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According to famed atheist Richard Dawkins, “Darwin made it possible to be an
intellectually fulfilled atheist.” Many people today, both inside and outside of the
church, follow Dawkins and assume that Charles Darwin ushered in a dysteleo-
logical view of nature with no ultimate plan or purpose and no place for God.
However, an examination of the primary historical literature—Darwin’s private
Notebooks on Transmutation (1837–1839), his two most important books, Origin
of Species (1859) and The Descent of Man (1871), and his personal correspondence
with colleagues—reveals that the father of evolutionary theory thought deeply about
the religious implications of his science.

In this two-part article, I will glean theological insights from Darwin’s writings
to challenge Dawkins’s belief, and I will propose the provocative anti-thesis that
Darwin made it possible to be an intellectually fulfilled Christian theist. Here in Part I,
we will examine Darwin’s views on (1) divine creative action and (2) his experience
with and understanding of intelligent design in nature. In Part II, to be published
in September, we will review Darwin’s thoughts on (3) theodicy and his personal
wrestling with the problem of evil and suffering, and his views on (4) the origin of
religion and morality in the light of evolutionary psychology.

F
ew have provoked as many

extreme reactions regarding the

relationship between science and

religion as has Charles Darwin. The

Darwin Correspondence Project at Cam-

bridge University observes, “Darwin is

celebrated as a secular saint, and vilified

as Satan’s agent in the corruption of the

human spirit.”1 For example, the father

of modern young earth creationism,

Henry M. Morris, contends that “Satan

himself is the originator of the concept of

evolution,” and that Darwin’s theory of

natural selection led to racism, Nazism,

Marxism, and numerous other social

evils.2 On the other hand, the inimitable

Richard Dawkins, in his acclaimed

bestseller The Blind Watchmaker, asserts

that “Darwin made it possible to be an

intellectually fulfilled atheist.”3 In

answer to these opposing claims, the

Correspondence Project is quick to note

that Darwin “is misquoted in order to
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support a particular position.”4 Notably, “the popu-

lar view of Darwin as purely secularist, or even

atheist, is based on a highly selective reading of the

sources.”5

In this article, I will swim against the Dawkinsian

tide in order to defend the provocative thesis that

Charles Darwin made it possible to be an intellectu-

ally fulfilled Christian theist. Not to be misunder-

stood, let me say it is clear that Darwin gradually

came to reject Christianity during the middle of his

life, and this is no attempt to “Christianize” him.

Instead, employing a method quite different from

that of Dawkins, I will submit to the authorial

intentionality of Darwinian historical literature so as

to glean theological insights that I believe inspire

a conservative Christian approach to evolution.

Often labeled “theistic evolution” but more accu-

rately termed “evolutionary creation,” this view of

origins claims that the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit

created the universe and life, including human

life, through an ordained, sustained, and design-

reflecting evolutionary process.6 In this first of two

parts, I will draw theological insights from Darwin

that deal with (1) divine creative action and (2) intel-

ligent design in nature.7 In the second part, to be

published in September, I will examine Darwinian

insights related to (3) evolutionary theodicy and

(4) evolutionary psychology.8

A few preliminary comments are in order. First,

Darwin was at best a nominal Christian as a young

adult. After returning from the HMS Beagle voyage

(27 Dec. 1831 to 2 Oct. 1836), he entered a period of

religious reflection and “gradually came to disbelieve

in Christianity as a divine revelation.”9 Darwin had

four critical arguments: (1) the opening chapters of

the Bible were a “manifestly false history of the

world”;10 (2) the God of the Old Testament was

“a revengeful tyrant”; (3) “the more we know of the

fixed laws of nature the more incredible do miracles

become”; and (4) “the Gospels cannot be proved to

have been written simultaneously with the events,—

that they differ in many important details, far too

important it seems to me, to be admitted as the usual

inaccuracies of eyewitnesses.”11 Darwin also had

an emotive complaint against the notion of eternal

damnation, which he called “a damnable doctrine,”

since he assumed that “my Father, Brother and

almost all my best friends, will be everlastingly

punished.”12 His rejection of Christianity remained

resolute until his death on 19 Apr. 1882. Responding

in 1880 to whether he believed in the New Testa-

ment, Darwin writes back to F. A. McDermott, “I am

sorry to have to inform you that I do not believe in

the Bible as a divine revelation, & therefore not in

Jesus Christ as the son of God.”13

Second, it is important to underline that Darwin

was never an atheist. In a letter dated 1879, three

years before his death, in response to another query

about his religious beliefs, he reveals to John Fordyce,

I may state that my judgment often fluctuates …

In my most extreme fluctuations I have never been

an Atheist in the sense of denying the existence of a God.

I think that generally (& more and more so as

I grow older) but not always, that an Agnostic

would be the more correct description of my state

of mind.14

Darwin’s scientific colleague Thomas Henry Huxley

coined the term “agnosticism” in 1869, and the first

evidence of Darwin embracing this view appears

in his 1876 Autobiography.15 In a section entitled

“Religious Belief,” Darwin concludes, “The mystery

of the beginning of all things is insoluble by us; and

I for one must be content to remain an Agnostic.”16

Though he had gradually rejected Christianity,

roughly over a period between the late 1830s and the

late 1840s, Darwin continued to believe in a God

prior to his acceptance of agnosticism.17 In an 1878

letter to H. N. Ridley, he recalls, “[M]any years ago

when I was collecting facts for the Origin [of Species],

my belief in what is called a personal God was as

firm as that of [the Reverend] Dr Pusey himself.”18

This statement aligns with Darwin’s claim in the

Autobiography that he was a “theist” and that this

belief “was strong in my mind” as he wrote the famed

Origin of Species (1859), a book which included seven

affirming references to the “Creator.”19 In recent

years, much has been written about the impact of

the death of Darwin’s beloved daughter Annie in 1851

on his religious views.20 But given his rejection of

Christian faith by the late 1840s, and his acceptance of

theism in the late 1850s, it is apparent that Darwin

firmly embraced some generalized form of theism

not connected to Christianity or to any other religious

tradition even after her passing.21

Finally, my justification to pursue such a provoca-

tive thesis—and what may seem to some, a perilous

thesis—comes from Charles Darwin himself. In the

aforementioned correspondence to Fordyce in 1879,
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Darwin opens with a blunt indictment. “It seems

to me absurd to doubt that a man may be an ardent

theist & an evolutionist.”22 He then offers the ex-

amples of Charles Kingsley, a self-described “ortho-

dox priest of the Church of England,” and Asa Gray,

an evangelical Christian and Harvard botanist who

promoted Darwin in America with his pamphlet

Natural Selection Not Inconsistent with Natural Theol-

ogy (1861).23 In other words, I feel comfortable specu-

lating that rather than incurring the wrath of Charles

Darwin for this two-part article, I may well receive

his support.

Insights into Divine Creative
Action
Upon returning to England from his five-year circum-

navigation aboard the HMS Beagle, Darwin entered

a period that he describes as “the most active which

I ever spent.”24 Between October 1836 and January

1839, he outlined his theory of evolution by natural

selection, and alongside his scientific hypothesizing,

he admits, “I was led to think much about religion.”25

Indeed, biological evolution has significant theologi-

cal ramifications.

This two-year period is marked by Darwin’s stern

rejection of any interventions by the Creator in ori-

gins. Commonly known as the “god-of-the-gaps,”

this view of creative action assumes that a divine

being entered the world at different points in time

either to add missing parts or creatures, or to modify

those already in existence.26 For Darwin, the loss of

dramatic divine acts in nature first began in Brazil,

where he viewed geological evidence through the

lens of the first volume of Charles Lyell’s Principles

of Geology (1830). Lyell’s uniformitarianism quickly

overthrew catastrophism, the geological paradigm

of the early nineteenth century which held that fea-

tures on the surface of the earth were caused by

numerous diluvian events, with the Noahic Flood

being the last.27 However, Darwin did not immedi-

ately extend the Lyellian natural-laws-only view of

geology to biology, and late in the voyage he still

held a progressive creationist understanding of the

origin of life.28 Noting the similarity between ant

lion pitfalls (traps) in both England and Australia,

he argues in a diary entry dated January 1836,

Would any two workmen ever hit on so beautiful,

so simple, & yet so artificial a contrivance [pitfall]?

It cannot be thought so. The one hand has surely

worked throughout the universe. A Geologist per-

haps would suggest that the periods of Creation

have been distinct & remote the one from the other;

that the Creator rested in his labor.29

Clearly, an interventionistic god-of-the-gaps was still

front and center in Darwin’s biological science late

into his voyage onboard the HMS Beagle.

But dramatic divine creative acts were soon to be

eliminated after landing in England. In the B Note-

book of the famed Notebooks on Transmutation (1837–

1839), Darwin draws an analogy between astronomy

and biological evolution. Appealing to the history of

science, he observes,

Astronomers might formerly have said that God

ordered [i.e., intervened], each planet to move in

its particular destiny [e.g., retrograde planetary

motion]—In the same manner God orders each

animal with certain form in certain country [pro-

gressive creation]. But how much more simple &

sublime power [to] let attraction act according to

certain law; such are inevitable consequences;

let animals be created, then by the fixed laws of

generation.30

In other words, Darwin contended that since astrono-

mers no longer appeal to divine interventionistic acts

to move planets around, biologists need not require

dramatic creative acts in the origin of living organ-

isms.31 Natural processes alone could explain the data

of astronomy and biology. In the D Notebook, he adds

that creating life through natural processes was

far grander than [the] idea from cramped imagina-

tion that God created (warring against those

very laws he established in all organic nature) the

Rhinoceros of Java & Sumatra, that since the time

of the Silurian he has made a long succession of

vile molluscous animals.32

Such a micromanager view of divine creative action,

concludes Darwin, is “beneath the dignity of him,

who is supposed to have said let there be light and

there was light.”33

Darwin then extended this rejection of the god-of-

the-gaps to his evolutionary theorizing on the origin

of humanity. “Man in his arrogance,” writes Darwin

in the C Notebook, “thinks himself a great work

worthy of the interposition [i.e., intervention] of

a deity, more humble & I believe truer to consider

him created from animals.”34 Though this passage is
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ambiguous about God’s activity, Darwin places him

firmly as the Creator of the evolutionary process.

In the M Notebook, Darwin asserts that a scientist

is mistaken if he

says the innate knowledge of creator is has been

implanted in us (by ? individually or in race?) by a

separate act of God, & not as a necessary integrant

part of his most magnificent laws, of which we pro-

fane degree in thinking not capable to do produce

every effect, of every kind which surrounds us.35

It is important to underline that this view of evolu-

tion is not the dysteleological process assumed by

Richard Dawkins. For Darwin, biological evolution

is clearly teleological, and ultimately rooted in God.

Moreover, he acknowledges the reality of natural

(or general) revelation as an innate characteristic of

human beings.36 And by declaring evolutionary laws

“most magnificent,” Darwin certainly alludes to their

having been intelligently designed.

Darwin’s rejection of the god-of-the-gaps models,

and his acceptance of a teleological evolutionary

process ordained by the Creator, appear openly in

his seminal book, Origin of Species (1859). The first

epigraph of the book comes from William Whewell’s

Bridgewater Treatise (1833), and it sets the tone of

his approach to divine action:

But with regard to the material world, we can at

least go so far as this—we can perceive that events

are brought about not by insulated interpositions

[i.e., interventions] of Divine power, exerted in

each particular case, but by the establishment of

general laws.37

Applying this understanding of God’s activity to the

evolution of life, Darwin contends,

Authors of the highest eminence [i.e., progressive

creationists] seem to be fully satisfied with the

view that each species has been independently

created. To my mind it accords better with what

we know of the laws impressed on matter by the

Creator, that the production and extinction of the

past and present inhabitants of the world should

have been due to secondary causes like those deter-

mining the birth and death of the individual.38

The analogy between developmental biology and

evolutionary biology is powerful. No one today

believes that God intervenes in the womb to attach

fins, wings, or limbs during the creation of individual

creatures. Instead, we know that living organisms

arise through natural embryological processes. So too,

argues Darwin, with the origin of all creatures that

have ever lived on earth—they were created through

natural evolutionary processes ordained by God.39

The embryology-evolution analogy is also found

in Darwin’s second most well-known book, The

Descent of Man, and Selection in Relation to Sex (1871).

As noted earlier, he embraced human evolution in

the late 1830s. But sensitivity to Victorian society

led him to make only one thinly veiled remark on

the topic in the Origin of Species.40 The Descent of Man

was a complete and uncompromising treatise on

human evolution; but still mindful of cultural sensi-

tivities, Darwin offered assistance to those struggling

with evolution.

I am aware that the conclusions arrived at in this

work will be denounced by some as highly irreli-

gious; but he who denounces them is bound to

shew why it is more irreligious to explain the

origin of man as a distinct species by descent from

some lower form, through the laws of variation

and natural selection, than to explain the birth of

the individual through the laws of ordinary repro-

duction. The birth both of the species and of the

individual are equally parts of that grand sequence

of events, which our minds refuse to accept as

the result of blind chance.41

Once again, Darwin provides a view of evolution that

is clearly not dysteleological, as assumed by Dawkins.

For that matter, it could be argued from this passage

that embryological and evolutionary processes are

both natural revelations that reflect intelligent design.

And Darwin’s significant epistemological claim that

the human mind refuses to embrace a world run by

blind chance offers an argument that God ordained

the evolution of our brain in order to lead us to that

very conclusion. Some implications of this conclusion

will be explored in Part II of this article.

Finally, a comment is in order regarding Darwin’s

famed evolutionary mechanism of natural selection

and the notion of survival of the fittest. Theories of

biological evolution were being discussed for at

least one hundred years before the Origin of Species.

For example, Charles’s grandfather Erasmus Darwin

outlined a deistic and “Lamarckian” model of

evolution in Zoonomia, or the Laws of Organic Life

(1794–1796).42 But it was the discovery of a scientific

mechanism—natural selection—that captured the

imagination and respect of the scientific community
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in Darwin’s day. Of course, dysteleological polemi-

cists such as Dawkins focus on this rather unsavory

aspect of evolutionary theory along with the idea of

the survival of the fittest in order to justify their dis-

belief. However, rarely do they reveal that Darwin

later mitigated both of these concepts. In the Descent

of Man, he confesses, “In the earlier editions of my

‘Origin of Species’ I perhaps attributed too much to

the action of natural selection or the survival of the

fittest.”43 His “excuse” for “having exaggerated its

[natural selection] power” was for rhetorical pur-

poses so as “to overthrow the dogma of separate

creations.”44 Darwin then adds, “We know not what

produces the numberless slight differences between

the individuals of each species.”45

Indeed, evolution features two pivotal concepts:

(1) the production of biological variability, and

(2) the natural selection of the fittest variants. Yet

Darwin had no idea about the mechanisms behind

the former, and late in life he even postulated what

could be seen as a teleological factor in evolution.

In an 1878 letter to H. N. Ridley, he observes that

“there is almost complete unanimity amongst Biolo-

gists about Evolution,” but he qualifies that “there is

still considerable difference as to the means, such as

how far natural selection has acted & how far ex-

ternal conditions, or whether there exists some mys-

terious innate tendency to perfectibility.”46 Once

again, such a view of biological evolution is far from

that of Dawkins, which assumes that the process

is driven by irrational necessity and blind chance.

To summarize, Charles Darwin offers some valu-

able insights to Christian theists regarding divine

creative action. His appeal to the history of astron-

omy and his own experience with geological

catastrophism shows that god-of-the-gaps models

have always failed. The purported gaps in nature

are not indicative of divine intervention, but rather,

they are gaps in human knowledge later filled by

scientific discoveries. Thanks to Darwin, it is clear

that evolution is not necessarily atheistic or dysteleo-

logical.47 From the writing of his Notebooks on Trans-

mutation in the late 1830s to the publication of Origin

of Species in 1859, he viewed the evolutionary pro-

cess as God’s method of creation. Finally, Darwin’s

embryology-evolution analogy, appearing in his two

most important books, remains a powerful argument

to assist Christians today in coming to terms with

the evolution of life.

Insights into Intelligent Design
Regrettably, the term intelligent design has been co-

opted and muddled by proponents of the so-called

“Intelligent Design (ID) Movement.”48 Purporting to

detect design scientifically, ID theorists only entrench

in the minds of the public a false dichotomy—biolog-

ical evolution vs. intelligent design. ID theory is a

narrow view of design in which design is connected

to miraculous interventions in the origin of life. In

other words, it is just another god-of-the-gaps model.

For example, parts of the cell like the flagellum are

said to be “irreducibly complex”; as a result, they

could not have evolved through natural processes.49

Since this is the case, ID theory should be more accu-

rately termed interventionistic design theory.

Ironically, it is a famed atheist who has a more

cogent grasp of the biblical and traditional under-

standing of intelligent design than the evangelical

Christians who form the core of the ID movement.

In The Blind Watchmaker (1986), Richard Dawkins

declares,

The problem is that of complex design … The

complexity of living organisms is matched by the

elegant efficiency of the apparent design. If anyone

doesn’t agree that this amount of complex design

cries out for an explanation, I give up … Our

world is dominated by [1] feats of engineering and

[2] works of art. We are entirely accustomed to

the idea that complex elegance is an indicator of

premeditated, crafted design. This is probably the

most powerful reason for the belief, held by the vast

majority of people that have ever lived, in some

kind of supernatural deity … It is as if the human

brain were specifically designed to misunderstand

Darwinism, and find it hard to believe.50

Note that design has nothing to do with purported

gaps in nature, or so-called “irreducible complexity.”

Moreover, intelligent design is not limited to complex-

ity alone (a prejudice so typical of the engineering

mentality of ID theorists), but also includes beauty as

a significant indicator. And finally, though Dawkins

dismisses design as merely “apparent,” he correctly

asserts that design is a powerful argument, not a proof,

experienced by everyone throughout history. These

tenets are in alignment with Ps. 19:1–6, Rom. 1:18–23,

and the apocryphal text Wisd. of Sol. 13:1–9.51 In the

light of Dawkins and scripture, I define intelligent

design as the belief that beauty, complexity, and func-

tionality in nature point to an Intelligent Designer.
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Darwin began his academic career by being

entrenched in a view of design similar to that of the

ID Movement. William Paley’s Natural Theology: or,

Evidence of the Existence and Attributes of the Deity,

Collected from the Appearances of Nature (1802) was

required reading at Cambridge University in the

early nineteenth century, and, interestingly, Darwin

admits that this was the best part of his education.52

However, later in life, he recognizes,

I did not at that time trouble myself about Paley’s

premises; and taking these on trust I was charmed

and convinced by the long line of argumentation …

I was not able to annul the influence of my former

belief, then almost universal, that each species had

been purposely created; and this led to my tacit

assumption that every detail of structure, excepting

rudiments, was of some special, though unrecog-

nized, service.”53

Three of Paley’s premises of nature included (1) intel-

ligent design, (2) perfect adaptation, and (3) benefi-

cence.54 But these categories were unnecessarily con-

flated together. Therefore, Darwin’s notion of design

by necessity had perfect adaptation and beneficence

built into it. In particular, according to Paley, each and

every detail of every living organism fitted together

flawlessly; as a result, each species was by definition

static.55 Darwin would eventually propose his dynamic

theory of evolution, and in doing so, he came to reject

Paley’s immutability of species along with Paley’s

concept of intelligent design. However, observations

in nature impacted Darwin deeply throughout his

life, and it drove him back to the belief that the world

reflected intelligent design. In other words, at a tacit

intellectual level, Darwin assumed that design neces-

sitated Paley’s perfect adaptation, but, at an experien-

tial level, he encountered what Christian theology

has long recognized as a nonverbal divine revelation

inscribed deeply into the creation. And as is always

the case, conflation leads to conflict.

Immediately following the publication of the

Origin of Species, Darwin entered a second two-year

period of intense theological reflection. The central

issue was intelligent design, and since he had un-

critically accepted Paley’s conflation of design with

perfect adaptation, he experienced conflict, frustra-

tion, and fluctuation. Numerous letters dated be-

tween 1860 and 1861 reveal Darwin’s confusion on

design, and the following three passages, written to

leading scientific colleagues of the day, depict his

view and state of mind. On 26 Nov. 1860, he admits

to Asa Gray,

I grieve to say that I cannot honestly go as far as

you do about Design. I am conscious that I am in

an utterly hopeless muddle. I cannot think that

the world, as we see it, is the result of chance; and

yet I cannot look at each separate thing as the result

of Design … Again, I say I am, and shall ever

remain, in a hopeless muddle.56

To the famed astronomer John F. Herschel, Darwin

writes on 23 May 1861,

The point which you raise on intelligent design has

perplexed me beyond measure. I am in a complete

jumble on the point. One cannot look at this Uni-

verse with all living productions & man without

believing that all has been intelligently designed;

yet when I look to each individual organism I can

see no evidence of this.57

And to show that Darwin’s confusion about intelli-

gent design extended beyond the early 1860s, he

confesses to botanist J. D. Hooker on 12 July 1870,

[B]ut how difficult not to speculate! My theology

is a simple muddle; I cannot look at the universe

as the result of blind chance, yet I can see no evi-

dence of beneficent design, or indeed of design of

any kind, in the details. As for each variation that

has ever occurred having been preordained for

a special end, I can no more believe in it than

that the spot on which each drop of rain falls

has been specially ordained.58

These passages reveal both Darwin’s wonderful

candor with his correspondents and his confusion

regarding design. He is trapped between (1) his

experience of the creation which leads him to the

belief the world is “intelligently designed” and not

“the result of blind chance,” and (2) his tacit Paleyan

understanding of design featuring perfect adaptation

as reflected in his use of the terminology “each sepa-

rate thing,” “each individual organism,” “beneficent

design,” “design of any kind, in the details,” and

“each variation.”

But Darwin’s confusion and frustration over

intelligent design disappeared completely in his

1876 Autobiography. As noted previously, T. H.

Huxley coined the term “agnosticism” in 1869, and

Darwin embraces it in the section on “Religious

Belief.” He arrives at this position by offering

arguments both pro and contra God, and in each case
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concludes with a rebuttal. Consequently, the stale-

mate leads him to an agnostic position. Notably, the

issue of intelligent design is once more central to his

views on religion. Employing what might be called

an “emotional” or “psychological” design argument,

Darwin observes,

At the present day the most usual argument for

the existence of an intelligent God is drawn from

the deep inward conviction and feelings which are

experienced by most persons … Formerly I was

led by feelings such as those referred to, (although

I do not think that the religious sentiment was ever

strongly developed in me) to the firm conviction

of the existence of God, and of the immortality of

the soul. In my Journal I wrote that whilst standing

in the midst of the grandeur of a Brazilian forest,

“it is not possible to give an adequate idea of

the higher feelings of wonder, astonishment, and

devotion, which fill and elevate the mind.” I well

remember my conviction that there is more in man

than the mere breath of his body.59

However, Darwin is quick to rebut, “But now the

grandest scenes would not cause any such convic-

tions and feelings to rise in my mind. It may be truly

said that I am like a man who has become color-

blind.”60 Indeed, the question must be asked, can

one become “color-blind” to design in nature? As we

shall see, Darwin will offer a different answer in the

last year of his life.

Darwin then offers a second design argument

in the Autobiography, one which he finds more com-

pelling and could be termed a “rational” design

argument.

Another source of conviction in the existence of

God, connected with the reason and not with the

feelings, impresses me as having much more

weight. This follows from the extreme difficulty or

rather impossibility of conceiving this immense

and wondrous universe, including man with his

capacity of looking backwards and far into futu-

rity, as a result of blind chance or necessity. When

thus reflecting I feel compelled to look to a First

Cause having an intelligent mind in some degree

analogous to that of man; and I deserve to be called

a Theist.61

It is important to recognize that here in 1876, Darwin

employs the present tense for the verbs “feel” and

“deserve.” In other words, late in life Darwin had

periods of theistic belief amidst his agnosticism, and

the source of this belief was design in nature. Also

worth pointing out is that immediately following

this passage, Darwin reveals, “This conclusion was

strong in my mind about the time, as far as I can

remember, when I wrote the Origin of Species; and

it is since that time that it has very gradually with

many fluctuations become weaker.”62 To the surprise

of most people today, and I suspect Dawkins as well,

Darwin was a theist who embraced intelligent design

when he wrote his most famed book!63

Yet consistent with the agnostic argument pattern

of the Autobiography, Darwin rebuts his rational

argument for design. He immediately adds,

But then arises the horrid doubt—can the mind of

man, which has, as I fully believe, been developed

from a mind as low as that possessed by the lowest

animal, be trusted when it draws such grand con-

clusions?64

The problem with this rebuttal is quite obvious.

What has Darwin just done to make his argument?

He trusted his own mind, developed from the lowest

animal! In other words, his argument is circular;

more specifically, it suffers from self-referential in-

coherence.65 This problem, which I term “Darwin’s

epistemological dilemma on design,” results in

Darwin not offering a sound rebuttal to his rational

argument against design.66 Therefore, the “impossi-

bility of conceiving this immense and wondrous uni-

verse, including man with his capacity of looking

backwards and far into futurity, as a result of blind

chance or necessity” remains steadfast as a powerful

argument for “a First Cause having an intelligent

mind in some degree analogous to that of man.”67

Finally, in the last year of Darwin’s life, the Duke

of Argyll engaged him directly on the topic of intelli-

gent design by appealing to some of Darwin’s

extraordinary research. Recalls the Duke,

In the course of that conversation I said to Dr. Dar-

win, with reference to some of his own remarkable

works on the “Fertilization of Orchids” and upon

“The Earthworms,” and various other observa-

tions he made of the wonderful contrivances for

certain purposes in nature—I said it was impos-

sible to look at these without seeing that they

were the effect and the expression of mind. I shall

never forget Mr. Darwin’s answer. He looked at me

very hard and said, “Well, that often comes over

me with overwhelming force; but at other times,”

and he shook his head vaguely, adding, “it seems

to go away.”68
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In the light of this passage, it is obvious that Darwin

miswrote in the Autobiography when he claimed to

be “color-blind” with regard to design in nature.

This passage also adds clarity to his religious beliefs

mentioned in the 1879 letter to Fordyce in which

he stated,

I have never been an Atheist in the sense of deny-

ing the existence of a God. I think that generally

(& more and more so as I grow older) but not

always, that an Agnostic would be the more correct

description of my state of mind.69

Since Darwin was never an atheist, and since most of

the time he was an agnostic, it follows that, during his

“not always” periods, he was either a deist or theist.

These periods were most likely the result of “effect

and the expression of mind” in nature striking him

“with overwhelming force.”

To conclude, Charles Darwin offers valuable

insights concerning intelligent design. It is evident

that throughout his life, beauty, complexity, and

functionality in nature impacted him often and

powerfully. This is consistent with the theological

notion of natural revelation and the well-known bib-

lical verse, “The heavens declare the glory of God,

and the firmament proclaims the works of his

hands” (Ps. 19:1). Unfortunately, popular culture

today is led astray by a cacophony of views on

intelligent design—from the intolerant atheism of

Richard Dawkins, who sees design as a delusion, to

the equally intolerant anti-evolutionism of the intel-

ligent design movement that proclaims design in

purportedly irreducibly complex molecular struc-

tures. Interestingly, Darwin sits between these two

extremes. Contra Dawkins, he is “compelled to look

to a First Cause having an intelligent mind” because

of “the impossibility of conceiving this immense and

wondrous universe … as a result of blind chance

or necessity.”70 Contra the ID Movement, he rejects

Paley’s belief in the immutability of species and the

perfect adaptation of “every detail of structure.”71

Instead, Darwin opens our minds to a viva media,

featuring a divinely ordained evolutionary process

that reflects God-glorifying intelligent design.

* * *

Now equipped with Darwinian theological insights

on divine creative action and intelligent design in

nature, the second part of this article will attempt

to draw other helpful concepts from the Darwin

literature in order to offer Christian approaches to

evolutionary theodicy and evolutionary psychology.

It will be published in the September 2012 issue of

this journal. �
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(usually) be entertained by

street performers.

Cabrillo National Park

Cabrillo National Park occupies

the highest, southernmost tip

of the Point Loma peninsula

and offers spectacular vantage

points from which to view San

Diego Bay, Coronado Island,

the downtown city skyline, and

the Pacific Ocean.

Register at www.asa3.org

ASA Members: Submit comments and questions on this article

at www.asa3.org� FORUMS� PSCF DISCUSSION.


