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Natural Theology:  A Reconciliation

 between Science and Religion?

Toning it Down--Other equally effective popularizers of Darwin in Germany, however, tried to tone down the alleged ten-sions between science and religion.  They did not want to destroy Christianity, but transcend it.  They did not want to undercut old truths, simply restate them in a new language.  Sometimes this was merely a matter of tone and style rather than substan-tive concession.  Carus Sterne in his Werden und Vergehen agreed that Darwin had destroyed teleology and had established by impli-cation that man's morality came from the animal world, but he thought religion underwent evolution just like everything else and was true on its own terms at various times and in various stages.  Friederich Dahl in The necessity of religion, a final consequence of Darwinian theory (1886) maintained that the Bible spoke a language of its own not refutable by science.  Similarly Friederich Naumann claimed in 1896 that the Bible was a moral book not a scientific text.  Most of this sort of conciliatory address involved viewing Darwin from a teleological perspective which allowed God to "slip in the backdoor of the condominium" as the grand designer who used evolution to carry out His purposes as craftsman of the universe.  This was brought to a poetic cli-max in the work of Wilhelm Bolsche who thought evolution "improved" Christianity by giving man new insight into the age-old problems addressed in all religions.  Bolsche ended up divor-cing religion from traditional theology and granting all relig-ions value to the extent that they expressed a yearning for a better world, the reign of human love and so forth.  Since this was the vision of all "true" religion, it offered no conflict with science as long as it never degenerated into dogma or tried to contradict evolutionary science.  In practice this meant stressing an ethical religion of love, which Bolsche believed was inherent in nature and the goal of all change and scientific advancement.  Of course, it is possible to argue that Bolsche deified both science and nature in the process, having Darwin pick up in the "temple" of nature where Jesus had left off.  Bolsche came very close to making Darwin a priest.

Christian Apologists--Haeckel and Bolsche were part of a growing "free-thought" movement in Germany which hoped to promote liberal humanistic values and to find a replacement for organized Christianity.  In the religious press there were, consequently, many serious attacks on these men, particularly Haeckel, whose private life was notorious, on the grounds that there Darwinian inspired ideas were a threat to public morality.  But religious anti-Darwinists generally did not do a good job of promoting their cause.  The Catholic journal Natur und Offenbarun (Nature and Revelation), founded in 1855 to promote "true science" railed against Haeckel's Darwinism as "pure atheism and absolute materialism" and attacked evolutions as people who tried to drag everything Catholic into the dirt.  Christian anti-Darwinist books fared little better.  Most were not widely read, nor did they go through multiple editions.  The respected newspaper Allgemeine Zeitung occasionally criticized Darwinism from a Christian perspective, but most of its attacks were against Haeckel's ludicrous excesses rather than Darwinism itself.  In general the problem with Christian apologists is that they surrendered to their enemies the techniques of popular science that could have helped them fight off Darwinism.  There was no clear-cut Christian genre of popular science literature, which meant Christians in Germany who were concerned about Darwinism did not take the opportunity to give the public some of the Darwinists' own medicine.  In general Christian writers seemed suspicious of popular science, and they failed to adapt their work to the sensibilities of the mass reading market.  Of course, fighting Darwinism would have also brought inevitably charges of defending the status quo in Germany, and it would have meant fighting the Darwinists on their own turf, the universities, the scientific societies, where they held formidable influence and resources.  Outright victory would have been highly unlikely.  In contrast then to the bitter and successful fight Christians put up to keep Darwinism out of the secondary schools, they did little to carry the day in the realm of popularization of science.

An Assumed Animosity--Of course the reaction to Darwin in France and Germany illustrates the potential friction that could easily come to the surface between Darwinism and religion.  This also brings up the question of whether or not there is indeed a built-in animosity between science and religion as was often claimed in the nineteenth century and frequently echoed by contemporary apologists of the advantages of the scientific outlook.  Up until recently this animosity has been assumed as a residue of a viewpoint made popular by the Englightenment, when the idea of scientific cosmology dispelling the comfortable illu-sions of pre-scientific or traditional world-views was common-place among historians, philosophers and scientists.  Darwin's Origin always held a special place as a milepost in the scienti-fic "revolution," so that it has always been believed that Dar-winism helped complete the task of de-mythologizing the universe that Descartes, Leibniz and Newton started in the late seven-teenth and early eighteenth centuries.  This position predates Darwin, however.  Auguste Comte argued that human thought went through three distinct stages:  theological in which natural phenomena is seen as products of supernatural agencies; metaphy-sical, in which such agencies are replaced by abstract forces (Leibniz's monads ??); and positive, in which the search for hidden causes is abandoned altogether in favor of pure descrip-tion of phenomena.  Clearly, this makes religion and science at odds with one another, since religion is defined as the primitive antecedent of science.  If so, the growth of science must entail the diminution of metaphysics and theology, as the task of explaining the world is handed over to observers and experimen-talists armed with mathematical prediction.

"Conflict Thesis"--T.H. Huxley, an famous atheist and human-istic advocate of Darwinism, said in a review of Origens, "extinguished theologians lie about the cradle of every science as the strangled snakes beside that of Hercules."  This was the same Huxley who participated in a legendary encounter with Samuel Wilberforce at Oxford in 1860.  Most of what has been written about this discussion is a caricature and has little to do with the actual perception of it by contemporaries.  Religion, science and political conservatism existed in happy harmony in Victorian England.  Many perfectly orthodox clergymen participated in the profession of science.  Darwin's old professor, William Whewell, coined the word "scientist" and of course as a leading philoso-pher of the scientific method saw no conflict between science and religion, the BBC's misleading, melodramatic, vulgar and mytho-logical presentation of the "Voyages of Charles Darwin" notwith-standing.  Moreover, Biblical criticism had more to do with bringing private faith into question than did Darwin.  Most of the orthodox scientists who abandoned Christianity did so under the influence of metaphysics, comparative religions and morality than from Darwin.  The notion, then, of a conflict between science and religion came from historians like J.W. Draper and Andrew Dickson White whose materialist and rationalistic philoso-phies of history popularized Darwinism by pitting it under a mil-itary metaphor against the Christianity of popular culture and exploiting the nineteenth-century liberal and popular hatred of Romanism.  Furthermore, many of the critics of Darwin were not clerics but other scientists who criticized him:  breeders failed to produce new species; there was a lack of fossil evidence of intermediate forms of species; and philosophers of science doubted the validity of Darwin's hypotheses.

  A Resolution??--This is not to say there was not tension between the two, but Draper and White's simple bipolarity of the past is untenable.  The relationship between science and religion was much more complicated than that.  It can be cogently argued, for example, that a distinctively Christian view of nature as created, contingent and orderly fostered empirical research in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, and that this helps to explain why the so-called scientific revolution took place when and where it did.  This perspective is also in step with studies of early modern religion which suggest a relationship between puritanism and the rise of science.  Of course, you probably suspect that the popularity of the conflict thesis suggests that much more is at stake here than just a few overzealous victorian rationalists shouting humbug about religion and science.  Obviously, Darwinism was a potent force for secularization in the nineteenth century and a vanguard of de-mythologizing the world, though it can also be seen as a key ingredient in the mythic worldview of religious evolutionary humanism.  Darwinism remains at odds with religion to one degree or another, depending upon the predilictions of its advocates for or against Christianity and religion, because it raises questions about who is man?, what sort of creature is he? and what should we do with our lives?

Natural Theology--Until the end of the eighteenth century three ideas dominated explanations of the relationship between human culture and the natural envioronment.  First, man lived on a divinely created earth harmoniously devised for his needs.  This found support in Aristotle as part of his doctrine of priority.  According to Aristotle, means are inferior to ends.  So a master is "prior" to his slave.  Likewise, groups are "prior" to their members.  Priority in Aristotle links his theory of universals to his teleological interpretation of both society and the rest of the world.  Parts exist for the sake of "wholes," much as slaves exist for their masters.  Politically, it meant individuals were subordinate to the state, to the extent that they were means to its ends.  In science it meant that nature existed to serve the ends of man who was high up on the scale of creatures in the total plan of cosmic harmony.  Second, man's physical qualities like skin and hair were determined by climate, as was physical activity and mental stimulation.  Third, man fulfills his God-given mission of finishing creation by bringing order into nature through mind, hand and eye.  This group of ideas and certain subsidiary ones have been the matrix of much of modern thought and often form the deep roots of theology, ethics, social and political theory and philosophy.  One important expression of these ideas was natural or physico-theology, which concerned itself with proofs of God's existence, final causes and the orderliness of nature.  Its ultimate purpose was to demon-strate that there was a hierarchy of creation with man as the highest being and below him a gradation of beings and objects whose purpose may or may not have any relevance to human exis-tence but whose superiority or inferiority was easily calculated.  A conflict between science and religion was not then presupposed in natural theology, for it considered itself a grand synthesizer of the two in attempting to construct a view of nature not incon-sistent with either one.

Eighteenth-Century Advocates--A number of prominent eighteenth-century thinkers and writers strongly upheld natural theology and found it an important topic of discussion in many areas of human concern.  Leibniz, for example, was very inter-ested in the concept of final causes.  He assumed that man lived in a nature controlled by final causes, in which man as a finisher of nature imitated on a small scale the acts of God in the universe.  With the help of man orderliness on progressively increased.  Leibnez felt the discoveries and technical advances of his day demonstrated the cogency of the design argument, because they revealed the intricacy and magnitude of the design, as well as its order and purpose.  It was "through the grace of God," wrote Leibniz, that "we now possess excellent instruments for examining the secrets of nature . . ."  Further, Leibniz ultimately rejected mechanistic views of nature.  In Historie des Ouvrages des Savans (1705) Leibniz insisted on the need for both secondary and final causes.  His law of sufficient reason assumed that God's thoughts followed principles familiar to human thinking, and therefore considering the harmony and order of the universe all of the component parts of nature have a purose and a reason for existence.  This meant that rationality and morality were uniform characteristics of the universe.  This is not the dreary mechanistic world described by Alfred North Whitehead in his book on modern science.  Leibniz had too much sympathy for the teological in him for that.  Nature's plenitude entranced him as the works of God to be exploited by man.

Linnaeus--Carolus Linnaeus (1707-78), the Swedish botanist, followed the classification method and natural economy of Aristotle.  Linnaeus, for example, argued that the present posi-tion and relief of the earth were evidence of planned order.  God had decreed that the earth be covered with plants in the context of changing seasons and soil, so plants differed from one another because each was adapted to its own cliamte.  Though Linnaeus did not say so specifically, he assumes a harmony in nature and a balence in the animal population accordingly.  Linnaeus arranged organisms into a hierarchy of classes which militated against an evolutionary point of view, but certainly was in accord with Aristotle's sense of archtypes and fixity in nature.  Further-more, Linnaeus thought that the limited numbers of a particular species were evidence of divine intent to prevent that animal from endangering man or other animals.  Finally, Linnaeus saw the earth as self-renewing and self-cleansing, part of a cylical process to replenish the earth keeping it alive and fresh for the permenancy of nature and a continuation of harmonious relationships.

Hume and Kant--There were critics of investing nature with harmony and order and particularly trying to demonstrate in it final causes.  Two of the most important critics were David Hume and Immanuel Kant, important Enlightenment philosophers.  Hume contended, for example, that the telescope and microscope, rather than multiplying examples a thousand-fold of design, as Leibniz had claimed, instead suggested that the original cause of a world obviously beyond human experience and observation was vastly dif-ferent from mankind.  Further, Hume said, the world may be only one of many which were "botched and bungled" before one came out right, just as we admire the work of a craftsman only to find him to be a stupid mechanic who imitated others and managed to make something right after a long succession of trials, mistakes and corrections.  In short, Hume feels it is hopeless to explain the apparent order of nature by comparing it with human capabilities for creating order.  Hume argued that the world might be consis-tent with the idea of a powerful, wise and benevolent Deity, but it does not allow us to infer His existence from it.  The economy of creation has too much misery and unhappiness in it.  Nature is a hard not an indulgent parent.  Why would an all-powerful Creator who possessed infinite power act so rigidly and parsimon-iously in nature?  Hume felt what he could see around him prevented a safe conclusion about either the artisan or the artisanship of nature.  In "Critique of Teleological Judgment", part II of his Critique of Judgment, Kant discussed design, order and man's place in nature.  Kant argued that many things in nature cast doubt on whether these events, rivers carrying soil into the ocean or creating alluvial plans, actually benefit man.  Further, man has to intervene in nature in order to gain benefit from it.  He also discussed the complex relationships among man, animals and inorganic parts of the envioronment, noting that people who live in the Artic do so, not because it seems to be design for them but because social competition drove them there.

Idealist Biology--One important influence in biological thought in England in the nineteenth century was idealism as espoused by Richard Owen, author of On the Archetype and Homologies of the Vertebrate Skeleton (1848).  William Paley, to be discussed shortly, argued from design in a utilitarian fashion.  Species characteristics were useful to enable the organism to adapt to its environment.  Owen, however, contended that the efficiency of adaptation in nature was often sacrificed to a higher end, namely to maintain the overall coherence of a divinely-ordained plan in nature.  That different species had feet indicated harmonious concord with a common type, a common blueprint which represented a higher law of harmony in the universe to which adaptations had to fit.  The feet might have different purposes, but in each case they were built according to a divine archetype or plan.  This meant that God controlled the process of adaptation to produce specific forms in harmony with an overall plan or design in the universe, whereas Darwin considered the commonality of feet to proof of descent from an original species or parent organism.

Paley--The central figure, however, for nineteenth-century English naturalists and theologians was William Paley who pub-lished in 1802 Natural Theology: or, Evidences of the Existence and Attributes of the Deity Collected from the Appearances of Nature (London, 1802), in which nature and humanity were a con-geries of happy contrivances demonstrating the wisdom, justice and benevolence of God for His fortunate people.  He certainly was not the first thinker to invoke design in nature.  It was an idea which can be traced to ancient speculative philosophy, and is logically distinct from the idea of special creation.  The two concepts were confused and conflated, however, in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries when a combination of mechanistic philosophy and natural theology made a close association between design and special creation.  There were of course variations in Victorian England on the themes and concerns of natural theology as advanced by Paley.  Michael Ruse, for example, argues that there were at least two blocks of religious thinkers, whom he terms "liberals" and "conservatives," who both agreed that there were final causes in nature, although there were natural instances in which no final cause was evident.  Both groups thought final causes pointed to God, who had several ends in view when designing the earth.  The liberal tradition, as espoused for example by Baden Powell, considered Biblical accounts of origins to be poetic, since the Bible was concerned exclusively with man's moral and spiritual destiny.  The natural world gave unden-iable evidence of organization, in the sense of things being directed towards ends, but liberals tended to emphasize that this was the product of God as Lawmaker whose existence and wisdom was manifest in uninterrupted law (expressions of the way things must be).  Conservatives found final causes, which both sides agreed was purely a scientific concept, to be crucial to their natural theology.  The characteristics of organisms were adaptations which aided them in living and reproducing suggested the wisdom of a Creator.  Final causes pointed indubitably to God, so that adaptation as a cause presupposed the existence of God.

"Origin" as Natural Theology ??--Although seemingly absurd, it is possible to view Darwin's Origin as the last great work of Victorian natural theology.  In fact two historians have referred to Darwin's ideas as Paleyism inverted, for whatever Paley attri-buted to intelligent design in nature Darwin explained as an advantaged gained in the struggle for survival.  Recall that Darwin was trained in the English tradition of natural theology, the problems with which he dealt were those of English natural theology.  Most of Darwin's instruction while preparing for a clerical post at Christ's College, Cambridge, was in natural history under the informal tutelage of Anglican orthodox clergy-men schooled in Paley (Sedgwick and Henslow).  Darwin never gave up on his committment that the "whole universe is full of adaptations" or that these were to be understood as "direct consequences of still higher laws" which are roughly in the Paleyian perspective that "with regard to the material world . . . we can perceive that events are brought about not by insulated interpositions of Divine power, exerted in each particular case, but by the establishment of general laws" (Whewall, Astronomy and General Physics, 1834).  Of course, Darwin eschewed religion con-troversy, insisted upon concentrating on secondary causes such as variation, over-reproduction, struggle for existence and natural selection, and insisted quite strongly that there was no place for design, purpose or planning in natural selction.  There are problems with this view of the Origins, then, for obviously the book represents at best a strong secularizing trend in the mid-Victorian natural theology tradition.  Revelation of God in nature came to be seen exclusively in the language of law, even though this had obvious implications for man and human society.  Indeed, one of the preoccupations of naturalists, philosophers, social theorists and theologians was a debate over the broad implications of evolutionary theory for traditional beliefs about human nature, morality and society.

Nineteenth-Century Design--By the middle of the nineteenth century physico- or natural theology was still quite prominent but had started to decline, perhaps only imperceptibly at first but then quickly when Darwin came along.  Darwin began the task of building a new concept of interrelationships in nature, though teleology, as I have said repeatedly, remained quite strong and slipped back into Darwinism through some of its adherents who could not give up the idea of purpose and design in nature, and confusingly enough is attacked by Darwin but may be read into some of his remarks and the quotations on the frontspiece of Origin.  Concepts of progress in the nineteenth century, "goal-directed behavior" as one might say today, are strong components of social Darwinism and Marxism.  One of the striking features of liberal theology in the twentieth century has been its steady convergence with religious evolutionary humanism of a non- or even anti-Christian character.  A remarkable example of this convergence is the thought of French Jesuit and anthropologist, Pierre Teilhard de Chardin (1881-1955), whose posthumous publica-tions attempt to reconcile a thorough-going evolutionary natural-ism with Christian purpose, design and influence.  Witness the reappearance of hints of hierarchy, teleology and essences in contemporary biological debate, concepts against which Darwin reacted quite strongly and hoped ironically to escape, in which a persistent effort is made to allow for "distinct hierarchical levels in a fully natural world" divested of any association with the transcendent.  But teleology is hard to abandon, because it is part of an ever-recurring quest for meaning in man, in nature and the relationship between the two.  Few are brave enough to ask that if man is simply a part of a closed natural system, on what grounds can one invest man with special meaning, uniqueness or moral concern?

Summary--Evolutionism rests upon contingent thinking, for it views the world of living species, in fact the cosmos as a whole, not as the inevitable and therefore eternal outcome of inexorable and eternal laws, but as the temporal product of natural forces whose empirical pattern is one of increasing complexity, and whose future, therefore, is unlike its past.  Evolution is a paradigm with an ancient lineage going back to the teleology of Aristotle.  Presently, it is viewed as part of a polarity between two divergent and incompatible worldviews.  One cannot, it has been argued, believe in the scientific enterprise, manifested in the biological and physical sciences, and maintain faith or belief in a personal, intelligent and free God.  For many who reject evolution this tension is only too evident, for they see in evolution a reduction of everything to moral and epistemolog-ical nihilism, in which all values, absolutes and meaning ulti-mately are dissolved by mechanistic naturalism.  The immensely and basically unimaginable periods of time postulated by evolu-tionists annihilate all that we do or think.  Instead, they establish human meaning and significance upon a personal God as the ground of all being.  This God is not simply the sum of evo-lutionary forces that have brought about the planet.  He cannot be excluded from the realm of the personal and existential, nor arbitrarily confined to those realms as though one may speak confidently and empirically about nature but religious faith is purely unsubstantiated personal preference.  In fact in this perspective His existence demands a critical and authentic integ-ration of science and religious faith.

Science, Darwinism included, speaks about the experienced world, so it cannot speak confidently, in fact at all, about reality outside that sphere.  Ultimately, God is a part of our horizon of meaning because He has acted to reveal Himself to us in history and to record propositions about Himself about which we can talk meaningfully.  The challenge, of course, is can we bring into coherence this knowledge with what scientists claim to know from sense experience, mathematical prediction and experi-mentation about the natural world?  Where does evolution fit into this situation?  Ultimately, evolution is a faith committment to a particular philosophical explanation of the world, one to which orthodox Christians have reacted in a variety of ways from out-right rejection to some degree of accomodation, successful or unsuccessful.  As part of the terrifying power of scientific enterprise evolution has remained under much suspicion from the nineteenth century to the present.  In this respect creationists are not religious reactionaries, nor were anti-Darwinists in the nineteenth century for that matter, but part of a general spec-trum of disillusionment with science most evident in the romantic primitivism of young people in the 1960s and 1970s, still with us today in the Green Party in West Germany and in the environmental movement in the US, who harbor profound doubts about science as a universal model of socially acquired knowledge, a foundation for public policy owing to nuclear technology, weapons and the spectre of technology "out-of-control," or in the private sphere as a legitimate basis for human meaning and values.  In short it is part of a central debate which we wish to understand in this class on religious history framed in the two great questions of our age:  what kind of world do we inhabit, and what kinds of beings are we?

