
Finding Gould’s God

The sci en tific com mu nity suf fered a

great loss on May 20, 2002, with the

death of Ste phen Jay Gould. For any -

one inter ested in evo lu tion and nat u ral

his tory, or in the rela tion ship between sci -

ence and reli gion for that mat ter, the name

Ste phen Jay Gould is a house hold word.

For twenty-seven years, his monthly col -

umns and numer ous books have enter tained 

and informed a vast and appre cia tive audi -

ence. He will be sorely missed. Gould was

a pro fes sor of zool ogy and geol ogy at Har -

vard Uni ver sity, a pro lific and influ en tial

writer on the sub ject of evo lu tion, and a

devoted dis ci ple and admirer of Charles

Dar win, hav ing referred to him on more

than one occa sion as his hero. He was also a

self-pro claimed agnos tic.

Brown Uni ver sity biol o gist Ken neth Miller

pub lished a book enti tled Find ing Dar win’s

God: A Sci en tist’s Search for Com mon Ground

Between God and Evo lu tion. Given Gould’s

admi ra tion and respect for Charles Dar win,

one might ask that if Miller indeed has

found  Darwin’s God (as the title of his book

sug gests), has he not found Gould’s God as

well? Per haps. Let us begin by com par ing

the reli gious views of Dar win and Gould,

and then, if sim i lar i ties can be found, con -

sider the inte grated view of evo lu tion and

the ol ogy prof fered by Miller and oth ers.

Charles Darwin
Charles Dar win has come to be one of the

most con tro ver sial sci en tists in his tory,

which is quite inter est ing in light of his com -

pas sion ate and unas sum ing per son al ity. Far

from the poster boy for athe ism that many

groups have mar keted him as, Dar win’s life

reads as the mov ing story of an hon est and

vul ner a ble human being in a state of per pet -

ual soul search ing. It depicts a man slip ping

from the ism, to deism, to agnos ti cism, a fall

driven as much by his sci en tific ide ol ogy as

by his inabil ity to rec on cile human suf fer ing

with a benev o lent God.

Dar win entered his adult life as a the ist.

In 1831, he grad u ated from Cam bridge

Divin ity School with mod est aspi ra tions of

life as a coun try par son. He boarded the

H.M.S. Beagle a lit eral believer in the Gen e -

sis account of cre ation. During this voy age,

many of his yet unchal lenged sci en tific and

reli gious beliefs came into ques tion.

While much has been made of Dar win’s

nat u ral is tic exploits aboard the Beagle, one

should not over look the sig nif i cance of his

more human is tic encoun ters, par tic u larly

the mis sion ary work attempted in Tierra del

Fuego. On board the ship were three Fue -

gians kid napped by the Eng lish dur ing a

pre vi ous expe di tion to South Amer ica. The

young hos tages had been brought back to

Europe where they were raised in the safe

con fines of Angli can soci ety. The goal was to 

return them to their home land along with

a Chris tian mis sion ary who was to teach the

native peo ple the ways of a civ i lized life.

Hav ing befriended one of the “trans formed” 

Fuegians on board, Dar win was shocked by

his encoun ter with the Fuegian peo ple in

their native envi ron ment. Hor rified, too, was

the mis sion ary, who in an abrupt shift of

 priorities, refused to let the Beagle sail off

with out him. Later the whole expe ri ence

would affirm Dar win’s spec u la tion that

humans, too, are the prod ucts of an evo lu -

tion ary pro cess.

Upon return ing to Eng land, Dar win

began to mull over the stacks of note books

he had com piled, and his the ory of evo lu tion 

by nat u ral selec tion slowly took form. His

slip from the ism to deism stemmed from his

own inter pre ta tion of the the ory and from
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the gen eral sci en tific cli mate of the time. New to nian phys -

ics was assumed by many to reflect the crafts man ship of

the great “clockmaker” who had built a won der fully com -

plex uni verse, wound it up and let it go, never to inter vene 

on its behalf again. One sees a glimpse of Dar win’s deis tic

per spec tive in the clos ing para graph of The Ori gin of Spe -

cies. Dar win wrote:

There is gran deur in the this view of life, with its sev -

eral pow ers hav ing been orig i nally breathed by the

Cre ator into a few forms or into one; and that, whilst

this planet has gone cycling on accord ing to the fixed

law of grav ity, from so sim ple a begin ning end less

forms most beau ti ful and most won der ful have been,

and are being evolved.1

Ulti mately, how ever, deism and Chris tian ity would

prove unsat is fac tory to Dar win, who found its answers to

the dif fi cult ques tions of human suf fer ing too sim plis tic, if

not cruel. In a let ter to Asa Gray, Dar win com mented on a

grow ing pes si mism spawned by his the ory:

… with respect to the theo log i cal view of the ques -

tion. This is always pain ful to me. I am bewil dered.

I had no inten tion to write athe is ti cally. But I own

that I can not see as plainly as oth ers do, and as I

should wish to do, evi dence of design and benef i -

cence on all sides of us. There seems to me too much

mis ery in the world.2

Dar win him self was no stranger to suf fer ing, endur ing

chronic stom ach dis or ders, migraines, and boils most of

his adult life. He felt per sis tent guilt at the thought of

 having passed his “wretched” stom ach on to his chil dren

and was par tic u larly dev as tated by the pre ma ture death of 

his 10-year-old daugh ter Annie, an event from which the

shreds of Dar win’s faith never recov ered.

Emma Dar win, a devoutly reli gious woman, wor ried

about her hus band’s sal va tion from the first day of their

mar riage. She con stantly urged him to read the clos ing

sec tion of John 13, where Christ informs the doubt ing

Thomas that he is “the way, the truth, and the life.” In one

of her many let ters to Charles, she implored him to give up 

his habit of “believ ing noth ing until it is proved.” An

anguished Dar win responded: “When I am dead, know

how many times I have kissed and cried over this.”

Late in life, when asked about his reli gious views,

 Darwin alleged that the ques tion of God’s exis tence was

beyond the com pre hen sion and resolve of the human

intel lect. Fol low ing the pre ce dent and ter mi nol ogy of his

friend Thomas Huxley, Dar win con fessed:

In my most extreme fluc tu a tions I have never been an 

Athe ist in the sense of deny ing the exis tence of God.

I think that gen er ally (& more & more as I grow

older), but not always, that an agnos tic would be the

most cor rect descrip tion of my state of mind.3

But read ing between the lines, one gets the impres sion

that Dar win never truly relin quished a belief in God.

He supported tent min is tries in his home town up until

his death and con trib uted finan cially to an Angli can out -

post in Tierra Del Fuego; the natives that had once

shocked him with their sav agery were even tu ally clothed

and con verted.4 Dar win under stood the value of reli gion

in soci ety. It was his fear, rather, that a shared belief in a

super nat u ral cre ator was sim ply a neu ro log i cal pro jec tion, 

a “ben e fi cial vari a tion” born of nat u ral selec tion in the

same man ner as any other trait that con fers an advan tage

for sur vival. His faith fell vic tim to his own the ory. 

Stephen Jay Gould
It is readily appar ent that Ste phen Jay Gould shared much

in com mon with his admit ted hero and men tor, Charles

Dar win. In his book Rocks of Ages, Gould openly pro fesses:

“I am not a believer. I am an agnos tic in the wise sense of

T. H. Huxley, who coined the word in iden ti fy ing such

open-minded skep ti cism as the only ratio nal posi tion

because truly, one can not know.”5 Yet any one who has

read Gould’s work knows that reli gion is a recur ring topic

woven into many of his essays as anal ogy, met a phor, and

anec dote. In an age in which so many prom i nent sci en tists

ada mantly refuse to men tion sci ence and reli gion in the

same breath, Gould was just as likely to use a verse of
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Scrip ture to help clar ify a sci en tific idea.

Indeed, he cites reli gion as being of extreme

inter est to him, rank ing it only behind evo lu -

tion, pale on tol ogy, and base ball.6 

Gould is to be admired for his gen u ine

com mit ment to hav ing pur sued truth wher -

ever it led him. His The Mismeasure of Man is

a fas ci nat ing and infor ma tive study of sci en -

tific rac ism.7 He explores how the pre vail ing

cul tural atti tudes of an empow ered group

have his tor i cally served to bias the sci en tific

study of humans and human intel li gence.

Despite later accu sa tions of rac ism, Dar win

him self was an avid abo li tion ist. He said:

“If the mis ery of our poor be caused not by

the laws of nature, but by our insti tu tions,

great is our sin.”8

Born of Jew ish ances try, Gould cer tainly

must have ques tioned the amount of suf fer -

ing in the world, and like Dar win, Gould

was not immune him self. Diag nosed with

can cer as his career was blos som ing, Gould

bravely endured che mo ther apy treat ments,

while con tin u ing to teach and meet monthly

dead lines for his col umn in Nat u ral His tory.

Gould rarely men tioned his dis ease, but his

essay “The Median Isn’t the Mes sage” con -

tin ues to inspire count less indi vid u als

entrenched in their own bat tles with can cer.9

Gould, like Dar win, appar ently spent

time pon der ing the plight of the doubt ing

Thomas. In Rocks of Ages, he devotes an

entire chap ter to the dis ci ple in an attempt to 

con vey the fun da men tal dif fer ence between

faith and sci ence. He has obvi ous trou ble

with Jesus’ chas tise ment of Thomas: “Blessed 

are they that have not seen and yet have

believed.” Gould retorts: “I can not think of

a state ment more for eign to the norms of

 science.”10

Still, Gould rec og nized the value of reli -

gion in soci ety, and through his agnos tic

creed, he left a door open for God. But like

Dar win before him, he seemed con vinced

that reli gion is sim ply a man i fes ta tion of

 natural selec tion in a mate ri al is tic uni verse.

It would seem then that mate ri al ism lies at

the core of the con flict between evo lu tion

and the ol ogy, which brings us to Miller’s

book, Find ing Dar win’s God.

Evolution and Theology
Much of the pop u lar debate over evo lu tion -

ary the ory has been waged by oppo nents at

oppo site ends of the spec trum, namely by

athe is tic mate ri al ists and by cre ation sci en -

tists. Ken neth Miller falls well within these

two extremes. His book pres ents an ample

ref u ta tion of cre ation sci ence and con tem po -

rary intel li gent design the ory, yet, curi ously, 

his book is also an argu ment for the exis -

tence of God. Many of the ideas in Miller’s

book are not new. Other sci en tists and theo -

lo gians who have suc cess fully inte grated

sci en tific and reli gious faith in a sim i lar

man ner join him.

One key to rec on cil ing evo lu tion with

the is tic belief lies in the under stand ing of the 

word “chance.” Con tinuing Dar win’s let ter

to Asa Gray quoted pre vi ously, it reads: 

On the other hand, I can not any how

be con tended to view this won der ful

 universe, and espe cially the nature of

man, and to con clude that every thing

is the result of brute force. I am inclined 

to look at every thing as result ing from

designed laws, with the details, whether

good or bad, left to the work ing out

of what we may call chance. Not that

this notion at all sat is fies me. I feel

most deeply that the whole sub ject is

too pro found for the human intel lect.

A dog might as well spec u late on the

mind of New ton.11

Gould notes: “Dar win does not mean

chance in the ver nac u lar senses of ‘ran dom,’

‘with out mean ing,’ or ‘in ca pa ble of expla na -

tion.’ By stat ing the pro viso ‘what we may

call chance,’ he implies a view of life for

which he had no word, but which his to ri ans

now call con tin gency.”12 Yet it is, in fact, this

notion of “chance” as man i fested in quan -

tum uncer tainty and chro no log i cal time that

allows evo lu tion ary the ory to flour ish within

the con text of both West ern reli gion and

mod ern sci ence.

Miller points out: “One hun dred and fifty 

years ago it might have been impos si ble not

to cou ple Dar win with a grim and point less

deter min ism. I believe this is why Dar win in

his later years tried and failed to find God, at 

least a God con sis tent with his the o ries.”13

Dar win ism would mean the end of God in a

New to nian world of sim ple cause and effect
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phe nom ena. But rel a tiv ity and quan tum the ory have tran -

scended the New to nian pic ture of deter min is tic par ti cles

mov ing along in space with some thing much more sup ple

and com pre hen sive.

Con sider elec trons for a moment. They orbit the nuclei

of atoms in what are sim plis ti cally por trayed as con cen tric

cir cles. In actu al ity, the paths must be thought of as proba -

bil is tic clouds since both the exact loca tion and momen -

tum of an elec tron can not be known at any par tic u lar

instant. The phys i cist knows this enigma as Heisenberg’s

Uncer tainty Prin ci ple. Ulti mately, how ever, it is the posi -

tions and momen tums of these quan tum par ti cles that

 dictate higher order events from sim ple chem i cal reac tions 

to com plex weather pat terns, to super novas, and every -

thing in between. Such sen si tiv ity to initial con di tions is

part of what is better known as Chaos the ory.

One begins to see that the quan tum world is both

unpre dict able and unmechanical. Yet, when con sid er ing

even a tiny piece of mat ter, in which the behav iors of lots

of quan tum par ti cles must be added together, these vari a -

tions and uncer tain ties tend to can cel each other out,

pro duc ing a highly reli able pat tern of over all behav ior.

This is of utmost impor tance, because it is this reli able pat -

tern of behav ior that allows sci ence to be so fruit ful—it is

the foun da tion of mate ri al ism. Force, in fact, is the prod uct 

of an object’s mass and accel er a tion. The pres sure of a gas

is inversely pro por tional to its vol ume at con stant tem per -

a ture. As early as 1945, Erwin Schrödinger sur mised that

liv ing things, inso far as being com plex aggre gates of

count less quan tum par ti cles, must be of suf fi ciently large

size rel a tive to atoms in order to insu late them selves from

atomic-level events. Only then can their physiologies be

based on pre dict able nat u ral laws.14

The uncer tainty prin ci ple tells us that there is spe cific

infor ma tion about the phys i cal nature of mat ter that sim -

ply can not be known. This essen tially places every piece of 

mat ter in the uni verse under God’s poten tial con trol, or

under the con trol of ran dom ness and chance, depend ing

upon one’s world view. It is not a return to the “God of the

Gaps” the ol ogy, for it is not a prin ci ple of sci en tific igno -

rance, but of inde ter mi nacy. What ulti mately directs the

intrin sic unpre dict abil ity of cha otic sys tems is infor ma -

tion, not ener getic cau sa tion.

Addressing Deeper Concerns
Cer tainly, as Miller notes, quan tum mechan ics does not

prove the exis tence of God. “If it did, we should expect mis -

sion ar ies to win souls by explain ing two-slit dif frac tion

exper i ments and by show ing the der i va tion of Planck’s

con stant.”15 Nor was Gould likely to have hopped quickly

on the quan tum mechan ics band wagon. Belief in God

requires insight into the more dif fi cult ques tions of human 

expe ri ence. Any one famil iar with the writ ings of evo lu -

tion ist Rich ard Dawkins knows that evil and suf fer ing are

a sig nif i cant part of his athe is tic argu ment. Unfor tu nately,

this is where Miller’s book falls short. But oth ers have

plowed this ground before. Some help ful and spir i tu ally

com pel ling insight has come from Angli can priest and

par ti cle phys i cist John Polkinghorne.16

Accord ing to Polkinghorne, there are essen tially two

types of evil in the world: moral evil and phys i cal evil.

Moral evil, such as that man i fested in the form of con cen -

tra tion camps, theft, and mur der, exists because our

Cre ator has bestowed upon us a free will. “We are moral

beings, with all the pos si bil i ties for immo ral ity that this

implies, not per fectly pro grammed autom ata.”17 God is

not always pleased with our actions, but real izes the con -

se quences of his tak ing back con trol over them.

Phys i cal evil, such as a dev as tat ing hur ri cane or a seri -

ous ill ness, is more dif fi cult to ratio nal ize. Surely God has

some con trol over this. Did we not just estab lish that every

quan tum par ti cle in the uni verse is under his poten tial con -

trol? Why does he not con stantly per form mir a cles to

pro tect us from the pit falls of the phys i cal world? The

answer is because God is faith ful, faith ful to the orderly

cre ation he has made. God does not will evil or suf fer ing,
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but rather allows it in a world that has been

granted the free dom to be other than God.18

Impor tant to Chris tian the ol ogy is a clear

dis tinc tion between the Cre ator and the

 created order. For God to love the world,

he must give up some con trol of it.19 He

does not have to, but he does because of love.

The logic of love requires the free dom of

the beloved.

Chris tian ity, in par tic u lar, speaks to the

issue of suf fer ing at the deep est level. Unlike 

other world reli gions, Chris tian ity tells us

that God under stands our suf fer ing because

he too has suf fered and suf fers with us now.

He does more than sim ply look down upon

us with pity. He stands beside us in our

dark ness.20 Only when God is acknowl -

edged to be vul ner a ble through his love for

his cre ation, does it become pos si ble to

speak of the mys tery of a suf fer ing God.

Concluding Thoughts
Gould knew that sci ence, by its own design,

was not equipped to address meta phys i cal

ques tions con cern ing mean ing and pur pose. 

He knew this was the realm of reli gion. But

it seems he was unwill ing to take a leap of

spir i tual faith, choos ing instead the path of

sec u lar human ism. To be hon est, I thought

that some day Gould would embrace Chris -

tian ity. His faith had already seemed closer

to that of a mus tard sap ling than a mus tard

seed. Per haps he did. I speak only for his

writ ings, not for his heart.

Belief in God is, and will always remain a

leap of faith, as it should be. But it is a leap

that can be taken with sci ence firmly in

hand. Faith does not mean believ ing the

impos si ble. Rather, it is a moti vated belief in

that which can not be known with com plete

assur ance. Indeed, a leap of faith is required

of the sci en tist—a com mit ment to the meta -

phys i cal belief that the world is intel li gi ble

and open to our ratio nal explo ra tion. This

par tic u lar leap, how ever, is much eas ier

to take. It can be objec tively tested and

repeat edly affirmed. More impor tant, it does 

not demand the same level of response.

Respond ing to a belief that atoms are made

up of sub atomic par ti cles is not a dif fi cult

task. Respond ing to the belief that the

 universe was cre ated with mean ing and

 purpose by a lov ing God is some thing we

strug gle with on a daily basis.

Cer tainly Christ strug gled. We can only

imag ine what he must have been expe ri enc -

ing when he put his own fate into the hands

of his Father in the gar den. If Jesus was fully

human as well as fully divine, then a leap of

faith was required of him as well. We are the

ben e fi cia ries. Let us remem ber his leap and

con tem plate our own as we strive to mold

our lives after him. ]
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