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I have some training in philosophy of science (one of my doctoral advisors was Stephen E. Toulmin—see his Britannica article on philosophy of science at: http://www.compilerpress.atfreeweb.com/Anno%20Toulmin%20EB%20Philosophy%20of%20Science.htm), but I speak first as a theologian and priest.  As a Christian I judge all thought and action above all by the Gospel: The Communion of God’s Spirit in Jesus Christ embraces each and every one of us just as we are, in all our finitude and brokenness, and draws us to embody that communion for all the world.


I’m not in a position to weigh all the (purportedly) scientific arguments put forward by so-called scientific creationists, whether in favor of their version of creation or against evolutionary theories.  (For a helpful discussion of both scientific and theological issues, see Langdon Gilkey’s Creationism on Trial: Evolution and God at Little Rock [Minneapolis: Winston Press, 1985].)  I’m convinced that they are pretty confused about the nature and limits of both the natural sciences and theology.


My objections to scientific creationism are more religious and theological: Their entire motivation stems from a view of Scripture that I don’t think can find support from the Gospel of Jesus Christ.  (For my view of Scripture see “The Bible’s Authority: One Christian’s Approach” http://www.therevdrcharleswallen.com/scrptrweb.doc) I would insist: if the Gospel (not some rarefied theory of biblical inspiration) remains the principal norm by which we interpret the world, and if it had been more consistently used throughout the history of the church, we would never have been troubled by theories like Darwin’s and his heirs’. We would never have felt the need to insist that Genesis tells us exactly how life arose in the world. 


As I said in the above link, Scripture needs to be accurate enough about things in general for us to continue to trust in and live by the Gospel, but that’s all. As C. S. Lewis often pointed out, if the biblical writers borrowed local myths and reworked them to make some profound theological points, so what? It would be another matter if they failed to give us a recognizable portrait of Jesus, but I think they did a good enough job on that. 


There may be all sorts of holes in this or that evolutionary theory.  But that doesn’t mean that biologists should stop trying to understand how processes we see at work today were involved in the development of life in the first place. That’s their job. To ask them to factor in how God was involved in that process would be to ask them to step out of their field. God’s action isn’t the kind of concept you can plug into a biological theory. In the various sciences we don’t even have a universally accepted concept of our action, much less God’s. It’s no fault of biologists that God doesn’t get mentioned.


On the other hand, if any biologists put forward an account of human origins that  disallowed the activity of God, I would have to object that they have overstepped the limits of their discipline. On that point I do have to sympathize with the creationists. And occasionally you do find biologists, physicists and the like acting as if their training somehow qualified them to make pronouncements about God and just about anything else (without showing much awareness of what the best minds have already said on the subject). Furthermore, I can agree with creationists that any account of life that didn’t include God’s activity is in some respects incomplete. But a complete account in every respect would have to involve different levels or angles of approach, and I’m not sure the creationists appreciate that. 

What do I mean by different angles of approach? Something like this: If you described a book in terms of its chemical make-up, you might have given a complete description as far as chemistry goes, but you’d have missed something crucial if you stopped there. A complete description in every respect would have to include some account of what the author said. You’d have to shift from the chemical angle to the literary angle. And it is a shift. You can’t get to the literary level no matter how far you try to refine a chemical analysis. But there’s no reason to object to a thoroughgoing chemical analysis. It’s not going to ruin the meaning of the book.

Or let’s take a different example: I can talk about you as a living organism. It may be that all your hopes and dreams and experiences (even mystical experiences), could be some day described in biological, chemical and physical terms. (That can’t be done right now, but I can’t prove it would be impossible.) But none of those descriptions will capture what it is to be you, a unique person with a history of relationships to other unique persons. Those descriptions may be show us the very “alphabet” and “grammar” in which we encounter ourselves, one another (and who knows what else?), but they don’t replace those encounters, which remain unique and seem to involve far more than any description will capture. There’s no threat to looking at ourselves in any of these ways. They don’t rule out the others, and they don’t dictate what you can find from another angle.

In a similar way, I may believe that a complete account of life in every respect has to include an account of the life God shares with us. But you have to shift gears.  Biology, physics and astronomy can’t get you to God no matter how far you push them. And encountering a God who can’t be captured by these angles of approach doesn’t make them any less valuable as ways to understand the alphabet and grammar of even that encounter. There’s no conflict, as long as we recognize the need for different angles of approach. We can thank God for Charles Darwin and all others who show us new ways to search for truth.

 

The Rev. Dr. Charles W. Allen, Chaplain 

Grace Unlimited
Celebrating God's love on God's terms, unlimited by ours
A Ministry of Indianapolis Lutheran-Episcopal Campus Ministry 

