Faith and science
Mark Hamilton, Principal

An essay on the occasion of Charles Darwin’s 200th birthday
For many young people today, Christians included, faith is seen as opposed to science. Brought up on movies, headlines, and news as controversy, the small print is often missed. When science and faith enter the ring it is as opponents, and it is made appear that science delivers the winning punch every time.   

A faith-based understanding of creation and the scientific theories of Charles Darwin are clear grounds on which faith and science are seen as opposed. Is it possible to hold a religious view of creation and also accept the science of Darwin and his followers? Many people today think not. It is also the case that there are many views on creation and for argumentative purposes these are often conflated into one.

As we mark the 200th birthday of Charles Darwin this short article attempts to clarify how science and faith can and, happily, do co-exist. It explains how the Christian belief in creation is not necessarily in conflict with Darwinian evolution. While acknowledging the strengths of Darwinian evolution it does not avoid its limitations nor the problems that derive from the theory’s wider inappropriate application. 

Faith and reason

‘Faith and reason are like two wings on which the human spirit rises to the contemplation of the truth.’ So says John Paul II in his encyclical Faith and Reason, as ultimately all human understanding involves appeals to both faith and reason. 

Believers are exercising faith when they accept a religious truth on the basis that God has told us (in some manner) that the thing is true. We cannot show conclusively that it is true although there may be many reasonable indicators we can refer to, but we accept it as true because we understand that God would not deceive us.  Take for example the Christian belief that Jesus is the son of God. There is plenty of scriptural evidence for this fact, but it is not compelling to any non-believer who has doubts about the veracity of sacred scripture. We can go on to demonstrate the reasonableness of the claim, but the non-believer can also choose not to accept the outcome of these conclusions.  For Christians, our reason tells us that the claim could be true, and our faith in God and his messengers brings us a step further in accepting it.
Some beliefs may be easier to accept than others. The existence of Jesus Christ can be accepted without making an act of faith. Just as with any other fact of history there is a substantial verifiable body of evidence backing up the claim. 

We use faith and reason in many ordinary daily circumstances, although in this case ‘faith’ has a somewhat wider definition than that used above. We often accept on faith what other people tell us and act in accordance with that. We adjudge our source as trustworthy and thus accept what is said.  If what they tell us, however, does not sit comfortably with our reason, for example if it contradicts some prior knowledge we might have, then we would seek some clarification. Maybe we have misunderstood our source? Maybe we were too trusting of our source? Maybe the source was correct but our prior knowledge was defective in some way? Having received satisfactory clarification, we continue on our path. If John tells me that the keys of the car are in my pocket, I will normally accept his assurance, unless, for some reason, I think that the car is not actually in the driveway. In that circumstance I will doubt John’s statement, and seek some rational reassurance. And so our life continues on like this, with us making many acts of faith in the information provided by others, and seldom stopping to question it, unless we distrust our sources or unless the information provided conflicts with some measurable reality of which we are aware. Faith and reason – two wings propelling us forward in the search for truth. 

Science operates in much the same way, although it puts much greater store on empirical or measurable reality in coming to its conclusions. Before starting out a scientist must make a number of acts of faith, although he does not necessarily address these as such. He first of all believes that the thing before him (to be measured) is real, and that the same reality is seen by all people. He also believes that he can measure the reality, that is, that the result he comes up will have the same meaning for all. He also supposes that if he measures the reality a sufficient number of times, that his measurement will be a true measurement and that the measure will apply universally (subject to unchanging conditions).  The above beliefs are not absolute certain knowledge, but rather faith based. They are simply first principles on which scientists agree, without which there cannot be any science. 

Once he has started his work, a scientist must then trust, or have faith in, the work of his predecessors, as he cannot reasonably check all previous relevant results for himself. He must also accept the bone fides of the journal which has published this previous work. Finally, when his work is finished the scientist may propose a theory for our belief. If he is a physicist working on something like the current CERN project then we may never be able to satisfactorily check out whether his theory is true. He may tell us that his research proves the existence of some new sub-atomic particle, but he will not have seen this particle, and his conclusions will derive from effects for which he will claim this particle as the cause. We can get other scientists to check on his work, and even to get the same results, and this will be all very reassuring for us, giving us further reasons to believe, but we may still decide to withhold our belief because he is measuring effects, and not the reality itself. However, true scientists will trust in the empirical method. That is, a scientist has some theory, he has conducted experiments, he has confirmed his theory based on the experimental outcomes and he encourages others to test the theory using similar experiments or even using different experiments which could test the theory in a different way. 

How we know things through science

Thus it is easy to see how the physical nature of things can be clarified by science. However, when it comes to wider questions which are not susceptible to physical measurement, then this empirical method of knowing does not apply. For example, mathematical theories are proven by logical deductions, not by scientific method. No physical experiment can be devised to prove or disprove the existence of God. In these latter cases we can approach these issues with our reason but they are not open to the empirical method of science.

Before entering into the discussion of creation and evolution, some further clarification of the scientific method may help. All scientific theories start with some fundamental principles. A certain rationality may recommend these principles as true, but there is always the possibility that they are not. Such principles are not axioms, that is, self-evident truths. Nor, properly speaking, are these principles laws, as laws are propositions or conclusions that come about from induction. These principles (through deductive reasoning) then suggest a range of consequences which, if demonstrated to be true, reinforce the principles. In this way the principles of the theory are reinforced but they can never become certain knowledge. Some day new facts may emerge which no longer agree with the consequences of the original theory. In that case, a new theory based on new principles will be called for that will supercede the old theory. A scientist can never therefore affirm categorically that any principle is true. So for example, science could establish a general empirical law that all geese are grey. However numerous the instances of this fact might be, we can never be sure that one contrary instance might not arise to prove the law false. This logical barrier does not undermine the work of science as equally, we are not allowed to affirm a principle or law as false unless we have uncovered evidence which disagrees with the consequences deriving from the principle.   

What do Christians believe about creation?

The Christian understanding of creation is drawn both from Scripture and from reflection on the universe which we inhabit. Christians believe that the world, or more strictly the universe, was created in time and from nothing by God. Man and woman are a special creation of God, distinct from other creatures and, in some way, made in God’s image and likeness. God’s creation is knowable to us. And so, through science (and the application of our reason) we can come to know the inner workings of the universe and everything in it. Christians believe that the world was created for the benefit of mankind, that all mankind descend from first parents, and that these first parents failed a test set by God, thus imposing a spiritual birth defect (original sin) on the whole human race.

Some Christians, taking the Book of Genesis’ account literally, hold that creation took place over seven days, and that each element in creation was fully formed at the moment of creation, much as we know these animate and inanimate objects today. This strong literalist tradition is an offshoot of the Protestant Reformation of the 16th century, and is not in keeping with Catholic (and other Protestant) interpretations. This literalism is behind what is often called Creationism, the belief that the world and all its occupant creatures was created much as we see them today and that no evolution of species has taken place over the intervening time, and behind Intelligent Design, the view that the process of development is not undirected.

Catholic understanding today is that Sacred Scripture (and in this case the Book of Genesis, which contains creation narratives) never set out to teach science. The writers of Genesis did not have any understanding or interest in scientific questions in the way we have today and it is an anachronism to claim that they were seeking to convey scientific information in the creation accounts. However, Catholic teaching affirms that the creation narratives do communicate some fundamental facts about the human race, such as the ones affirmed two paragraphs above (that is, creation from nothing, a special creation of man etc).

Catholicism at home with science

It is notable that despite the supposed opposition between faith and science, the Catholic faith has been a motor for scientific enquiry through the ages. Science has thrived because of ideas promoted by Christianity such as the linear view of history and the knowability of creation. Medieval scholasticism and the work of the Parisian Doctors was the bedrock from which modern science exploded. The roll call of famous scientists through the ages include many religious thinkers. One of the major ironies of modern science is that the currently most acceptable scientific theory of the universe’s origins (the so-called Big Bang theory) once again approximates the longstanding Judeo-Christian understanding of creation: that the universe originated out of nothing, being created by God who is distinct (and not part of) his creation.  

Catholicism is very much at ease with legitimate scientific enquiry. As God’s creation is knowable to us then through scientific method and the application of our reason (and also through other ways of knowing) we can come to know more about the inner workings of the universe. Truth is one, and any true knowledge about the universe and mankind, can only be fulfilling for humanity and reinforce mankind’s relationship with God.

What has Darwin to say?

In 1859 Charles Darwin published his famous work The Origin of the Species. For more than fifty years before the publication of The Origin, evolutionary ideas were common among biologists. The fossil record had showed that new species appeared at different stages in the distant past, and that often other species disappeared from the record. Comparative anatomy showed convincingly that humans were connected with other types of animals, and that there were patterns of continuity between different species. Yet no naturalist had ever seen any species evolve into a different one. 

It wasn’t until Darwin’s Origin that a theory was expounded as to how evolution comes about. Darwin’s theory of natural selection combined an idea which Malthus had published over fifty years earlier with regard to economic development with an observation on variation within organisms which was well known to biologists of Darwin’s time
. Malthus’ principle of population proposed that population always presses on the supply of food and tends to increase beyond it, that is, the population of a species was always as large as the food supply allowed it to be. Also, Darwin was very aware that every organism differed from another and that many of these differences were transmissible to offspring. Some of these variations also bestowed an advantage on the host organism.

In Darwin’s own words: ‘As many more individuals of each species are born that can possibly survive; and as, consequently, there is a frequent recurring struggle for existence, it follows that any being, if it vary however slightly in any manner profitable to itself, under the complex and sometimes varying conditions of life, will have a better chance of surviving, and thus be naturally selected. From the strong principle of inheritance, any selected variety will tend to propagate its new and modified form.’ (The Origin of Species, Introduction)

When published, this theory was the best explanation of evolution available. It also helped in the understanding of other issues such as the adaptation of organisms to their environment, and the affiliations between species extant or extinct. After 150 years it is still the best available theory of evolution and has extended its explanatory strength as our knowledge of genetics has increased.

Possibly because of the revolutionary character of his theory of natural selection, Darwin did not explicitly say anything about the evolution of man in Origins, although the claim was implicit. Twelve years later, following on the great reception for Origins, Darwin published The Descent of Man, showing clearly that man was not excluded from the evolutionary theory.

How well does Darwin’s theory of evolution stand up?
As a scientific theory, Darwin’s can be judged by its predictive effect or explanatory power, which has been very great. It also has a number of serious weaknesses. For example, it had difficulty in explaining macro evolution (e.g. the development of organs, developing of new species from another). It also is unsatisfactory in dealing with the development of man. Some day, another theory may come along which has a greater explanatory power and replace it, but until then it stands alone as a key scientific explanation as to how evolution of life has taken place.

Many would argue that whatever about the theory being true for simple species, it is not true for man. And if one species can escape the process of natural selection then this undermines the theory.  Natural selection, in its application to man, gives rise to many unanswered questions.

There is no evidence that mankind is or was ever in a constant and ruthless competition to survive. The human race today survives on co-operative rather than competitive relationships among its members, and could not ever have done otherwise given the prolonged helplessness of young human beings. There are, and have been, many checks on the growth of human populations, but there is no proof that the size of the human population has ever depended only on the supply of food. If the supply of food is the limiting factor on population size then why is it that increasing prosperity (and thus increasing food supplies) leads to decreasing birth rates? If man is subject to the theory of evolution, why is it that naturally organised animal arrangements (e.g. domestic pets, animals bred for food etc) don’t usually obey evolutionary theory and expand to meet the supply of food available? Why is it that altruism proliferates if mankind is constantly engaged in this recurring struggle for life? Why does man have abilities to discern deep principles of life, if these are not necessary for Darwinian survival? Such questions are usually shunned by Darwinians or explained away as exceptions, but it is only by addressing such questions honestly that true scientific understanding on the nature of life can come about.

The evolution of Darwin’s theory

Darwinian evolution has grown from being a theory of science into a way of looking at the world. The theory has been adapted and extended into many walks of life: politics, economics, sociology, including forming the backdrop to some major evils of the last one hundred years such as eugenics, Nazism and communism. Not that the blame for this can be laid at Darwin’s own door. The evolution of Darwinism has brought continued trials for religion, not least from socio-biology or evolutionary psychology. 

Sociobiology maintains that all living organisms exist for the benefit of their genes. ‘Any individual organism is only a vehicle of genes, part of an elaborate device to preserve and spread them… The organism is only DNAs way of making more DNA.’ (E.O. Wilson Sociobiology: the new synthesis)

According to George Williams in Adaptation and Natural Selection ‘The organism chooses its own effective environment from a broad spectrum of possibilities. That choice is precisely calculated to enhance the reproductive prospects of the underlying genes. The succession of somatic machinery and selected niches are tools and tactics for the strategy of genes.’

Problems for Christianity

Proponents of sociobiology form a strong element in modern atheism which is calling for the removal of religion from the public square. One of these best known of these is biologist, Richard Dawkins.

Dawkins maintains that natural selection can do anything once it gets going. Complex life emerges once the vital ingredient of some type of genetic molecule is in place. Thus chance, the complete absence of intelligence choice and causal power, is enthroned as God. Dawkin’s assertion is without evidence. Dressed up as science it is more correct to call it irrational faith in the God of chance. Such evolution from the beginning of time as Dawkin’s describes is more problematic than considering the impossible odds involved in the random generation of a Shakespearean play by a monkey. The odds involved could only be overcome by myriads of evolutionary leaps along the way: evolutionary forward leaps on such a scale that would require an intelligence to plan them.

Purely material views of the world that exclude God pose major problems for morality. For Dawkins, morality is just another effect of natural selection.  For him, good and bad can only be ascribed insofar as an action has evolutionary usefulness. Thus we are left with no objective independent standard by which actions can be judged. The only law left is the law of the jungle, the selfish struggle for survival.

For some atheists reason has led in the direction of God. Anthony Flew, the world’s most famous atheist, and Dawkin’s predecessor, attests that his journey to the discovery of the Divine was a pilgrimage of reason. ‘I have followed the argument where it has led me. And it has led me to accept the existence of a self-existent, immutable, immaterial, omnipotent, and omniscient Being.’

The development of modern science owes much to Christian thought. Catholicism is very much at ease with scientific enquiry. While science does not purport to tell us about God, good scientific method can continue to open our minds to the possibility of the infinite. Unscientific philosophical assertions dressed up as science do no favours for either science or faith. 
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