Christian Responses to Darwinism:
Week #2
The Scopes Trial of 1925
Items from last week: 1) Question (from Dr. VanDooren) regarding change of heart/mind on part of Mr. Darwin near end of life pertaining to Christian faith. See B.B Warfield's "Charles Darwin's Religious Life"-no evidence from his personal correspondence that he had such a change of heart. 2) Question regarding evolutionary teaching prior to Darwin's Origin of Species. I mentioned Vestiges of Creation published in 1844, but could not recall author. Dr. Rogland provided me with information that identified the anonymous author as Chambers.

Returning to the main question that I posed at the beginning of last week's class: Can one believe at one and the same time in biological evolution and the Biblical creation account found in Genesis? For those who answer "No," biological evolution and the Bible are incompatible. For those who answer "Yes," biological evolution and the Bible are compatible if evolution is defined properly, and the Bible is interpreted properly. This is the position known as theistic evolution, which is an attempt to harmonize the modern scientific theory of evolution with the Bible.

Several prominent evangelical theologians have espoused theistic evolution, and it continues to be popular in some evangelical circles today. In the early 20th century, several contributors to The Fundamentals, a series of conservative Christian pamphlets written from 1910-1915, held to one or another form of theistic evolution. James Orr, George F. Wright, and B.B. Warfield come to mind.

Warfield summarized his position in his "Letters on Anthropology" written in 1888:

"The upshot of the whole matter is that there is no necessary antagonism of Christianity to evolution, provided that we do not hold to too extreme a form of evolution. To adopt any form that does not permit God freely to work apart from law and which does not allow miraculous intervention…will entail a great reconstruction of Christian doctrine, and a very great lowering of the detailed authority of the Bible. But if we condition the theory by allowing the constant oversight of God in the whole process, and his occasional supernatural interference for the production of new beginnings by an actual output of creative force, producing something new…we may hold to the modified theory of evolution and be Christians in the ordinary orthodox sense."

My response to Warfield's position is this: Why give any credence to evolution at all, in any form, "extreme" or non-extreme? I say this because I find the evidence presented to date in support of evolution to be wanting at best, and deceitful at worst. Before we adjust our hermeneutics, I think it best that we examine the veracity of what passes as "science".

On this point listen to John Byl, Christian astronomer and chair of mathematics at Trinity Western University, in his new book God and Cosmos:

"Nowadays few Christian academics are willing to take Genesis at face value. Most, not fully appreciative of the (above) limitations of science, have become convinced…of a vast age of the earth, big-bang theory, or the evolutionary theory of man. Since none of these is directly observable, they have in effect elevated particular theoretical conclusions to the status of truth. In doing so they have also, unwittingly perhaps, bought into a secular epistemology that places too great a weight on human theorizing. Their unduly inflated set of scientific 'facts', placed on a par with Scripture, forces more congenial interpretations of the biblical text. A fallacious epistemology begets a dubious hermeneutic."

Byl's argument amounts to this: When one places too much stock in scientific theories, and interprets the Bible in light of these theories, he is engaging in a subjective enterprise, and what suffers is the objective authority of Scripture.

With this in mind, let us move forward to the Scopes Trial, and its Broadway/ Hollywood version, Inherit the Wind. This trial took the nation's interest captive that hot summer of 1925 because it pitted the evolutionists against the creationist, as all eyes were on the rural courtroom in Dayton, Tennessee. The infraction of illegally teaching evolution in public school amounted to a mere misdemeanor, which under ordinary circumstances may get a line or two in the local paper, but these were no ordinary circumstances, as we shall see.

The proper way to view and interpret the Scopes Trial is to see if for what it truly was: a confrontation between modern scientific authorities and the Biblical authority favored by fundamentalists of that day. Each side was on a crusade to prove that its epistemology & cosmology were correct, thereby debunking the opponent.

Allow me to digress just a moment to comment briefly on the movement known as "fundamentalism", for it was out of this movement that the Scopes Trial arose. We get a glimpse into what constituted the early life of this movement within conservative Protestantism in the words of one of its founding leaders, William B. Riley:

"When the Fundamentals movement was originally formed, it was supposed that our particular foe was the so-called 'higher criticism', but in the onward going affairs, we discovered that basic to the many forms of modern infidelity is the philosophy of evolution."

While Riley and other fundamentalists identified the danger inherent in the 'philosophy of evolution', "it took William Jennings Bryan to turn the fundamentalist movement into a popular crusade against teaching evolution that led directly to Dayton."

Early fundamentalism was not a monolithic movement by any measurement. We see this demonstrated in the person of William Jennings Bryan, the fundamentalist leader who headed the prosecution in the Scopes Trial. Unlike some of the early fundamentalist leaders who favored an accommodation to evolutionary theory, Wm. Jennings Bryan would have nothing to do with accommodation to "Mr. Darwin's theory" and other equally dubious theories. Well, perhaps I should say "almost nothing", for he did allow for long ages in the Genesis creation account, a fact which came out in the famous interrogation of Bryan by defense attorney Darrow during the trial.

Bryan was a lifelong politician and earned the nickname the "Great Commoner" for his populist approach to politics. He began his political career at the end of the 20th century, when he served in the US Congress as a Representative from the state of Nebraska. In 1896 he ran for president on the Democratic Party ticket, following a rousing party convention speech sprinkled that launched him into the national spotlight. He ran for president three times, unsuccessfully. He later served under Woodrow Wilson as Secretary of State prior to the US entering World War I. He resigned as Secretary of State because he was opposed to US involvement in the war. He had earlier promised, "There will be no war while I am Secretary of State." This promise he could only keep by resigning.

For our purposes here, what interests us is not his political career, however, but his involvement in the antievolutionary movement of the 1920's, an involvement that culminated in the "Scopes Trial", so-called because of the defendant, a 24 year old science teacher and football coach, John Scopes. We will look at highlights of the trial shortly, but first, why did Bryan become involved in the antievolutionary cause?

During the first quarter of the 20th century, scientists in Europe and the United States accumulated what many considered to be an increasingly persuasive body of evidence supporting the Darwinian view of human origins, and the American people began to take notice. These scientific developments helped set the stage in the early 1920's for a crusade by fundamentalists against teaching evolution in public schools. Bryan was at the vanguard in this crusade. He became an opponent of evolution after realizing that the great war (WWI) was a direct outgrowth of evolutionary teaching in Germany, and that evolutionary teaching in American public schools and colleges was contributing significantly to the decline of morals and Christianity in general.

At this point I wish to call your attention to an excellent recent history of the Scopes Trial entitled Summer for the Gods: the Scopes Trial and America's Continuing Debate over Science and Religion. The author, Edward Larson, is Professor of History and Law at the Univ. of Georgia. (Incidentally, Steve O'Ban, an elder here at Faith Presbyterian, informs me that Larson used to practice in his law firm in Seattle.) Another law professor and author, Phillip Johnson, says this about Summer for the Gods:

"Edward Larson tells the true story of the Scopes trial brilliantly, and the truth is a lot more interesting than the myth that was presented to the public in Inherit the Wind."

Larson points out that "Bryan's antievolutionism was compatible with his progressive politics because both supported reform, appealed to majoritarianism, and sprang from his Christian convictions." Early on in his career, Bryan considered Darwinism "dangerous" for both religious and social reasons. In a 1909 speech, he explained his objections to Darwinism thus:

"I object to the Darwinian theory because I fear we shall lose the consciousness of God's presence in our daily life, if we must accept the theory that through all the ages no spiritual force has touched the life of man and shaped the destiny of nations. But there is another objection. The Darwinian theory represents man as reaching his perfection by the operation of the law of hate-the merciless law by which the strong crowd out and kill off the weak."

Bryan was a tireless public speaker, giving up to 200 addresses annually. In the years leading up to the Scopes Trial, he dedicated himself to promoting the banning of the teaching of evolution in public schools. This message did not find fertile soil in the North, but in the South several states considered legislation with this goal in view. The state of Tennessee passed such a law in 1925, and very quickly the ACLU seized on the opportunity to capitalize on what it considered an infringement of academic freedom.

ACLU operatives were determined to test the new law in court. To do this, they needed a willing volunteer who would vouch that he had taught in a manner contrary to the new state law. They took out a newspaper ad, which ran in papers across the state of Tennessee, and read as follows:

"We are looking for Tennessee teacher who is willing to accept our services in testing this law in court."

They found a volunteer in the person of John Scopes, who regularly taught math and physics in Dayton, Tennessee (only about 50 miles from Covenant College in Lookout Mountain, GA). The closest that Scopes had come to teaching biology was during a short stint of substitute teaching. In the local drug store, with encouragement from some conspiring businessmen, Scopes willingly admitted to the breach of the law, and a justice of the peace was summoned to write a writ of arrest, which was served by a constable. But rather than going to jail, Scopes went to play tennis that day, for after all, he was charged with a misdemeanor that was punishable by a fine, not imprisonment. As you can tell, this drug store scene was a completely contrived event, not a spontaneous happening, as it was later portrayed by the press to the public.

"But wait a minute" you are saying, "That's not the way I remember the story." If you are like most Americans, your memory of this trial is based on the play Inherit the Wind written by Jerome Lawrence and Robert Lee, and first produced on Broadway in 1955. Five years later the Hollywood version appeared with the same name and an all-star cast. Both the play and the movie have been viewed by so many modern-day Americans that there is an assumption that the events depicted in Inherit the Wind are historical. Not so. The playwrights state in the introduction to the play that what follows is not history or journalism.

"It is not 1925. The stage directions set the time as 'Not too long ago.' It might have been yesterday. It could be tomorrow."

Despite this historical disclaimer, there is no doubt that the playwrights had the Scopes trial in their sites, and that their play was a form of historical revisionism masquerading behind literary license. Also in the introduction, they say

"Only a handful of phrases have been taken from the actual transcript of the famous Scopes trial. Some of the characters of the play are related to the colorful figures in that battle of giants; but they have a life and language of their own-and, therefore, names of their own."

For a good treatment of how Inherit the Wind has advanced the cause of evolution, I refer you to chapter 17 of James Perloff's book entitled Tornado in a Junkyard: the Relentless Myth of Darwinism. Perloff opens the chapter "Trial by Hollywood" with this astute observation:

"It has been said that fiction persuades people more effectively than non-fiction, because it does a better job of touching emotions. Perhaps nothing has advanced evolution's cause so effectively as a play and movie-Inherit the Wind."

The majority of this chapter in Perloff's book is devoted to a comparison between the script of the movie and the transcript of the actual court case. In reading this comparison, or if you can stomach it, in viewing the movie for yourself, it becomes apparent very quickly that Inherit the Wind was written with one goal in mind, and that was to ridicule fundamentalist Christians by portraying them as misguided bigots who oppose intellectual freedom in general, and the teaching of evolutionism in particular.

To better understand the purpose of Inherit the Wind, one needs to place it in its own historical context, which was 1950's America during the age of McCarthyism. Senator McCarthy, as you may recall, was a staunch anti-communist who sought to rid America's political, educational, cultural, and religious institutions of all Communist influences. McCarthy was joined in his crusade by some leading fundamentalist leaders, including Carl McIntire, who actively supported Senator McCarthy. It was no coincidence that this play was written during the McCarthy era, because the intention of the playwrights was to draw a parallel between the fundamentalist extremism of Bryan, and the anti-communistic extremism of McCarthy, and to have the audience conclude that both were threats to freedom of speech.

In Summer for the Gods, Professor Larson has this to say about the connection between the McCarthy era and the Scopes Trial:

"During the fifties, McCarthy-era assaults on individual liberty heightened liberal interest in fundamentalism and the Scopes Trial…These assaults and the participation of conservative Protestants in them alerted the academy and the broader liberal culture to certain propensities within the conservative Protestant subculture. The Scope Trial came to symbolize a moment when civil libertarians successfully stood up to majoritarian tyranny."

Let's pause for just a few minutes to watch the closing scene from the movie version of Inherit the Wind. Here we see the prosecuting attorney, Brady, lose his sanity-and his life!-after the verdict is read. Remember that Brady plays the role Wm. Jennings Bryan in the actual trial, and Drummond is cast in the role of Clarence Darrow, who was the F. Lee Bailey or Johnny Cochren of his day. Ironically, not long before the Scopes Trial, Clarence Darrow had represented two teenagers accused of murder, and he used an "evolution made them do it" defense. And he won the case! Now he comes to Tennessee and argues for evolution, which tells me that he had no vested interest in evolution per se. What motivated him was the opportunity to ridicule William Jennings Bryan and the "Christian Right" of his day. Never before had he offered his legal services gratis, but this time he did, at the suggestion of the ACLU, which wanted badly to take this case all the way to the US Supreme Court.

As you watch this closing scene, notice the pathetic and even grotesque caricature of the Christian statesman turned trial lawyer, and opposite that, the larger-than-life, heroic defense attorney, who at the end "gets some religion", as they say, when he puts a Bible in one hand, Darwin's Origin of Species in the other, as though to weigh the significance of each. He puts both in his legal case, and exits the courtroom, clearly portrayed as the moral victor in this case, though his client had been found guilty.

<< MOVIE >> and comments

Bryan did not collapse and die that day in the courtroom, though his death came shortly thereafter, as he took an afternoon nap five days later. In one of the many twists of this trial, he did not have an opportunity at the close of the trial to give his carefully prepared closing arguments. In a coup of legal outmaneuvering, the defense called for a quick conclusion to the trial by asking for a "guilty" verdict. Keep in mind their intention was not win an acquittal, but to seek an appeal, and move the case to a higher court. The request for a guilty verdict came after first convincing the judge and the prosecution to allow lengthy written testimony from scientists-excerpts of which were permitted to be read aloud in court (although not in the hearing of the jury)-and persuading Mr. Bryan to take the stand in defense of the authority of the Bible. Since Mr. Bryan believed that the main goal of the defense attorneys was to ridicule Christianity, he required little coaxing in taking up the gauntlet that had been thrown at him. During the midst of a two hour interrogation that took place outside the courtroom due to extreme heat, the presiding judge became annoyed and impatient with the line of questioning, and asked, "What is the purpose of this examination?" At this point Mr. Bryan quickly interjected:

"The purpose is to cast ridicule on everybody who believes in the Bible, and I am perfectly willing that the world shall know that these gentlemen have no other purpose…"

Mr. Darrow, in turn, rejoined:

"We have the purpose of preventing bigots and ignoramuses from controlling the education of the United States, and you know it, and that is all."

Tine does not allow us to consider more of the content of this interrogation. Suffice it to say that the highlight of the trial came on the 7th day when the defense surprised everyone by calling to the stand as its last witness Mr. Bryan, in an attempt to expose the intellectual weaknesses in Bryan's fundamentalism. The format of this exchange, in which Bryan willingly assumed the role of witness, and Darrow the role of interrogator, was clearly weighted in favor of Darrow, since he was the only one who could legitimately ask questions, and Bryan was considered a "hostile witness". Why, then, did Bryan agree to testify? Clearly he felt compassionately about his cause, and he wished to take advantage of a considerable press covering the event. And clearly this interrogation, which the jury never heard, was not intended simply for that particular trial, but for the larger national, and even international, audience. (Sorry, OJ. Yours was not the "trial of the century". ) Did Bryan's pride get the best of him? You be the judge.

As I mentioned earlier, Bryan was not given the opportunity to deliver his closing statement. At the suggestion of the defense, the jury found the accused "guilty" and the judge handed down a fine according the statutory guidelines. Well, not exactly according to guidelines, because the law stipulated that the amount of the fine (the limits of which were $100-$500) was to be determined by the jury. This technicality would come back to haunt the ACLU-backed defense team when the case was taken on appeal to the state supreme court, which in the end threw the case out on the technicality related to the manner in which the fine was imposed.

In the few days following the trial, and before his death, Bryan continued to speak out against evolution. During this brief time, he authored an article on evolution which was published in Reader's Digest three years later. In this article, he laid out his objections to the theory of evolution. It is worth noting that several of his arguments against evolution are still used today. We see in his last writing that this was not a "religious bigot" who would have nothing to do with science. On the contrary, for a layman, he was well versed in the language of science of his day. During his political career, he had supported scientific enterprises and responsible research. To characterize him as being "anti-science" does not do justice to the record of his public life, and shows a misunderstanding of who he was, and the causes he championed.

Being the "Great Commoner", he had a knack at folksy humor, but behind that humor often lay well reasoned argumentation and scientific sophistication that allowed him to perform well in debate. For example, listen to him speak about alleged fossil evidence for prehistoric ancestors of man:

"When a few bones and a piece of skull are fashioned into a supposed likeness of a prehistoric animal, described as an apeman, the evolutionists fall down before it and worship it, although it contains a smaller percentage of fact than the one-half percent alcohol permitted in a legal beverage…Give science a fact and it is invincible. But no one can guess more wildly than a scientist, when he has no compass but his imagination, and no purpose but to get away from God."

Does this not sound like Charles Hodge, whom we heard last week saying, "What is Darwinism? It is atheism."

I would like to conclude our brief historical survey of Christian responses to Darwinism next week by considering the work of Phillip Johnson and other proponents of the "Intelligent Design" movement. As an interesting side note to the Scopes Trial, Professor Johnson mentions in the opening chapter of his Darwin on Trial the fact that the famous fossil evidences at the time of the Scopes "Monkey" Trial, namely the "Piltdown Man" fossil and the "Nebraska Man" fossil, were later proven to be frauds! So the next time someone tries to convince you of the "facts" of evolution, simply say "Remember Piltdown Man".

"He that troubleth his own house shall inherit the wind" (Prov 11:29a)
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Clarence Darrow
Henry Drummond
defense attorney/civil libertarian

John Scopes
Bert Cates
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