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Last week we considered the development of simple living organisms upon Planet Earth from chemical components, and concluded that – without a guiding hand – it was statistically and chemically impossible.

Today we move on to the controversial question of evolution: the development of the vast range of animals and plants from an alleged “earliest ancestor.” Whilst accepting that we are all children of stardust, must we recognise that we are descendants of sea slime as well?

To cast this debate in the form of Evolution versus Creation is misleading. Had God so wished, He could have created all living organisms by evolution, even by apparently random evolution. 
The one point which we as Christians have to maintain, is that God created the human soul directly, whether or not He formed the human body directly from the dust of the earth, or developed it over aeons in an evolutionary manner via some unknown ancestor whom we share with the higher primates.
Often too much heat without understanding is generated by this debate. In the one corner stand the Biblical fundamentalists who want to treat Genesis as a literal scientific textbook. 
In the other corner is the Atheist Tendency, for whom the non-existence of a Deity, and the Darwinist theory of blind evolution by natural selection, are essential dogmas to be imposed as tyrannically as any Torquemada could ever have wished.

Orthodox Catholics stand between the two extremes, reconciling faith and reason, religion and science. 

John Paul II pointed out in 1986 during his Catecheses on the Book of Genesis that
«this text has a religious and theological importance. It does not contain significant elements from the point of view of the natural sciences. Research on the origin and development of the individual species in nature does not find in this description any definitive norm or positive contributions of substantial interest. Indeed, the theory of natural evolution, understood in a sense that does not exclude divine causality, is not in principle opposed to the truth about the creation of the visible world, as presented in the Book of Genesis» (29.1.1986).
Ten years later the same Pope addressed the Pontifical Academy of Sciences: 

“In his Encyclical Humani Generis (1950) my predecessor Pius XII has already affirmed that there is no conflict between evolution and the doctrine of the faith regarding man and his vocation, providing that we do not lose sight of certain fixed points….
…..the encyclical Humani Generis treated the doctrine of "evolutionism" as a serious hypothesis, worthy of investigation and serious study, alongside the opposite hypothesis. Pius XII added two methodological conditions for this study: one could not adopt this opinion as if it were a certain and demonstrable doctrine, and one could not totally set aside the teaching Revelation on the relevant questions.
"Today, more than a half-century after the appearance of that encyclical, some new findings lead us toward the recognition of more than one hypothesis within the theory of evolution.  In fact it is remarkable that this theory has had progressively greater influence on the spirit of researchers, following a series of discoveries in different scholarly disciplines. The convergence in the results of these independent studies – which was neither planned nor sought – constitutes in itself a significant argument in favour of the theory.” (22.10.1996)
While fundamentalists battle against any mention of evolution, and Catholics aim to reconcile science and faith, the militant atheist brigade abuse the theory of Evolution in such a way as to exclude any role for a Creator or designer of life.
Their argument runs: “Given that there is no Creator, it must have happened this way, by blind evolution.” This, however, is immediately to intrude a philosophical stance (materialism) into an historico-geological-biological problem.

The great Anglican apologist C.S.Lewis attacked this mindset way back in a dispute with DMS Watson, the Jodrell Professor of Zoology and Comparative Anatomy at University College, London (1921-51):

“More disquieting still is Professor Watson's defense: "Evolution itself is accepted by zoologists not because it has been observed to occur or... can be proved by logically coherent evidence to be true, but because the only alternative, special creation, is clearly incredible." Has it come to that? Does the whole vast structure of modern naturalism depend not on positive evidence but simply on an a priori metaphysical prejudice. Was it devised not to get in facts but to keep out God?”  (C.S. Lewis) 

Now not all evolutionists are Darwinists, but the neo-Darwinist version of evolutionary theory is the most aggressive and atheistic form of the hypothesis.

Stephen Jay Gould, himself an evolutionary biologist, has commented that Darwins's notebooks “include many statements showing that he espoused but feared to expose something he perceived as far more heretical than evolution itself: philosophical materialism -- the postulate that matter is the stuff of all existence and that all mental and spiritual phenomena are its by-products.” 
An objective scientific stance would rather be as follows. By examination of the fossil record, we can discern which life forms were around in which geological eras. 
If we can find evidence that certain species developed into other species via a continuous line of intermediate forms – and if we know enough about genetics to discern how this might happen and how long it would take, we can estimate its probability. Was it a purely naturalistic process? Or does it seem that other factors - supernatural guidance even – may have helped evolutionary progress along?
Two provisos: firstly, in evolutionary biology, it is wise to keep in mind that we are not dealing with a “hard science” in the sense of physics or chemistry. In those natural sciences, facts can be tested empirically upon the laboratory bench. We can repeat an experiment over and over again, altering the variables, until we are clear how each individual factor influences the outcome – summarizing our results as mathematical or chemical equations.

However, in investigating the evidence for evolutionary processes hundreds of millions of years ago, occurring over millions of years of geological time, in environments about which we have to guess a great deal – we can do no accurate experimental re-runs. 

Evolutionary biology has a methodology more akin to that of Inspector Morse or Hercule Poirot, than that of Ernest Rutherford, Marie Curie or Robert B Woodward.
It is not a hard science but a type of biological archaeology. Its methods are those of historical research, using fossils, geology and genetics instead of written documents and artifacts. 

Secondly, a point of logic: the fact that many animals share similar anatomical features or DNA sequences, is not proof positive that one developed from the other, or that both developed from a common ancestor. The Creator could conceivably have created thousands of different species ab initio but following similar blueprints. 

Charles Darwin published The Origin of Species in 1859. He called his theory “descent with modification.” He suggested that all life forms had evolved from some very primitive ancestor by slow and gradual changes. 

Random mutations occur in all living organisms.  When these endow a natural advantage upon a bacterium, plant or animal, that particular organism survives and breeds more. Such advantageous strains thus grow in numbers and replace the original type. Eventually, Darwin suggested, they transform sufficiently to constitute a new species, incapable of breeding with their original ancestors. 
This process is called natural selection. However, nobody is doing the selecting. It is simply that organisms better adapted to their particular environment thrive and out-reproduce those poorly adapted. 

Random mutation plus natural selection is a theory of great conceptual power. It has fascinated evolutionary biologists for the last century.  It provides a way of “systematizing” the classification and development of all living beings into one gigantic “evolutionary tree.”

Let us suppose for now that bacteria evolved into amoeba-type protozoa with a little whip or flagellum to propel them. These in turn gave rise to many phyla of worms, starfish, jellyfish, molluscs and chordata (with a notochord or backbone). It was the latter which developed into vertebrates. 
Some of these turned into fish and remained in the oceans. Others took their first steps upon dry land as tetrapods, giving rise to reptiles. Later came mammals some 200 million years ago. Later on, some reptiles developed feathers and wings and took to the air as birds.  
Nice theory, especially when presented by a good graphic artist who can imaginatively sketch in the unknown links. So what are the problems?

1. The lack of intermediates in the fossil record and the long term stability of most species.

2. The damaging nature of most mutations. 

3. The non-gradual nature of the fossil record, as typified by the Cambrian explosion.

4. Taxonomists’ failure to build a convincing “tree of life.”

5. The “irreducible complexity” of certain organs and biochemical processes, suggests that they could never have evolved stepwise. Unguided random processes cannot produce cellular complexity.

6. The lack of evidence for macroevolution as compared to microevolution.

Next week I will treat these principal objections to neo-Darwinism, and show that even among biologists and chemists, evolution is a controverted theory, and far from an established fact. 
