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As the Biblical readings this morning make clear, Jews and Christians believe that the universe is created by a being of wisdom, who delights in beauty, and ‘rejoices in the inhabited world’. Christians identify this wisdom with Christ, the eternal Logos or Reason of God, whose nature is further revealed in Jesus. These beliefs provide a firm foundation for the scientific investigation of the universe, which reflects the wisdom and intellectual beauty of its Creator. As Isaac Newton wrote, there is every incentive for Christians to seek to understand the universe as fully as possible, in the belief that it will indeed disclose the wisdom and elegance of the Creator’s laws. It would seem that there is no room for a basic conflict of Christian faith and natural science.

 Yet there is a good deal of argument, and a good deal of confusion, about Creationism, Intelligent Design and broadly Darwinian evolution. It is important to distinguish them clearly. Creationism is the theory that the world was created literally as the Book of Genesis describes it. Creationists divide into ‘Young Earth’ and ‘Old Earth’ theorists, who differ about how long the first days of creation were. The motivation for this view is to defend the literal inerrancy of the Bible, and it clearly conflicts with evolutionary theory, since it denies that humans, like all other animals, evolved from other, simpler species. 

Creationism should be sharply distinguished from belief in Creation, which is the belief that the whole universe depends upon an intelligent conscious being beyond it. Evolution is wholly compatible with belief in Creation, even in a strictly neo-Darwinian form. For such a strict Darwinian view the mechanisms of random mutation and natural selection are sufficient to explain the course of evolution, and no other causal factors are at work. Yet the whole causal structure may itself depend upon the existence of a creator God. That God would, nevertheless, have no specific causal input into the evolutionary process. 

Given the fact that the properly scientific study of evolution has only been going for about 80 years, and that it is extremely difficult to be sure that one has identified every causal influence at work in any natural process, it is a huge leap of faith to say that mutation and natural selection are the only factors at work in evolution. But it does seem that they are sufficient in practice to give a plausible, if not absolute exhaustive, explanation of how evolution works. In any case, there is general agreement that they are the main discernible factors at work.

Even if the only role God has is to set up the causal system, Stephen Gould’s view that what happens is wholly accidental would have to be rejected by a theist, as It is quite implausible to think that God set up the universe, but would be taken by surprise if anything good happened, and never envisaged human beings coming into existence at all. 

If the laws of nature do, as Simon Conway Morris and others suggest, make the existence of intelligent life virtually inevitable, then God would not be surprised when human beings begin to exist, since they, or something very like them, are possibilities that are bound to come into existence sooner or later. God can set up the process so that what God wants will eventually happen, though there may be many ways in which it can happen, and many routes to it happening. 

This appears to have been Charles Darwin’s own view. He wrote, ‘I cannot persuade myself that electricity acts, that the tree grows, that man aspires to the loftiest conceptions, all from blind, brute force’ (Darin, vol. 8, p. 275). The laws of nature are designed. But God plays no further role in how they operate. They are totally autonomous.

But it may still seem rather odd that God sits there and does nothing, having put the laws of nature in place. Most things that really exist have causal influences on at least some other things. So if God, a supremely wise consciousness, really exists, would that not have some continuing causal influence on a universe God has designed? 

This is the consideration that has led to the thesis of Intelligent Design. The Intelligent Design movement is not a form of creationism, and most of its upholders (certainly William Dembski and Michael Behe) have no difficulty in accepting the facts of evolution. But they hold that God is a causal factor in evolution. Moreover, divine causality - or at least some form of intelligent design - can be empirically established by the existence of certain objects possessing what Michael Behe calls ‘irreducible complexity’. They could not have eventuated through purely Darwinian mechanisms, and they entail some sort of intelligent design. 

Behe gives as an example the bacterial flagellum. Some bacteria - microscopic bugs - have tiny propellers - flagella - on their backs, that spin at thousands of revolutions a minute, and propel the bacteria. Around forty proteins are needed to construct them, and they must be organised and co-ordinated in an amazingly complex way. 

This organism, say Intelligent Design proponents, could not have evolved by small incremental steps, as Darwinian evolution requires, because if any of its parts are lacking, then a working flagellum will not exist. The flagellum is ‘irreducibly complex’, in that all the parts must be co-ordinated at once if it is to function. A Darwinian account would require that there were thousands of stages, each of which would produce some survival or adaptive advantage, and they would finally, and accidentally, result in some bacteria having tiny propellors. But if any parts of the propellor are missing, it cannot work as a propellor at all. The flagellum is irreducibly complex. And that means it cannot have gradually assembled by chance. It must be intelligently designed.

Professor Kenneth Miller (See ‘The Flagellum Unspun’, in Debating Design, 81 - 98) has responded to this argument caustically, by pointing out that the flagellum does have functioning parts, one of which is a protein secretory system, that allows bacteria to transport proteins from the inside of a cell to the outside through a membrane. This is in effect a sub-system of the bacterial flagellum, and shows that the flagellum could have been assembled from smaller component parts, which had some survival advantage on their own. It is not irreducibly complex. 

Many biologists also find it implausible to introduce a designer at specific stages in evolution, who will construct a complex organism by direct manipulation of available material, when the designer leaves untouched all the genetic malfunctions and deformities that occur in evolution. Francisco Ayala argues forcefully that such disfunctions point to the ‘opportunistic, tinkerlike character of natural selection, rather than Intelligent Design’ (Debating Design, 70). And Kenneth Miller objects to views that require the laws of nature to be abrogated by direct outside intervention, whereas, he thinks, what we have is ‘a universe in which the beauty and harmony of natural law has brought a world of vibrant and fruitful life into existence’ (Debating Design, p. 94). 

The arguments of the Intelligent Design theorists are of some theoretical importance, since Darwin said that if one could find a structure that could not have been formed by numerous, successive, slight modifications, his theory would ‘absolutely break down’ (Origin of Species, p. 191). But the ID arguments have found few supporters in the biological community.

Nobody claims that the total sequence of such successive steps has been elucidated for all complex life-forms. But many steps have been demonstrated in many cases, and it is part of the working methodology of evolutionary biology, part of many research programmes, to find further steps. To most biologists, it looks as though Intelligent Design theorists are just appealing to ignorance, and finding intelligent design in the gaps not yet filled by science. 

But ID theorists see themselves as finding deficiencies in the methodology of a purely naturalistic approach to science, and so they try to drive a wedge between the proper empirical activities of science and an assertion of methodological naturalism - that is, the view that all investigation of the physical world must assume that there are no discoverable supernatural causal factors at work in nature. 

Perhaps, however, the wedge is in the wrong place. It should be between methodological naturalism and philosophical naturalism. Philosophical naturalism is the view that there are no supernatural causal factors at work in nature. But methodological naturalism only asserts that, if there are such causes they may not be discoverable at all, or their discovery may not be part of properly scientific method. 

Biologists, like other scientists, only deal with empirically discoverable aspects of nature. They need not deny that there may be other aspects that are not discoverable by public observation, and so are not parts of science. This seems to be the position of those like Francisco Ayala, Kenneth Miller, and Francis Collins, head of the human genome project, who strongly defend naturalistic methodology, but who also think there is a God, whose being and acts are not discoverable by science.

 But if God is supposed to be the creator - the ultimate cause of absolutely everything - we might think that the existence of God must make some difference to how things are. The problem is that we can never be in a position to compare a universe that we know to be without God with a universe with God, to see just what the difference is. The theist will say that without God there would be no universe - which is the biggest difference there could ever be! But the atheist will simply reply that there is a universe without God, and we are in it. 

Would it follow that if there is a God we could detect specific instances of designing activity? Or at least that random mutation and natural selection are not sufficient causes for the complex life-world in which we live? We do not, after all, expect God to make a difference to car mechanics. Why should we expect God to make a difference to biology? Maybe all we can say is that, if there is a God, the evolutionary process will be efficiently designed to produce an intended result. If what we have is intelligent life, that could be an intended result. Evolution has got us here, by processes that are amazingly elegant, integrated and complex. Two quotations from Darwin make the point: ‘How infinitely complex and close-fitting are the mutual relations of all organic beings’, and ‘from so simple a beginning endless forms, most beautiful and most wonderful, have been, and are being, evolved’ (Origin of Species, 80 and 490). 

I think there is force in the argument that the existence of an intelligent designer, who could ensure that intelligent life would come to exist, would make the process much less improbable than if the process happened ‘by chance’. An hypothesis that makes a process much more probable must be rated as a probable hypothesis, given the available evidence. So the evolution of intelligent life makes the hypothesis of an intelligent creator probable. But perhaps it will be clearer to say that the evolutionary hypothesis is entirely compatible with Intelligent Creation, but does not necessitate the Intelligent Design claim that instances of such design can be empirically established. Looking at the evolutionary process, Christians can rejoice in its complexity and diversity, and see in it the wisdom of the Creator by whom all things are brought to be. 


