permit so much suff er-
ing to take place? 

Of course, Darwin didn’t in-
vent the theodicy problem: these 
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questions have been asked for 
2000 years by Christians.  But 
natural selection exacerbates the 
theodicy problem, as the pro-
cess of natural selection results 
in much death, pain, waste, and 
destruction.  Fundamentalists 
have an explanation for theodicy 
that forgives God and places the 
blame upon human beings: evil, 
pain and suff ering are the fault 
of Adam and Eve.  Conservative 
Christians believe that had Adam 
and Eve not sinned and diso-
beyed God, we (and all Creation) 
would still be living in a state of 
grace.  Death and all the other 
negative aspects of existence 
came into the world because of 
us;  God is not to blame. 

Nonfundamentalist, main-
stream Christians, though, have 
to struggle with these issues if 
they want to accept science and 
remain Christians.  This is not 
the place to discuss Christian 
theology dealing with theodicy, 
but suffi  ce to say that for believ-
ers, there are several ways to 
work around both the problem 
of a too-distant God as well as 
the problem of evil.

SUMMARY

Darwin helped complete a 
revolution in world view begun 

several hundred years before 
by earlier naturalists and think-
ers.  This shift involved a tran-
sition from nature being viewed 
as specially created and static to 
one of nature as fluid and chang-
ing – nature is evolutionary.  
Secondly, there was a transition 
from viewing nature as random 
and chaotic to one of viewing 
nature as lawful and regular – 
and understandable by humans 
using the methodologies of sci-
ence.  I have only given the bar-
est of outlines of some of these 
changes.  Clearly, this world 
view change is also reflected in 
history, literature, art, and other 
fields of human endeavor. 

Where does this leave us re-
garding today’s creationism and 
evolution controversy?  Modern 
antievolutionists attack both 
evolution and natural selec-
tion.  There still exists among 
many Americans the concept of 
Special Creationism; the Great 
Chain of Being is alive and well; 
and the God of the Gaps still pre-
vails, though not in mainstream 
Christian theology. 

Ever since the time of the 
famous Scopes Trial, in 1925, 
creationists have made three 
arguments – the Pillars of 
Creationism.  These are that  1) 
evolution is weak or erroneous 
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science;  2) evolution is incom-
patible with Christian faith; and  
3) that it is only “fair” to “bal-
ance” the teaching of evolution 
with an alternative – variously 
defined as creationism, “crea-
tion science”, “intelligent design 
theory”, or alleged “evidence 
against evolution.”  Theirs is 
a worldview that has more in 
common with the 18th century 
than the 21st.  It is a worldview 
that sees the universe largely as 
specially created and static, and 
it sees God as the only source of 
order and design: natural pro-
cesses cannot replace God’s di-
rect hand as the source of adap-
tation and complexity.

Suffice to say, though, that the 
21st century will be the century 

of biology, and the concepts of 
evolution, common descent, nat-
ural selection and other insights 
of Darwin will be the founda-
tion of the new scientific under-
standings we look forward to 
enriching our lives, much as the 
understandings of the 20th cen-
tury enrich the present.  Darwin 
richly deserves the honors and 
recognition he received dur-
ing the bicentennial year, as the 
originator not only of the organ-
izing principle of biology, but 
as the scientist who primarily is 
responsible for bringing a reas-
sessment of world view (stasis 
to change; supernaturalism to 
naturalism in explanation of na-
ture) to the living world. 
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