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  Chapter One

  Introduction

  All Christians believe in a creator God. In the words of the Apostles’ Creed we profess our faith in “God, the Father almighty, creator of heaven and earth”. In the Nicene Creed – the one we usually say in church on Sundays – we are called to affirm this same belief in a few more words: “We believe in one God, the Father, the Almighty, maker of heaven and earth, of all that is, seen and unseen.” This is not a belief that Christians can choose to discard or ignore. Like the incarnation and the resurrection it is a central tenet of the faith that we are called to uphold.

  Where Christians disagree with each other, however, is over how God created heaven and earth and all that exists. The term ‘creationist’ is usually applied today to some Christians (as well as some Jews and Muslims) who believe that the universe and all living creatures were created by God in accordance with the accounts given in the Old Testament – a belief system referred to as ‘creationism’. Some creationists believe that God made the universe and everything in it in six days, because this is what the Bible says in Genesis 1. Some also believe, citing Biblical evidence, that all of this happened less than 10,000 years ago. Some ‘young-earth creationists’ are even prepared to defend a calculation made by James Ussher in 1654 that Creation began at 9 a.m. on 26 October 4004 B.C.

  Genesis 1 tells us that God created all the different fish and birds on the fifth day of Creation, and all the insects and animals on the sixth day – humankind being God’s final endeavour on day six. (That Genesis 2 gives us a different order of events, placing the creation of Adam before all other living creatures, is something we can ignore for now). Both creation narratives suggest that God engaged in separate and innumerable acts of species creation. As the children’s song goes:

  
    Who put the hump upon the camel?

    Who put the neck on the giraffe?

    Who put the tail upon the monkey?

    Who made hyenas laugh?

    Who made whales and snails and quails?

    Who made hogs and dogs and frogs?

    Who made bats and rats and cats?

    Who made everything?

    (Paul Booth, Who Put the Colours in the Rainbow?)

  

  The answer is: ‘God made all of these!’ It is this Biblical notion that every living species was created by God separately and in its current form – ‘special creation’ as it is termed – that the scientific evidence for evolution rejects. Evolution is not a theory but scientific fact, because beyond any doubt the appearance of a new species can be linked directly to a similar but distinctly different species preceding it in time. Take, for example, the elephant. The three living species of elephants, Asian, African savanna, and African forest, have all arisen within the last two million years. The fossil record of their ancestors – more than twenty extinct species in all (the most recent being the mammoth which has also been found preserved in ice in Siberia) – goes back nearly 50 million years. Even a child who has watched Jurassic Park or seen the great dinosaur reconstructions in the Natural History Museum knows that life on earth was once very different from what it is today. Evolution really happened – and continues to happen – and we are the children of evolution too. The real question is: how has evolution occurred?

  Evolutionary theories had been published before Darwin published his in 1859, notably by the French naturalist Jean-Baptiste Lamarck some 40 years earlier. Evolution (or ‘descent with modification’ as Darwin preferred to call it) was not a new idea, but Darwin’s great contribution was to put forward an explanation for this modification, expounding the natural laws that drive the process of alteration and change. His theory of evolution ‘by means of natural selection’ – a plausible mechanism for evolution – was significantly different from anything seen before.

  So species evolution is a fact not a theory, although how it occurs is less easy to prove. Let me make an analogy. We all know that our local High Street has ‘evolved’. Where there used to be a butcher, a baker and a greengrocer there is now a computer shop, a charity shop and a vacant site. What was there before can be proven by photographic and other archive records, and what is there now can be observed. The High Street has changed. What is open to speculation, however, is how and why this change has occurred. It might be because no one wants to buy meat, bread, and vegetables anymore, and what the High Street really needs is a shop selling ready-meals. Alternatively, it might be because the butcher, the baker and the greengrocer were unable to sell or pass on their businesses when they retired because the younger generation simply doesn’t want to be in retailing – we are no more ‘a nation of shopkeepers’. The most common theory, however, is that it is all down to the dominance of the supermarket – the ‘survival of the fittest’.

  So it is with Darwin’s theory of evolution by natural selection: it stands today as the most widely accepted and plausible mechanism for species evolution. Before going any further I think it would be helpful to say a bit more about ‘natural selection’ because it is the cornerstone of Darwin’s species theory and the essential factor that differentiates it from other evolutionary theories. Natural selection, which arises from a struggle for existence combined with minute variation among the species, acts automatically to select out unsuccessful variations and reward successful ones. We will return to it in Chapter Two, but this is how Darwin summarized it in The Origin of Species:

  
    It may be said that natural selection is daily and hourly scrutinising, throughout the world, every variation, even the slightest; rejecting that which is bad, preserving, and adding up all that is good; silently and insensibly working, whenever and wherever opportunity offers, at the improvement of each organic being in relation to its organic and inorganic conditions of life. We see nothing of these slow changes in progress, until the hand of time has marked the long lapse of ages, and then so imperfect is our view into long past geological ages, that we only see that the forms of life are now different from what they formerly were. (Darwin 1998:66)

  

  The publication of The Origin of Species was “a public event unprecedented in the history of science” (Miller 2002:12). To say that it shook the foundations of the Church is not hyperbole. She survived, of course, to proclaim the Holy Scriptures afresh to a new generation, as is her calling. The effect that Darwin’s speculation on species evolution (which he had begun some twenty years earlier) had on his own faith – such as it was – was not nearly so cataclysmic: he believed it was possible to be an ardent believer in the Most High God who created and rules the universe and, at the same time, an evolutionist. Evolution was about improvement, progress, and ongoing changes for the good leading towards perfection. What wounded his faith in the end, as we shall see, was the death of his favourite daughter Annie in Easter Week 1851, at the age of ten. But even that was not a fatal blow, and Darwin died an agnostic not an atheist.

  About the Course

  This course, which is suitable for Christians of all denominations and could easily be undertaken by an ecumenical group comprising different traditions, is not an attack on Darwinism and a defence of creationism. Neither is it the opposite of that, for I am loath to think of it as an ‘attack’ on creationism either. Creationists have a viewpoint which I respect, though I do not share it.

  What this course seeks to do is to find some common ground between God and evolution. Can evolution and God co-exist? If the answer is ‘yes’ then we are led into asking some further questions: why did the Victorian Church find it so hard to accept Darwin’s theory? What implications does it have for the Church? Why do some Christians today still find it hard to accept that evolution is not a theory but scientific fact? If the answer, ultimately, comes down to their understanding of Scripture as being infallible or inerrant, this prompts us to ask some more questions: what is the authority or ‘reliability’ of Scripture? What do we mean when we say ‘this is the word of the Lord’? Can we choose to believe some parts of the Bible and not others, either because we can’t believe them (for example the creation narratives in Genesis 1 and 2) or because we simply don’t want to believe them (for example that God slaughtered all the firstborn males in Egypt as recounted in Exodus 12)? These are all important questions, and by the end of the course I hope that you might have found some answers to them and be a more confident Christian as a result.

  But that is by no means all that this course seeks to achieve. It also examines Darwin’s own Christian beliefs – quite typical for a person of his time – and his religious struggles. Because of the kind of Christian he was, with limited faith and a particular understanding of God conditioned by the theology of his day, he could find no rhyme or reason for the existence of pain and suffering in the world, especially when it so decisively and convincingly entered his own world with Annie’s painful and wretched death. He was not able to reconcile the reality of suffering with his particular understanding of God; the way in which he knew God gave him no resources for dealing with the tragic loss that came upon him that Easter in 1851. The Church of his day offered him little defence at all.

  So how can it be any different for us? The answer is that we need to re-focus our attention on the crucified God, the God on the cross, the suffering God revealed in Jesus Christ. That is what we shall be doing as we journey together through Lent and Holy Week, a journey to the cross and the empty tomb beyond. From the Middle Ages, it became the custom for Christians to begin Lent by being marked in ash with the sign of the cross – the ashes traditionally being made from burnt palm crosses from the previous year’s Palm Sunday. Many churches still do this on Ash Wednesday, the minister imposing the ashes with words such as these: “Remember that you are dust, and to dust you shall return. Turn away from sin and be faithful to Christ”. I hope that you might have the opportunity to be ‘ashed’ in this way as you begin this season of Lent, to remind you of where the forty days are leading you.

  The forty days of Lent, beginning on Ash Wednesday and ending on Easter Eve (not counting Sundays as every Sunday is a ‘mini-Easter’), recall the forty days that Jesus spent in the wilderness being tempted by Satan. So it is that the characteristic notes of Lent are self-denial, self-examination, almsgiving, and penitence – as well as religious study as a way of preparing for Easter (baptism/renewal of baptismal vows or admission/re-admission to communion), which is maybe why you have undertaken to do this course. The story of the Temptation of Jesus is traditionally set as the gospel reading in churches on the First Sunday of Lent – the Sunday immediately following Ash Wednesday. For this reason I have taken Luke’s narrative as a scriptural ‘underpinning’ for the course, grounding each weekly session in a segment of this story. This is how it goes (Luke 4.1-13):

  
    Jesus, full of the Holy Spirit, returned from the Jordan and was led by the Spirit in the wilderness, where for forty days he was tempted by the devil. He ate nothing at all during those
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        	Rules of Engagement
      

      
        	1.
        	I will have some fun!
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        	I will try to learn something from everyone in the group.
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        	I will give everyone else a chance to have their say.
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        	I will respect other people’s viewpoints even if I disagree.
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        	I will try to ‘do’ some theology.
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        	I won’t be afraid to ask questions.
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        	I will read the ‘Prelude’ before each group session.
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        	I won’t read too far ahead.
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        	I will keep confidential the things that I hear in the group.
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        	I will try to get to church as often as I can in Lent and Holy Week.
      

    

  

  
  A Guide for Leaders

  
  Before the Course

  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  During the Course

  
  
  
  
    
      	Group Session
    

    
      	
      	
      	
    

    
      	0.00
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      	Film Clip 1
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      	Brainstorm
      	5 minutes
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      	Group Discussion
      	10 minutes
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      	10 minutes
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      	Film Clip 2
      	5 minutes
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      	Brainstorm
      	5 minutes
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      	Group Discussion
      	10 minutes
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      	In Small Groups
      	10 minutes
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      	Feedback and Share
      	5 minutes
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      	Meditation and Prayer
      	10 minutes
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      	Film Clip Start and End Points
    

    
      	
      	
    

    
      	WEEK 1
      	Film Clip 1

      Start Scene 5. FF to 0.28. Start at scene of hunters approaching through the grass.

      End After Annie says, “I like it, it makes me cry” (0.33).

      Film Clip 2

      Start Scene 2. FF to 0.10. Start at “October 17th 1858.”

      End After Huxley says, “Come on, Hooker, it’ll be dark soon” (0.15).
    

    
      	
      	
    

    
      	WEEK 2
      	Film Clip 1

      Start At the beginning of Scene 6 (0.33, Darwin in bed).

      End After Annie’s second cartwheel on the beach (0.37).

      Film Clip 2

      Start At the beginning of Scene 7 (0.39, church service).

      End After Annie says, “The fox has to eat the rabbit otherwise the fox’s babies will die” (0.44).
    

    
      	
      	
    

    
      	WEEK 3
      	Film Clip 1

      Start Scene 1. FF to 0.02. Start at “In Tierra Del Fuego, a land of fire...”

      End After the upside-down image of Annie with the clock striking in the background (0.07).

      Film Clip 2

      Start Scene 9. FF to 0.55. Start at “Post for you, Sir – this one’s from the Spice Islands.”

      End After Darwin collapses on the ground and his butler says, “Help me here, help me here!” (1.01).
    

    
      	
      	
    

    
      	WEEK 4
      	Film Clip 1

      Start At the beginning of Scene 4 (0.20, children running through the field).

      End After Darwin wakes from his dream with a start and pulls the blanket up around him (0.24).

      Film Clip 2

      Start Scene 11. FF to 1.06. Start at scene of Darwin being scrubbed in the bath.

      End After Darwin finishes his prayer, “Thank you – Amen” (1.10).
    

    
      	
      	
    

    
      	WEEK 5
      	Film Clip 1

      Start At the beginning of Scene 13 (1.17, Darwin entering Annie’s room).

      End After the scene changes to autumn colours (1.22).

      Film Clip 2

      Start At the beginning of Scene 12 (1.10, Darwin in Gully’s office).

      End After Darwin walks out of Gully’s office (1.14).

      N.B. Not when you see the horse and trap – the scene returns later to Gully’s office.
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  Circle Books aims to publish books in Christian spirituality that are fresh, accessible, and stimulating.
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  To see our list of titles, please view www.Circle-Books.com, growing by 80 titles per year.

  


  Authors can learn more about our proposal process by going to our website and clicking on Your Company > Submissions.

  


  We define Christian spirituality as the relationship between the self and its sense of the transcendent or sacred, which issues in literary and artistic expression, community, social activism, and practices. A wide range of disciplines within the field of religious studies can be called upon, including history, narrative studies, philosophy, theology, sociology, and psychology. Interfaith in approach, Circle Books fosters creative dialogue with non-Christian traditions.

  


  And tune into MySpiritRadio.com for our book review radio show, hosted by June-Elleni Laine, where you can listen to authors discussing their books.
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