Christian responses to Darwinism: Week 1
Introduction, plus the reception of Darwinism at Princeton
The subject of this Sunday school class over the next three weeks will be a historical survey of the Christian responses to the theory of evolution, from the time of Charles Darwin to the present day. In common parlance, this is known as the "creation-evolution debate".

The question boils down to this: can one believe at one and the same time in evolution and the Bible--specifically the doctrine of creation-or are they antithetical views of the origin of life? No doubt most of you have already formed an opinion on this question. My goal is to provide some historical data against which you can test your opinion to see if it is sound.

Any discussion of evolution necessarily involves geology. Let me say at the outset that I do not intend to use our time to debate the "young earth" vs "old earth" views of the age of the earth. I may allude to this debate, which is relevant to a discussion of Darwinism, but I will not concentrate on it, as that would detract from my primary focus, which is to present an historical survey of Christian responses to the theory of evolution. If you are interested in the details of the different exegetical views of the Genesis creation account, I refer you to the PCA Creation Committee Report (see Web reference on handout).

Also, time does not permit us to consider some of the nuances of evolutionary theory, such as Lamarckian vs Darwinian vs Neo-Darwinian. On this count I plead "guilty" to oversimplification when I refer to all forms of evolutionary theory as simply "Darwinism".

So, you may be asking, why consider the creation-evolution debate in a Sunday school class? · I would answer, first of all, by saying that for Christians who believe in the imperative of being salt and light in the world, it is essential to be informed about the prevailing cosmologies in our culture, and to know something of the history of how these cosmologies came to be accepted. · Secondly, one cannot avoid the ongoing debate, which shows no signs of waning, but rather is picking up steam as new theoretical movements are joining the fray, not the least of which is the "Intelligent Design" movement. · Finally, and I believe most importantly, we need to carefully consider the creation-evolution debate because it strikes at the very heart of the gospel message.

The Bible posits the following claims:

1) God created heaven and earth (Gen 1, Col 1:16, Rev 14: 7) 2) Man is the crowning glory of that creation (Gen 2) 3) Man quickly fell into sin, and the creation was marred (Gen 3) such that it groans for the day of redemption (Rom 8:19-22) 4) God, in His mercy, has provided for our redemption through the gospel (good news), which is preached to all the earth (Rev. 14:6) 5) The gospel of Jesus Christ is the only means of redemption (that is, restoration of creation), so the enemies of God seek to thwart God's purposes by attacking the gospel at every opportunity. 6) The primary mode of attack is, and always has been, to challenge the authority of God's Word (Gen 3:1), and the primary focus of the attack is the foundational work of God, His creation.

Conclusions that can be drawn from the above propositions:

1) If God is denied the prerogatives of Creator, then there is no "creation" in the biblical sense of the word, and human "creatures" are in no need of redemption. 2) Thus, a denial of God as the Creator is tantamount to a denial of the gospel of Jesus Christ, which is the message that God intervened in His creation by Himself taking human flesh to "die for man the creature's sins".

So why all the fuss about evolution on the part of Christians?

I would argue that there has never been a stronger and more sustained challenge to the belief in God as Creator, and the need for individual redemption through the gospel of Jesus Christ, than that presented by the theory known as evolution. I believe with Michael Denton, author of Evolution: a Theory in Crisis, that "chance and design are antithetical concepts, and the decline in religious belief can probably be attributed more to the propagation and advocacy by the intellectual scientific community of the Darwinian version of evolution than to any other single factor." (p.66)

Darwin, with his Origin of Species, gave birth in the second half of the 19th century to a naturalistic, materialistic doctrine that continues to vie with the creation doctrine, and in so doing, supplants belief in the Creator, who rules the Universe, with a belief in natural processes that govern the world in which we live. In short, the Creator is dethroned, and Eternity becomes mute. As pastor Rayburn pointed out in the opening sermon of his series on the book of Genesis in January of 1997, "they (unbelievers) know how much is at stake in the cosmology, the view of the universe that is taught in the early chapters of Genesis. That is why evolution, our culture's alternative creation story, is so carefully protected by them."

We who live at the opening of the 21st century tend to lose sight of the force of evolutionary doctrine, because it has been so thoroughly integrated into our schools and public policy for so many years. Few dare question evolutionary teaching lest they be considered rebels or, worse, religious fanatics akin to the likes of the townspeople in the play (and later movie) Inherit the Wind (more on that subject next week).

It is not only proper to challenge evolutionary theory, but I believe that it is also profitable to do so for the advance of the gospel. Contrariwise, for us to ignore the impact of evolutionary doctrine is to acquiesce to defeat in a silencing, or at least a marginalization, of the Christian message. After all, who should pay attention to the words of a "Creator God" in a book known as the Bible if the creation story is a sham, and we are descendants, not of Adam & Eve, but of a common ancestor of primates? But if it should be shown that evolution is the sham, then there will be found a generation of multitudes in search of answers to life's fundamental questions, not the least of which are "Is there a creator?" and if so, "What does the creator expect of me?"

Before proceeding any further, I wish to give a brief background of the man, Charles Darwin, and the main points of his two most influential books: On The Origin of Species by Means of Natural Selection or the Preservation of Favoured Races in the Struggle for Life (pub. 1859) and The Descent of Man and Selections in Relation to Sex (1871).

Background of Darwin's Life · father a physician who wanted son to go into medicine · first studied medicine at Univ. of Edinburgh, later studied theology at Cambridge (became bored with medicine and theology) · from 1831-1836 served as naturalist with a British scientific expedition aboard the HMS Beagle. His observations formed the basis for his later theory of organic evolution.

Main points of Darwin's writings ("Darwinism," as summarized by C. Hodge) · First, evolution-all living forms, including man, have evolved from lower forms · Second, Natural Selection is the means by which this evolution has been affected · Third, this process is without design, being conducted by unintelligent physical causes

In his groundbreaking work On the Origin of Species, Darwin included some veiled references to the Creator. Consider this passage, for example: "…probably all the organic beings which have ever lived on this earth have descended from some one primordial form, into which life was first breathed." This "Pentateuchal" language led some scientists who were professing Christians to believe that Darwin accepted "a supernatural beginning of life on earth". This was the view, for example, of Asa Gray, eminent botanist at Harvard. Darwin effectively corrected this viewpoint, however, when he wrote In Variation of Plants and Animals under Domestication (1868) that "however much we may wish it, we can hardly follow Professor Gray in his belief" in divinely guided evolution.

How ought Christians respond to the theory of evolution? (or to put it into Schaefferian terms, "How should we then believe?") Historically, there have been two different responses on the part of professing Christians:

1) Darwinian evolution is incompatible with the Bible 2) " " is compatible with the Bible if the former is understood properly, and the latter is interpreted properly ("theistic evolution")

The first view-that Darwinian evolution is incompatible with the Bible-has been held by conservative Christians only. The second view-that the two are compatible-has been held by conservative, moderate, and liberal Christians, each espousing different Biblical hermeneutics and ideas regarding evolution.

In the next three weeks, I wish to consider three high-profile debates that touch on this question: one from the latter half of the 19th century, one from the first half of the 20th century, and the last from our time.

Week 1: Our 19th century debate will be the reception of Darwin's theory at Princeton, contrasting the views of two well-known Christian academicians: Charles Hodge, professor of theology at Princeton Seminary, and James McCosh, president of the college of New Jersey from 1868-1888 (as you will recall from Dr. David Calhoun's Sunday school class last month, the college of New Jersey did not become Princeton University until shortly before the turn of the century).

Week 2: Our early 20th century debate will be the famous Scopes trial, in which the Christian barrister-politician William Jennings Bryan was pitted against the agnostic Clarence Darrow.

Week 3: Our contemporary debate will be the ongoing argumentation of the so-called "Intelligent Design" theorists as they battle the evolutionary establishment of higher education today.

As we review this history together, I encourage you to keep the following points in mind:

1) Darwin himself regarded his theory as just that, a theory, or hypothesis. Nonetheless, it was "elevated from a highly speculative hypothesis into an unchallenged dogma in little more than 20 years" (Denton, p.70)

2) The relatively rapid acceptance of Darwin's views in the scientific community perhaps was the single greatest factor in spurring Christian leaders to enter the debate. Initially, Christian leaders tended to dismiss Darwin's ideas as simply "bad science" and therefore not worthy of much but scorn. (A famous example of this attitude is the exchange between Bishop Wilberforce and Thomas Huxley at a meeting of the British Association for the Advancement of Science in 1860, in which Wilberforce quipped, "Is it on his grandfather's or his grandmother's side that the ape ancestry comes in?" Huxley retorted, "If there were an ancestor whom I should feel shame in recalling, it would be a man…who, not content with success in his own sphere of activity, plunges into scientific questions with which he has not real acquantance.") Quickly, however, the leading scientists of the day were lining up with Darwin. Lest the Church again appear antagonistic to the cause of science (as with earlier scientists like Copernicus and Galileo), thoughtful Churchmen knew that they could not remain on the sidelines, and so they entered the fray.

3) Thoughtful Christians ought to respect "truth" claims of science only when those claims are supported by irrefutable evidence, not simply presuppositions, wishful thinking, or unsubstantiated hypotheses. Although evolutionists would have us all believe that the verdict is in, and that their view of the world is the only truly "scientific" view, I simply say to them, "Not so." One only needs to read a book such as Jonathan Wells' Icons of Evolution: Science or Myth? to see that there is sometimes more fiction than fact when evolution is taught. Having said that, the fact remains that the weight of opinion of the scientific community during any period of history is no small thing, and oftentimes even Christians with the best of intentions get caught up in its swell.

The Reception of Darwinism at Princeton

The Board of Directors of the College of New Jersey in 1868 selected as its 11th president James McCosh, a Scottish Presbyterian minister and trained philosopher. In one of the great ironies of that institution of higher education, it was Charles Hodge of the Princeton Seminary who spoke at the installation ceremony, and declared that "never in the history of the college had an academic election been received with such a universal expression of approbation." I say this was an irony because these two men went on to expound very different views with respect to Darwinism. It appears that the revered theologian had no inkling of Mr. McCosh's views regarding Darwin's theory of evolution, of if he did, he could not have imagined the great influence that those views would later have at Princeton and beyond.

McCosh did not happen upon his views after arriving in the New World, but rather pondered the tact that he would take while traveling from Scotland. In his own words, it was in passage to America that he resolved to teach his newfound convictions concerning evolution:

"When I was called from the Old World to the office which I now hold as president of an important college, I had to consider-I remember seriously pondering in the vessel which brought me to this country-whether I should at once avow my convictions or keep them in abeyance because of the prejudices of religious men, and lest I might unsettle the faith of the students committed to my care. I decided to pursue the open and honest course, as being sure that it would be the best in the end."

Time does not permit a detailed survey of McCosh's writings on the subject of Darwinism, but suffice it to say that his writings reveal a progressive accommodation to the theory of natural selection. No doubt his views on evolution were influenced by his time at Edinburgh University, where he had spent much time studying natural history and Lyell's Principles of Geology.

McCosh was not alone among Christian educators in positing a religious interpretation of evolution. Dr. Asa Gray, who professed to be an orthodox Christian, argued that Natural Selection is not inconsistent with Natural Theology. Gray sought to rid evolution of any atheistic basis. He was aware of those, such as Hodge, who were assailing Darwinism as being atheistic. To such critics he replied:

"The taint of atheism which, in Dr. Hodge's view, leavens the whole lump, is not inherent in the original grain of Darwinism-in the principles posited-but has somehow been introduced in the subsequent treatment."

Elsewhere Gray added: "We do not understand him (Darwin) to deny 'purpose, intention, or the cooperation of God' in nature…Purpose in the whole, as we suppose, is not denied but implied."

Returning to McCosh, it is clear from his writings that he genuinely believed that his form of theistic evolution in no way robbed God of His glory. On the contrary, he argued that his view was noble in its purpose of giving God the glory for the evolving universe. McCosh believed in an act of creation out of nothing (ex nihilo) in the beginning, a la Genesis, but his view of God's creative activity expanded to include an ongoing process. Speaking of the benefits of evolution, McCosh argued thus:

"It (evolution) makes God continue the work of creation, and if God's creation be a good work, why should He not continue it it?…He may be a continuous creator as he is a continuous preserver, thus widening and enlargening the sphere of his wisdom and of his love."

McCosh believed that much of Darwinisn could and would be substantiated and he strove to prepare Christians for this. In his efforts to harmonize religious orthodoxy with modern science, McCosh arrived at a doctrine of development (his preferred term), consistent, he argued with natural and revealed religion. Shortly before his death, McCosh summarized the intention of his labors:

"I have been defending Evolution, but in doing so, have given the proper account of it as the method of God's procedure, and find that when so understood it is in no way inconsistent with Scripture. I have been thanked by pupils who see Evolution everywhere in nature because I have so explained it that they can believe both in it and the Scriptures."

Shortly after McCosh's death in 1894, his successor as President of Princeton University, Francis Patton, confirmed McCosh's view of the compatibility of evolution and the Bible if properly understood:

Darwinism was a matter of controversy when McCosh came to this country. He was a defender of the faith but he knew that truth has often more to fear from its friends than its foes. He undertook to show that evolution can do some things and there are some things it cannot do and that so far as it is claimed to be a theory explanatory of the origin of species, it was a mistake to regard it as atheistic or in irreconcilable hostility to the Bible.

Patton's assessment of McCosh is telling, for it separates McCosh from the atheistic evolutionists, on the one hand, and the liberal theologians of his day on the other hand. It also separates him from the one who gave his welcoming address at Princeton, Charles Hodge, to whom we now turn our attention.

Within a couple years of the publication of Darwin's Descent of Man, Hodge penned his response to Darwin entitled What is Darwinism? published in 1874. Hodge had already addressed the subject in a more limited fashion in his Systematic Theology published in 1873, but he saw the need to devote an entire volume to the subject. Why did Hodge launch into the debate at this point? I think the reason is found in the observation of another Princetonian who wrote some 15 yrs later:

"Darwin's first work on the Origin of Species was not generally regarded as involving any serious or irreconcilable conflict with the Scriptures. Intimations as to the extent to which the hypothesis might be pressed did incite some apprehension, but it was not until these intimations were distinctly avowed and laboriously advocated in his subsequent work on the Descent of Man, that the great mass of believers in revelation…felt that the Scriptures were assailed, and that Evolutionism had become a religious question, and one of vital importance."

Allow me to read from a book review by Jonathan Wells of Hodge's What is Darwinisn:

"A modern reader might be surprised to learn that Hodge was not a biblical fundamentalist who defended a literal interpretation of Genesis. Although he was a biblical theologian, he accepted scientific evidence and interpreted the "days" of Genesis as geological ages, so biblical chronology played virtually no role in his critique of Darwinism. Like many of his contemporaries, he faulted Darwin's theory on scientific and philosophical grounds; it wasn't warranted by the available evidence, and it made implausible assumptions. But his principal objections were theological. First, although Darwin acknowledged that God may have originally breathed life "into a few forms or into one," he attributed their subsequent evolution to autonomous natural forces instead of to God's superintending providence. Hodge objected that Darwinism, in this respect, was a form of deism."

Hodge admitted that Mr. Darwin was not an atheist, but the Darwinian system, he argued, was atheistic. We read in his Systematic Theology:

"He (Darwin) expressly acknowledges the existence of God; and seems to feel the necessity of his existence to account for the origin of life."

"His theory is that…God call a living germ, or living germs, into existence, and that since that time, God has no more to do with the universe than if He did not exist. This is atheism to all intends and purposes, because it leaves the soul as entirely without God."

The charge of atheism is repeated in What is Darwinism?. In this work Hodge based the charge on the premise that Darwinism excludes teleology, or design.

"Darwinism denies design…it is this feature which brings it into conflict with Christianity."

Once this premise is proven, Hodge concludes in logical fashion "that the denial of design in nature is virtually the denial of God. Mr. Darwin's theory does deny all design in nature; therefore, his theory is virtually atheistical." (p.173)

To prove the claim that Darwinism exludes teleology, Hodge examined Darwin's own writings, as well as the testimonies of a host of witnesses, both advocates and opponents of Darwin. If Darwinisn allows for teleology (read purposeful design), one would expect Darwin, as well as his contemporaries, to say so, but such is not the case, at least in the selective quotations that Hodge includes.

Some of his sources are worth citing:

"If we apprehend the spirit of the Origin of Species rightly, then, nothing can be more entirely and absolutely opposed to teleology…than the Darwinian theory." (Huxley)

"It (Darwinism) removes from the study of nature the ideas of final causes and purpose; and the evolutionist, instead of regarding the world as a work of consummate plan, skill, and adjustment, approaches nature as he would a chaos of fallen rocks." (J.W. Dawson)

Hodge did his homework well, I believe. His claim that Darwinism excluded teleology was certainly not without foundation.

Men such as Hodge and Principal Dawson of McGill University (quoted above) pondered the question of why Darwinism was taking hold so firmly and so quickly in their day. Dawson speculated in the following way on this subject:

"That men of thought and culture should advocate such a philosophy, argues either a strange mental hallucination, or that the higher spiritual nature has been wholly quenched within them."

Hodge contemplated the question and arrived at a similar conclusion:

"When the theory of evolution was propounded in 1844…it was universally rejected; when proposed by Mr. Darwin less than twenty years afterward, it was received with acclamation. Why is this? …The only way that is apparent for accounting for…its becoming a popular doctrine…is, that is happens to suit a prevailing state of mind. …The denial of design, which is the 'creative idea' of Darwinism, is the main cause of its popularity and success."

So back to our two Princetonians, Mr. Hodge and Mr. McCosh. What can we conclude from this brief look at these two important figures from Princeton in the latter half of the 19th century? The former represents a conservative Christian viewpoint that argues for the incongruity of Darwin's theory of evolution with orthodox Christianity. In short, this breed of science is antagonistic to the very foundation of the Christian faith. He was a strict creationist, though not in the modern sense of the term which has been coopted by the creation science folks. Mr. McCosh, on the other hand, believed very differently vis a vis evolution and Christianity, if rightly understood. He saw God's hand at work in the evolutionary process in a progressive way. He believed and taught that Creation is not a once-for-all act in the past, but an ongoing work of God. This viewpoint is most commonly referred to as theistic evolution, for it seeks to assimilate God into the evolutionary process. More accurately, theistic evolution states that evolution is the Divinely appointed method of creation, which is viewed as an ongoing process, rather than simply a completed act in history.

The juxtaposition of these two responses to Darwinism on the same campus would not be a curiosity today, when "diversity" and "tolerance" are of paramount importance. But how could these views have coexisted at Princeton in the latter half of the 19th century? Granted, the modern university of the 20th century was just around the corner with its emphasis on academic freedom, but it is anachronistic to think that during the tenure of McCosh that academic freedom as we know it today was the norm then. Nonetheless, by all accounts McCosh had a considerable physical as well as intellectual presence, and he was given sufficient freedom to espouse his views on evolution while at Princeton, despite the equally strong countering viewpoint espoused by Hodge, the spokesperson for the Princeton theological faculty of that day. Interestingly, to the best of my knowledge, there is no extant written evidence that these two men discussed evolution between themselves, but clearly they put forth their respective ideas for general consumption.

As the history of Princeton unfolded, it was the position of McCosh that prevailed, not only at the college, but also at the Seminary. In fact, Hodge's own son, Archibald Alexander Hodge, less than two years after his father's death, wrote:

"We have no sympathy with those who maintain that scientific theories of evolution are necessarily atheistic."

The younger Hodge believed that evolution, if limited to what he called "pure science", and restricted from philosophy, was compatible with Christianity:

"Now when strictly confined to the legitimate limits of pure science, that is, to the scientific account of phenomenon and their laws of co-existence and of succession, this doctrine of evolution is not antagonistic to our faith…It is only when this theory assumes to be a philosophy, or becomes associated with a philosophy supplying the ideas, the causes, and the final ends which give a rational account of the facts collected, that it can challenge our interest as Christians, or threaten our faith." (emphasis my own)

I believe that history will show-nay, has already shown-that the elder Hodge spoke with the prophetic voice on this subject.

He faithfully represented the mainstream Christian theological tradition when he affirmed the centrality of design, and he accurately represented "Mr. Darwin's theory" when he pointed to its exclusion of design. The two are utterly incompatible.

Hodge's son, Archibald Alexander-along with another respectable Princeton theologian of that day, B.B. Warfield-in my opinion, in their effort to harmonize science and the Bible, overestimated the scientific evidence for evolution, and underestimated the weight of the naturalistic philosophical presuppositions underlying Darwinism. Their goal of harmonizing science and the Bible was laudable, and very much in the best of Princeton traditions, but it came at the expense of giving far too much credibility to the "science" behind evolutionary theory.

As we close, let us go forward to the 20th century, and consider the case of the Soviet dictator Joseph Stalin, who is responsible for more deaths than any other dictator of that century, including Hitler. Like Darwin he began as a theology student. And like Darwin, evolution transformed his life. In a 1940 Russian book entitled Landmarks in the Life of Stalin, we read how this transformation came to pass. As I read this account in closing, ask yourself if this sounds like an inquiring mind looking to understand what A.A. Hodge called "pure science", or rather one who was eager to grab hold of an atheistic philosophy in the guise of science:

At a very early age, while still a pupil in the ecclesiastical school, Comrade Stalin developed a critical mind and revolutionary sentiments. He began to read Darwin and became an atheist. A boyhood friend of Stalin's relates: "I began to speak of God, Joseph heard me out, and after a moment's silence, said: "'You know, they are fooling us, there is no God…' "I was astonished at these words. "'How can you say such things? I exclaimed. "'I'll lend you a book to read; it will show you that the world and all living things are quite different from what you imagine, and all this talk about God is sheer nonsense,' Joseph said. "'What book is that, I enquired. "'Darwin. You must read it, Joseph impressed on me."

Let there be no mistaking, ideas are important. If anyone questions that, you should simply say, "Remember Stalin."

Next week we will skip ahead to 1925 and the Scopes Trial.

Handout for Christian responses to Darwinism: week 1: Introduction, plus the reception of Darwinism at Princeton

Terms: cosmology: theory, or model, of the origin of the universe Darwinism: a theory of organic evolution that states that living organisms develop through natural selection of variations that increase the organism's ability to survive Natural Selection: the mechanism of organic evolution, which is the differential reproduction (survival) of favored variants ("survival of the fittest") teleology: the philosophical study of manifestations of design or purpose in natural processes (from Greek telos, the aim or purpose of a thing, end -see 1 Tim.1:5) theistic evolution: God designed a world which has within itself all the capacities to develop life and its diversity (from PCA Creation Committee Report, see below)

Figures: · James McCosh (1811-1894), 11th president of the College of New Jersey (later Princeton University) from 1868-1888. Began his career as Presbyterian minister in Scotland (trained at Univ. of Edinburgh), later taught philosophy at Queen's College in Belfast. · Charles Hodge (1797-1878), longtime professor of theology at Princeton Seminary · Charles Darwin (1809-1882), English naturalist-evolutionist who advanced the Theory of Natural Selection · Asa Gray (1810-1888), eminent Yale botanist and theistic evolutionist
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