Christian Responses to Darwinism: week #3
Scientific Creationism and Intelligent Design movements
Today we conclude our brief historical survey of the Christian responses to Darwinism. In week one, we looked at the opinions of two Princeton academicians in the latter half of the 19th century: Charles Hodge and James McCosh. In short, Hodge viewed Darwin's theory of evolution as being tantamount to atheism, because of its denial of design. McCosh held to a more conciliatory view of evolution, seeking to explain how the Christian faith need not be threatened by evolution, if properly understood.

Last week we looked at how some of the early fundamentalists in this country sought to prevent the teaching of evolution in public schools. A Tennessee law which made it "unlawful…to teach…that man has descended from a lower order of animals" was challenged in court, and upheld, although the public image of fundamentalism was tarnished in the process. (This law, by the way, remained on the books until 1967.) To this day, Dayton, TN suffers ridicule, as we see in the current September edition of National Geographic, which features Dayton in its "ZipUSA" section titled "37321 Buckle of the Bible Belt".

Philip Johnson, whose work we will consider in more detail shortly, dedicated a chapter to Inherit the Wind in his book Defeating Darwinism by Opening Minds. In Johnson's opinion, "Inherit the Wind is a masterpiece of propaganda, promoting a stereotype of the public debate about creation and evolution that gives all virtue and intelligence to the Darwinists." Recall, if you will, the scene from the movie that we watched last week in which the distraught Matthew Harrison Brady, after the trial concludes, approaches the large microphone, which is no longer live and is grabbed away from in front of him as he continues to speak. Johnson, in describing this scene, speaks of the power of the microphone, and "owning the microphone". By this he means the ability to shape public opinion and policy by controlling the media spin on the creation-evolution debate. Brady did not own the microphone that day, nor do creationists own the microphone in our day, although people like Johnson are working to see that change.

Today I want to consider two modern movements on the landscape of the creation-evolution debate: scientific creationism (also known as creation science) and Intelligent Design theory (hereafter referred to simply as "ID" theory). I will spend more time on ID theory, as it has enjoyed increasing exposure and recognition in the past decade. I do not want to overlook creation science, however, because many of us "cut our teeth" on the creation-evolution debate at a time when books by creation science authors were rolling off the presses, and that movement continues to have an influence in some sectors of the evangelical church today.

For a detailed account of the history of scientific creationism, I refer you to the definitive work in that field, which is Ronald Number's The Creationists: the Evolution of Scientific Creationism. Numbers admits to being an apostate Seventh Day Adventist who "no longer believes in creationism of any kind" but nonetheless does a fair job of presenting the history. It appears that he came to his interest in this subject from his father, who was Seventh Day Adventist minister, and as such rubbed shoulders with George McCready Price, the leading proponent of young earth creationism in the first half of the 20th century. More than anyone else from that era, Price championed the cause of young earth geology and a cataclysmic, worldwide flood.

Price focused his attack on evolution on the subject of geology. He believed that the theory of evolution "all turned on its view of geology, and that if its geology were true, the rest would seem more or less reasonable." Here is how Numbers describes the approach taken by Price:

"Convinced that geology furnished 'nine-tenths' of the argument for organic evolution, he focused his attack on that science, arguing that Charles Lyell with his uniformitarianism and Luis Agassiz with his theory of the geological succession of life 'were but the advance agents of Darwin, Spencer, Haeckel & co., and their modern troupe playing at dethroning the Creator.'"

Price was a prolific writer, and his magnum opus, a 726-page college textbook titled The New Geology, sold over 15,000 copies. In this text, as in all of his writings, he featured the Genesis flood as the central geological event in the history of earth. Price interpreted the geological data as evidence of a catastrophe, on the order of the flood depicted in Genesis, rather than a succession of long ages as required by the Darwinian theory. In his words:

"…a once beautiful world, well stocked with an amazing variety of plants and animals, was at some time …overtaken by a sudden and horrible world convulsion, the results of which we now have spread out over all the continents, in the form of the major stratified deposits."

Price felt strongly that his geological viewpoint would sound the death knoll of Darwinism. Speaking in 1924 of the fate of Darwinism, he confidently stated, "A dead lion needs no bullets." A prophet he was not, for it was only a year later that the "dead lion" of Darwinism reared its head in the battle between creationism and evolution at the widely publicized Scopes trial.

Although Price was off the mark in predicting that his catastrophic flood geology would serve the death blow to Darwinism, there is no disputing that his views gained in popularity among evangelicals, who were most inclined to accept a literal creationism based in Genesis. A testimony to the influence of Price's theory is found in a later work by philosopher and theologian, Bernard Ramm, who in 1954 spoke of the "staggering" extent of Price's influence. In his book titled The Christian View of Science and Scripture, Ramm claimed that flood geology "formed the backbone of much of fundamentalist thought about geology, creation, and the flood." (Ramm, by the way, attended the Univ. of Washington as an undergraduate; he later attended Eastern Baptist Seminary and the Univ of So. California, where he took his doctorate in philosophy).

The historian, Ronald Numbers, describes Ramm's 1954 book as "the most talked about creationist book to appear in years." Another historian of fundamentalism, George Marsden, adds that Ramm's work created "the largest stir" in fundamentalist circles since the controversy a few years earlier over the Revised Standard Version of the Bible. So for that reason, I believe it deserves at least a passing glance by us now before moving on to the modern scene.

Ramm was one of the early so-called "new evangelicals" who sought to forge a new path characterized by "responsible" scholarship, engagement with the culture (as opposed to the prevailing tendency of cultural isolationism of fundamentalists), and avoidance of belligerency. (I have not had the opportunity to read Ramm's book, so I must rely on the material from Number's book, which I will summarize for you).

Ramm described two opposing "traditions" among evangelicals who wrote on science and religion, specifically, evolution and theistic creationism. The one tradition he labeled the "ignoble tradition" of the fundamentalists, who adopted "a most unwholesome attitude toward science, and …used arguments and procedures not in the better tradition of established scholarship." The other tradition he labeled the "noble tradition" of such learned 19th century Christians as James Dwight Dana and John William Dawson, "who have been patient, genuine, and kind and who have taken great care to learn the facts of science and Scripture." I find it interesting that Ramm chose to mention Dana and Dawson. They were both leading geologists of their day (Dana at Yale, Dawson at McGill Univ. in Canada), and both were devout men, but during the course of their professional lives, they came to very different conclusions regarding the Darwinian theory of evolution. Suffice it to say that Dana eventually capitulated to evolution-as did so many scientists of his day-but Dawson never did. Recall from week one of this series the opinion of Dawson as to why Darwinism was taking hold so firmly and quickly in his day:

"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."

What Dana and Dawson had in common, in addition to their Christian faith and expertise in geology, was an acceptance of the day-age theory of the first chapter of Genesis. This allowed them to reconcile the apparent old age of the earth with the Biblical account of the creation. (As I mentioned in week one, Charles Hodge held to the same view, which he presented in his Systematic Theology in 1872.)

According to Numbers, Ramm was "once fond of the day-age theory popularized by Dana and Dawson, and…convinced that the first chapter of the Bible recorded 'the broad outline' of earth history," but he later came to the "conclusion that 'creation was revealed [pictorially] in six days, not performed in six days"-or even in six identifiable geological ages. The idea of a progressive creation allowed God to intervene on occasion to bridge the gaps in the geological record. On these occasions he created new "root-species," which then evolved, or "radiated," into the species known today. The whole process, spanning millions of years, was God's method of preparing a suitable home for humans, the crowning work of creation. In Ramm's words:

"The vast forests grew and decayed for his coal, that coal might appear a natural product and not an artificial insertion in Nature. The millions of sea life were born and perished for his oil. The surface of the earth was weathered for his forests and valleys. From time to time the great creative acts, de novo, took place. The complexity of animal forms increased. Finally, when every river had cut its intended course, when every mountain was in its purposed place, when every animal was on the earth according to blueprint, then he whom all creation anticipated is made, MAN, in whom alone is the breath of God."

"This is not evolution," Ramm insisted. 'It is progressive creationism." (emphasis my own). Clearly, Ramm belongs in the theistic evolution camp, though he is adamant that his theory is not evolution. Call it what you like, a rat by any other name is still a rat. Ramm was hopeful that his theory of "progressive creationism" would be a convincing alternative to scientific creationism, à la Price and others. In reality, while Ramm's view did enjoy some popularity in its day, according to Numbers it had the greater effect of "provoking others into mounting a massive campaign in defense of young-earth creationism."

The two individuals who spearheaded this movement in the 1960s were John Whitcomb and Henry Morris. Of the two, Whitcomb was more the Bible scholar, having completed graduate studies in theology, while Morris was more the scientist, having received a PhD in civil engineering from the Univ. of Minnesota. (Whitcomb, by the way, did undergraduate work at Princeton, where he was converted during his freshman year. He and I share this experience.)

The Whitcomb-Morris bombshell came in 1961 with the publication of The Genesis Flood. In this book Whitcomb's task was to show what the Bible teaches about the Flood, and Morris' task was to fit the scientific data into a biblical framework. In truth, this book did not contain much that was new, and for this reason some critics referred to the "Price-Whitcomb-Morris catastrophic young earth geology." To carry the torch for the cause of creation science, the Creation Research Society was formed in 1963 (http://www.creationresearch.org/hisaims.htm) . This society remains in existence today, and continues to publish a quarterly journal, the Creation Research Society Quarterly.

Before leaving creation science and discussing the more recent intelligent design (ID) theory, I wish to point out some strategy of the creation science movement that anticipates strategy later adopted by ID theory.

First, scientific creationists have substituted a pro-science apologetic for the earlier anti-science, anti-evolution apologetic: "Instead of denying evolution its scientific credentials, as biblical creationists had done for a century, the scientific creationists granted creation and evolution equal scientific standing. Instead of trying to bar evolution from the classroom, as their predecessors had done in the 1920's, they fought to bring creation into the schoolhouse and repudiated the epithet 'antievolutionist.'" This battle continues today, and for the most part has been a losing effort, as the scientific establishment & government, with backing from the courts, have effectively barred access of creationist ideas into public schools.

Second, scientific creationists have consistently argued that the differences between their views, and those of their critics, invariably involve "assumptions and presuppositions", not science. In response to critics, Whitcomb and Morris stated their case as follows:

We take this revealed framework of history as our basic datum, and then try to see how all the pertinent data can be understood in this context," they explained. In like manner their opponents started "with the assumption of uniformity (and therefore, implicitly, evolution) and then proceed[ed] to interpret all the data to fit into that context." For both sides, they argued, faith alone determines the choice of initial assumptions: "It is not a scientific decision at all, but a spiritual one."

For example, scientific creationists would argue that the reason that a "progressive creationist" such as Bernard Ramm cannot accept young earth geology, and a more literal rendering of Genesis 1, is that he has already bought into the uniformitarian view of geology, which necessitates an old earth. Uniformitarianism, they would argue, is a philosophical assumption that one accepts on faith. Keep this thought in mind when we consider in just a few minutes Philip Johnson's attack on the naturalistic assumptions of evolution.

This is a good point to transition to ID theory-and transition I must, for time is running short. Most of what I have to say concerns the work of Philip Johnson, considered the father (grandfather?) of the movement. So first, a brief background of this man, and how he came to an interest in the creation-evolution debate in general, and ID theory in particular. Many of you no doubt are familiar with Mr. Johnson, and have met him in person, or have heard him speak. He was in our area earlier this year speaking on the campuses of UW and PLU. In July of this year he suffered a stroke, though not serious, and not affecting his cognition and speech to any significant degree, so the reports go. This church continues to pray for his recovery at its weekly prayer meeting.

Johnson is an attorney with professor-emeritus standing at UC Berkeley. (For a concise summary of his life and work, I point you to the URL reference found on the handout: http://www.probe.org/docs/philjohn.html) Sometime in the 1980's he came to faith in Christ following some difficult times in his personal life. (Knowing the natural tendency of man to harden his heart against God when faced with advancing years, God often graciously brings crisis into our lives to accomplish his purposes, and our salvation. So it was with Johnson.) . Following his conversion, he faced a dilemma: If the gospel is true, why are all the "intelligent" people agnostic. (He, of course, considered himself one of the intelligent people!) In seeking to answer this question, he embarked on an intellectual and spiritual journey, that included a sabbatical in 1987-88. During this time, which included study of evolution, he concluded that the academic community's primary intellectual commitment is to the philosophy of naturalism. The author of the article titled "Why Does the University Fear Phillip Johnson?" summarizes Johnson's mission in this way: "Johnson's primary task seems to be continually provoking the scientific community into facing the reality of its naturalistic presuppositions." In Johnson's own words: "In the last analysis, Darwinism is not really based on empirical evidence. Its true basis is in philosophy, and specifically in the metaphysics of naturalism."

So far you might be thinking, "I don't see much difference between what Johnson is saying and what the scientific creationists (Morris, Whitcomb et al) have been saying." Granted, there are similarities in their apologetics, as we have already seen, but there are just as many differences, and it is some of the differences between scientific creationism and ID theory that I wish to consider next.

First, the number of basic assumptions. Although ID theory is frequently portrayed by its critics as simply another variant of scientific creationism or other design theories, a closer inspection of its assumptions reveals that this is not the case at all. I have included in your handout the assumptions underlying both. Intelligent design involves only two basic assumptions: 1) Intelligent causes exist 2) These causes can be empirically detected (by looking for specified complexity). Dembski states the difference between ID theory and scientific creationism very succinctly: "This is a very modest, minimalist position. It doesn't speculate about a Creator or his intentions." ID theorists argue that "in addition to being more modest than earlier versions of design theory, ID is also more powerful. Instead of looking for such vague properties as "purpose" or "perfection"-which may be construed in a subjective sense-it looks for the presence of what it calls specified complexity, an unambiguously objective standard."

Another point of difference between scientific creationism and ID is the degree of influence of each within American culture. Whitcomb and Morris' book, The Genesis Flood, and later works by them and other writers in this movement, "created hardly a ripple of recognition outside conservative religious circles." Is is accurate to say, I believe, that the "science" of "creation science" has garned very little attention, and virtually no respect, from the scientific community at large. Johnson himself considers scientific creationists to be "thoroughly marginalized figures who are excluded by law from the public schools and who appear in the secular media only as targets of attack." Contrast that to Phillip Johnson's seminal work "Darwin on Trial", which can be found in almost every public library, and recent front page articles in the LA Times and NY Times, which treat the ID theorists with some respect. In the April article from the NY Times we read:

"…the evolutionists find themselves arrayed not against traditional creationism, with its roots in biblical literalism, but against a more sophisticated idea: the intelligent design theory." "The most striking thing about the ID folks is their potential to really make anti-evolutionism intellectually respectable." (emphasis my own)

Another difference between scientific creationism and ID is their views of geology. Scientific creationism is wed to a particular view of geology ("young earth") based on its interpretation of Genesis; ID theory, by contrast, has no essential commitment to a particular view of the Earth's geological formation. While the ID theorist's whom I have read are all "old earth" in their geology, including Johnson, there is nothing intrinsic in ID theory that requires one to believe either in the old earth or young earth geology.

In the time remaining I would like to look at some key concepts/terms that appear in the writings of ID theorists, which form the vocabulary of that movement. A term that has appeared more and more in Johnson's writings and lectures is "the wedge of truth", or simply "the wedge". In fact, his latest book is titled The Wedge of Truth: Splitting the foundations of Naturalism. To devotees of ID theory, references to "the wedge" are tantamount to an appeal to drive the ax deeper and deeper into the cracks of the log known as evolution. Just as when splitting a solid log, one must first find a good wedge in which to drive the ax, so also one must find a wedge (analogous to a nick in the armor) in which to gain some advantage in the debate with evolutionists.

I believe that Johnson's greatest contribution to the ID movement has been his recognition of the importance of language, above all the need to properly define and defend terms of the debate, so as to ensure a more balanced contest. "Specifically what Johnson noticed was that both the rules of debate about the issue as well as the word evolution itself were defined in such a way as to rule out objections form the start."

Returning to "the wedge", Johnson considers-and rightly so-his own works as the leading edge of the ax that is being driven into the solid log of evolution that seems impenetrable. The particular content of the leading edge is his constant reminder of the philosophical underpinnings of evolution which can be referred to simply as naturalism. For this reason Johnson considers his most important work to be Reason in the Balance: the Case Against Naturalism in Science, Law & Education.

Others who have followed Johnson in driving the wedge further into the log include Michael Behe and William Dembski, both professional scientists, Behe being a biochemist, and Dembski a mathematician. Dembski also has training in the history and philosophy of science, which gives added depth and insight to his writings. In the introduction of his book The Wedge of Truth, Johnson describes the contributions of these men to the cause of "the wedge" in this way:

"The biochemist Michael Behe has described the irreducible complexity of organisms at the molecular level and explained why the neo-Darwinian mechanism of random mutation and natural selection does not produce irreducibly complex adaptations. William Dembski has taken our intuitions about intelligent design and formulated them rigorously both in philosophical and mathematical terms." We haven't time to consider Behe's concept of irreducible complexity and Dembski's concept of specified complexity in any detail. Suffice it to say that irreducible complexity addresses the impossibility of evolution achieving a complex structure, such as a human cell, due to the fact that the cell's existence and proper function depend on all its part being present all the time. Specified complexity deals with the recognition of highly organized patterns in the world we can observe, patterns that cannot be explained based on random chance, including the evolutionary process of random mutations and natural selection.

So to summarize "the wedge," we have the lawyer, Johnson, swinging the ax by relentlessly challenging the evolutionists on their philosophical presuppositions and the weaknesses of their so-called scientific claims, and the other ID theorists adding force to the blow with their scientifically derived theories. Only time will tell if this log will finally be split.

As we conclude this historical survey of Christian responses to Darwinism, what wisdom have we gained that can guide us in knowing what to believe when it comes to evolution? Since I began with Charles Hodge, I will turn again to Hodge for help in navigating these treacherous waters: "As the Bible is of God, it is certain there can be no conflict between the teachings of the Scriptures and the facts of science. It is not with facts but with theories, believers have to contend. Many such theories have from time to time been presented, apparently or really inconsistent with the Bible. But these theories have either proved to be false or to harmonize with the Word of God, properly interpreted."

Christian Responses to Darwinism: week #3
<span style="font-size:12.0pt; mso-bidi-font-size:10.0pt">Scientific Creationism and Intelligent Design movements</span>
<span style="font-size:12.0pt; mso-bidi-font-size:10.0pt"><o:p></o:p></span>
<div align="left">
PRIVATE
Tenets (or assumptions) of scientific creationism<span style="mso-spacerun: yes"> </span>
<span style="mso-spacerun: yes"> </span>Assumptions of Intelligent Design theory

<span style="font-style: normal; font-variant: normal; font-weight: normal; font-size: 7.0pt; font-family: Times New Roman"> </span>The universe was created from nothing
Intelligent causes exist

Mutations and natural selection cannot bring about the development of all living things from a single organism
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Humans and apes have different ancestries


Earth’s geology can be explained by catastrophism, primarily a worldwide flood
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