Evolution and the Promise of God
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“…. when you were a tadpole and I was a fish ….”.  Well, Charles Darwin would have no quarrel with this sentiment as memorably expressed by the American journalist, Langdon Smith.  And neither would I, nor for that matter as a confirmed Chestertonian to Langdon Smith’s previous line “Let us drink anew ….”.  A very good idea.


A few days ago I was in Houston, literally surrounded by Southern Baptists.  To many of them, and indeed many other Christians, evolution does not come easily.  Courteous and well-meaning, one inter-locutor remarked “Well, I can sort of see how we might be close to a chimpanzee – but to that blade of grass?”  He shook his head in disbelief.  
         Darwin explained how this was possible, and even now more than 150 years after the publication of the Origin we still stand in his shadow.  For much of his life Darwin thought ceaselessly about his theory and its implications, paradoxically a recluse but a humming node of correspondence, bombarding people with questions, eagerly absorbing their careful replies.  Scribble, scribble, scribble, each volume a demolition charge against received wisdom and accepted pieties.  Yet in the novel Ever After Graham Swift has one of his characters remark: 
“I have dipped into Darwin.  It’s heavy going.  The prose thick, grey, and formidable, like porridge”1 and a couple of pages later Swift continues “On the big question, the God question, he [that is Darwin] seems to have maintained – this one-time candidate for orders – a careful reticence, a curiously bland open-mindedness, an obtuse bewilderment.  Reading Darwin, you sometimes get the feeling that the man was – dim”2.  
And perhaps Swift has a point: however perspicacious Darwin was when it came to untangling evolution, when it came to metaphysics Darwin seems to lose the plot.  How, he mused, might his thoughts be any more reliable than those of his dog – assuming of course that the latter had any at all ….

Wittingly, or otherwise, Darwin escorted us to what seemed to be an abyss of uncertainty.  Ironically, having secured our place in Nature, he seems to have left us existentially as orphans.  Famously in his autobiography3, and as he reminisced, so he was drawn to remark how it was that
“to the age of thirty, or beyond it, poetry of many kinds, such as the works of Milton, Gray, Byron, Wordsworth, Coleridge, and Shelley, gave me great pleasure, and even as a schoolboy I took intense delight in Shakespeare, especially in the historical plays.  I have also said that formerly pictures gave me considerable, and music very great delight.  But now for many years I cannot endure to read a line of poetry: I have tried lately to read Shakespeare, and found it so intolerably dull that it nauseated me.  I have also almost lost my taste for pictures or music”4.  
Now, not for a moment am I suggesting that Darwin’s erosion of aesthetic sensibilities implies that those who accept the facts of evolution – as indeed I do – are doomed to sterility.  Nevertheless as Darwin also wrote: “My mind seems to have become a kind of machine for grinding general laws out of large collections of facts, but why this should have caused the atrophy of that part of the brain alone, on which the higher tastes depend, I cannot conceive”5.  To be sure Darwin said that were he granted his life again, then he would make it “a rule to read some poetry and listen to some music at least once every week; for perhaps the parts of my brain now atrophied would thus have been kept active through use”6.  We can enjoy that little Lamarckian trope, but had Father Brown been called in on the case, I suspect his fingers may have begun to drum uneasily.  Did Darwin really realize what was actually at stake?  


What I wonder might Darwin made of this passage 

“‘Do you remember that bit of rabbit, Mr. Frodo?’ he said. ‘And our place under the warm bank in Captain Faramir’s country, the day I saw an oliphaunt?’
‘No, I am afraid not, Sam’ said Frodo.  ‘At least, I know that such things happened, but I cannot see them.  No taste of food, no feel of water, no sound of wind, no memory of tree or grass or flower, no image of moon or star are left to me, I am naked in the dark, Sam’”7.


Here we visit what in reality is the wonderful, if also terrible, world of Middle Earth, but within Mordor meaning has become void, senses ebbed, memory fled.  In one way, and as I suspect Darwin himself intuited, this grim vision of J.R.R. Tolkien is simply what those merry folk in North Oxford announce is “Facing the Facts!!”.  

Langdon Smith evidently thought otherwise.  Why else did he ask:

“We have left our bones in the Bagshot stones


And deep in the Coralline crags;

Our love is old, our lives are old,


And death shall come amain;

Should it come today, what man may say


We shall not live again?

God wrought our souls from the Tremadoc beds


And furnished them wings to fly;

We sowed our spawn in the world’s dim dawn,


And I know that it shall  not die,”


Yet more than a century after Langdon Smith wrote his poem, the theory of evolution and theism remain very uneasy bed-fellows.  Nor is this surprising.  Darwin was right, but God exists.  Our central fault in this – what shall we call it? – this dialogue is to forget that whatever else we may be, collectively and fervently humans must subscribe to creation myths, stories of how we came to be who we are.  Within these hallowed walls it will be the opening chapters of the Bible, beyond the creation myths thrive, but now they are Darwinian.  Pandemonium!  Up-roar!  Shouts of protest!  Steady-on, please resume your seats.  Evolution is true, but we need to decide which narrative serves to save the appearances.  To most of my scientific colleagues dare I say it is, “One damn thing after the other”.  No direction, and heaven forbid any purpose.  Maybe so, but funny isn’t it how this world-picture fits so perfectly with our zeitgeist, bequeathed to us by Freud, Marx and Nietzsche.

Maybe it is time to tell a new story?  Let us suppose – and I hear I apologize for employing such a mechanistic cliché – that evolution is simply the search-engine by which the Universe becomes self-aware.  Stirring all around us – certainly in crows and dolphins, most likely octopus and if you care to read those accounts of the bombardment of sheltering bees with stones, even ants8 – are minds.  At some stage, and thereby hangs many a tale, we realized the world made no sense unless it was told as stories, but stories that are threaded by myth.  Myths.  Not a word to be used lightly.  But please do not treat these as mere fancy.  As Charles Peirce once remarked: 
Myth is the story of the god made imaginable9.


Now perhaps we can see why some of our companions are so desperate that the evolutionary myth is true, to them it really does explain everything.  Dream on.  No, what evolution tells us is how we – or any other species you care to mention – got here, and a gripping story it certainly is.  Langdon Smith again:


Our trail is on the Kimmeridge clay


And the scarp of the Pubeck flags

But it is silent as to why we are a mythopoeic species.  Again do not assume that myths are fairy-tales, although I’ll have nothing said against fairy-tales either.  Neither assume myths are convenient fictions: Mordor fills us with dread for a very good reason.  Rather than being drawn by Darwin to the abyss of existentialist absurdities, we are invited to know a Universe that is rational and beautiful.  “Lies breathed through silver” C.S. Lewis once thought, but the unique value of Christianity is just like science it makes sense.  And just like science, and here I emphatically include evolution, it leads us to unexpected worlds.  There is no need to unweave the rainbow.  Not only does its beauty suffice, but so too it reminds us of doors as yet unopened, but across whose threshold we will be welcomed with open arms.
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