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The Philosopher’s daughter is six years old. On Thursday last week her teacher asked the class, “Whose birthday is it today, children?”

Most of the class said Abraham Lincoln. His daughter said, “Darwin”.

To which the elementary school teacher replied, “Oh, I don’t believe in Darwin.”

The biology teacher attended an evangelical house church. When the church leader discovered that she taught evolution, he insisted that she kneel down in the midst of the group and confess that she had sinned and ask their forgiveness and would never mention Darwinian evolution again as a condition of being allowed to stay in the church.

Why? 

Last Thursday was the 200th anniversary of the birth of Charles Darwin and the 150th anniversary of the publication of his amazing work, “The Origin of Species”, the full title of which is “The Origin of Species by Means of Natural Selection, or the Preservation of Favoured Races in the Struggle for Life” (London, John Murray, 1859).

The College of William and Mary held a colloquium, “Darwin across the Disciplines”, an evaluation of the contribution of evolutionary thought to the study of language, business, psychology, philosophy, geology, anthropology, biology and of course, religion. The consensus is that Darwin, this careful, conscientious and good-mannered scientist, through his research has revolutionised our academic disciplines in positive ways.

Medicine and religion have benefited greatly from his insights about the way the world works. And that will bring us in a moment or two to this evening’s Gospel reading, set in the context of our distinctive Anglican theology.

Sadly, in most of the world, that positive contribution is well understood but perhaps somewhat less so here in America. One wonders why teachers and Christian leaders have come to think that in order to be a Christian you can’t believe that a scientific theory about the world must be rejected.  It’s only a theory, they insist. 

So, let us be clear: science IS its theories and all scientific facts are theory-laden, all of them, and all theories are underdetermined by data. Darwinian evolution, combined with Mendelian genetics and molecular biology, is one of the most solidly supported theories we have. It describes the world and is supported by huge amounts of data and it agrees with the cosmological theory of the Big Bang and theories in all the other sciences. It is inference to the best explanation of the way the world is.

Of course it doesn’t mention God any more than quantum theory or theories in fluid mechanics or the theory of the circulation of the blood in mammals. That is what science does: it asks small, limited questions to which there are experimental answers, at least in principle. I have seen a distortion of science where God is used as a term in explanations and even equations, but it is bad science. Science is not religion but it raises extremely important issues in religion and, it must be said, sometimes vice versa.

Take leprosy, or even smallpox - Variolus Major, both widespread in the time of Jesus. In the Gospel reading Jesus heals a leper. Then. One leper. What is appalling is that there are still lepers in the world and that to reject Darwinian evolution is to reject the scientific basis for a cure. 

There are now no cases of smallpox, a disease which disfigured human life as long as there have been humans. The virus which causes smallpox has an unique habitat to which it is perfectly adapted, us, homo sapiens. By studying the genetic information in Variolus major against the human genome, you can easily see why smallpox, and leprosy too, are so contagious. The DNA in such diseases is too similar to human DNA to set off our biological defence mechanisms. If we are ever going to talk about Intelligent Design, we might ask why these beautifully adapted, elegantly-structured big viruses are designed so intelligently as to afflict humankind.

Ali Maolin, a Kenyan, was the last human being afflicted with smallpox. He was cured in 1977: The World Health Organisation has eliminated smallpox in the population of humankind. No contribution from the Bible played any part in the medical side of this work of mercy, this work of healing. However, some of those who worked to eradicate this disease, were motivated to do so because of an imperative to imitate Christ and heal the sick. 

Similarly leprosy. Jesus healed one leper and the response was “AMAZING!” That is all very well but here we are, twenty centuries later, and there is still leprosy. The work of clinicians and biologists shows what leprosy is and what its mechanisms are. All of this work, that’s all, every bit of the science applied to medicine in this area, is premised on Darwinian evolution and its molecular basis in DNA. No research has ever been done by Intelligent Design to contribute to this work. My colleague George Gilchrist, a distinguished Professor of Evolutionary Biology and a member of Bruton Parish, quoted Michael Behe, the leading scientific apologist for Intelligent Design, speaking under oath in a trial. Behe, a Christian, said there is no published research based on ID, there cannot be, and he does not plan to do any.

And yet, here in Williamsburg, a primary school teacher, a person of great influence in the lives of her young pupils, tells them she does not believe in Darwin. Who does? Who could possibly BELIEVE IN DARWIN? We believe in God, as all Christians do. We believe and will say so together in the creed, that God is the Creator. All Christians do. How does God create? That is left for us to discover, and we have: by descent with modification and natural selection - evolution.

Our Christian differences are about method and evidence. 

There are many scientists who are Christians and believe THAT the theory of evolution is true insofar as it is the inference to the best explanation of the way life is as it is. Such scientists do not and cannot believe the world is only six thousand years old with the fossils put in the rocks by God to tempt faithless scientists into unbelief. Nor do they believe that dinosaurs such as Tyrannosaurus Rex and Velociraptors were vegetarians or even Vegans, playing happily with Adam and Eve (Yum, yum) in the Garden of Eden and left off the Ark to perish and turn into fossils in Noah’s Flood. (What about the many aquatic dinosaurs? They perished and fish didn’t? Noah had fish tanks on the Ark? What nonsense). 

Why would anyone believe such stuff? They believe they take the Bible literally. On this let the last word be that of CS Lewis, “No-one could say he took the Bible literally who knew what ‘literal’ meant.”

Tragically such anti-Evolutionary biblicism drives many, many intelligent people away from even taking the Gospel of Christ seriously. 

There was smallpox, and now there isn’t. There was leprosy and shamefully, there still is. There was a Gospel to receive, to give new life to the world, to challenge people to follow Christ in a ministry of healing where healing must be as effective as possible and be as widespread as the Gospel for the benefit of all those for whom Christ died, that’s humankind. But some say to be a Christian you must impede Christ’s work of healing the lepers, and Huntington’s Chorea, and Duchenne Muscular Dystrophy, and bilharzia.

Thanks to Darwin, in whom our teacher does not believe. Thanks to Darwin, whose excellent careful research is counted as sin by the house church leader and must not be taught. 

Thanks to Darwin.

He has saved religion from retreating upstairs into irrelevant otherworldliness. He has brought Religion down to earth from a dangerously thin and aetiolated New-Age tendency to ignore this world, its pains and woes; brought us back to ask questions framed in entirely new categories about what it is to be human, and how and why we are similar to and differ from other species. Christianity which is all about saving one’s miserable individual soul out of this sinful world, is not based on Jesus’ teaching and healing. Tonight’s Gospel reading is not in the least contaminated by such individualist folly.

“Darwinism appeared, and, under the disguise of a foe, did the work of a friend. It has conferred upon philosophy and religion an inestimable benefit, by showing that we must choose between two alternatives. Either God is everywhere present in nature, or He is nowhere.”

(Aubrey Moore, 12th Ed, Lux Mundi, 1891, p.73)

 Ultimate belief can only rest in God, not in any aspect of the created order; Charles Darwin; Barak Obama; our Sovereign Lady Queen Elizabeth II;, market forces acting, or not, on Wall Street: Scripture frequently warns against this misplaced trust or inordinate belief in the creature and not the Creator. So, of course I don’t believe in Darwin but I believe that his Theory of Evolution is the best account of the way speciation occurs. I believe that the Darwinian theory of evolution is inference to the best explanation for the way the world is.

Let me finish with some words from an evolutionary biologist who is also an evangelical Christian.

“Christians who make it their mission to attack evolution, in the mistaken assumption that it is anti-God, are embarrassing and bring the Gospel into disrepute. I cannot put this better than St Augustine did back in the early fifth century when he was commenting on the attitudes displayed by some Christians towards the science of his day:

‘Now, it is a disgraceful and dangerous thing for an infidel to hear a Christian, presumably giving the meaning of Holy Scripture, talking nonsense on these topics; and we should take all means to prevent such an embarrassing situation…. The shame is not so much that an ignorant individual is derided, but that people outside the household of faith think our sacred writers held such opinions, and to the great loss of those for whose salvation we toil, the writers of Scripture are criticised and rejected as unlearned men.’”

(Creation or Evolution: Do we have to choose?, Denis Alexander, Monarch, Oxford, 2008)

To that we Anglicans say, “Amen. Amen. Amen.”

