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An Evolving Creation:

Oxymoron or Fruitful Insight?

KEITH B. MILLER

Before discussing how the relationship of “creation” and “evolution” might

be best understood, it is useful first to define the terms. Inmy discussion be-

low, “evolution” refers to the descent with modification of all living things from

a common ancestor. That is, the history of life can be envisioned as a branching

tree of life in which all living things are linked together in a genealogical rela-

tionship that extends back to the first living cells. Understood in this way, the

word “evolution” includes any of a number of proposed mechanisms by which

evolutionary change occurred. Furthermore, evolutionary theory does not ad-

dress whether, or how, God might act to guide such processes. “Creation” refers

to everything to which God has given being. As a verb, “creation” refers to the

past and continuing action of God to bring into existence all that is and has

been. A closely related theological concept is that of “providence.” This doctrine

includes several distinct aspects: God’s sustaining and upholding of creation; di-

vine cooperation with creaturely action; and the governance of creation toward

God’s desired ends.1 As thus defined, are the concepts of evolution and creation

really antithetical as often portrayed? Is the idea of an evolving creation truly an

oxymoron, ormight it just prove to be a fruitful source of theological reflection?

Much of the public controversy over evolution and creation seems to rest

firmly on the widely held view that the conclusions of the historical sciences are

in essential conflict with a Christian faith that holds Scripture in high regard.

Current scientific and theological descriptions are often seen as being mutually

exclusive and contradictory. This conflict model is given legitimacy by persis-

tent misconceptions of the nature and limitations of scientific and theological

inquiry perpetuated by the rhetoric of some scientists as well as nonscientists,

of some theists as well as nontheists. The task of correcting these misconcep-
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tions is made more difficult by the frequent lack of an awareness of the histori-

cal context of the current debates.

The conflict or “warfare” view of science and faith entered historical and

scientific lore largely on the popularity of two 19th-century works — JohnWil-

liam Draper’s History of the Conflict between Religion and Science (1874), and

Andrew Dickson White’s A History of the Warfare of Science with Theology in

Christendom (1896).2 However, this simplistic warfare metaphor has been thor-

oughly discredited by both theological and historical scholarship. Christian

theologians (including evangelicals) have long recognized that a faithful read-

ing of Scripture does not demand a young Earth nor does it prohibit God’s use

of evolutionary mechanisms to accomplish his creative will. Many evangelical

Christians at the time of Darwin found no inherent conflict between evolution

and Scripture. In fact, several of the authors of the “Fundamentals” (the set of

volumes that gave us the term “fundamentalist”) accepted some form of evolu-

tionary theory. Even B. B.Warfield, who argued forcefully for biblical inerrancy,

accepted the validity of evolution as a scientific description of origins. The pri-

mary advocates of Darwin’s theory in America included Asa Gray, George Fred-

erick Wright, and James Dana — all committed evangelical Christians.3

Evolution has been viewed bymany theologically orthodoxChristians, since

the publication of The Origin of Species, as a positive contribution to understand-

ing God’s creative and redemptive work. For many, important theological truths

concerning the nature of humanity, the goodness of creation, God’s providence,

and themeaning of the cross and suffering find renewed significance and amplifi-

cation when applied to an evolutionary view of God’s creative work. The integra-

tion of an evolutionary understanding of Earth and life history with theological

understandings of God’s creative and redemptive activity have yielded important

insights.4The fruits of these efforts need to bemorewidely known anddiscussed.
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Despite the long theological dialogue with evolutionary theory, many

people continue to view evolution as inherently antitheistic and inseparably

wedded to a worldview that denies God and objective morality. Although this

understanding of the meaning of evolutionary theory is widely promoted by

individuals both inside and outside of the scientific community, its conflation

of a metaphysical naturalism with evolution should be rejected on philosophi-

cal, theological, and historical grounds. The equation of evolutionary theory

with a philosophy that denies the reality of anything beyond matter and energy

not only is false but is an impediment to quality scientific and theological

thinking.

Interpreting Scripture and Nature

One consequence of the conflict view is that scientific and theological descrip-

tions are often viewed as mutually exclusive. Complete scientific explanations

for natural phenomena are seen as excluding divine action. There is not a large

step from this to the perception that science’s focus on natural cause-and-effect

explanations is a thinly disguised effort to promote a godless worldview.

The perceived tension between scientific description and divine action

also derives in part from expectations concerning the purpose and meaning of

the scriptural texts. Conflicts are bound to result if Scripture and science are

understood to be addressing the same issues in the same sort of way. Appeals to

the “plain meaning” of Scripture and an emphasis on personal interpretation

divorced from its historical, cultural, and literary context encourage Scripture

to be read from a modernWestern scientific outlook. However, does this way of

reading Scripture do it justice? To answer this question, our hermeneutic — the
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assumptions we apply in the interpretation of Scripture — must be subject to

critical evaluation. It thus becomes imperative that we first evaluate the appro-

priateness of our hermeneutic before we set out to deal with supposed con-

flicts.5

Just as there is no such thing as an objective reading of the Bible (it must

be filtered through some interpretive framework), there is also no such thing as

pure inductive Baconian science. Rather, science works by proposing hypothe-

ses, generating predictions by deduction, and then testing those predictions

against new observations. The construction of hypotheses takes place within an

interpretive framework that includes philosophical and cultural assumptions

of which the investigator is often unaware. However, those hypotheses are sub-

ject to test and will not become widely held by the scientific community unless

their predictions are fruitful.

Theoretical inquiry is the essence of science. By contrast, the public per-

ception is often that science consists primarily of a body of “proven fact.”How-

ever, the acceptance of a theory by the majority of the scientific community

does not mean that it is “proven.” No scientific theory can be proven in the

sense of a logical or mathematical proof. The purpose of theories is to integrate

disparate observations of the natural world and make them understandable.

They provide the predictions that suggest new observations and drive new dis-

covery. The history of our changing scientific understanding of the universe,

with new theories replacing old and previously accepted models being over-

turned by new discoveries, can be puzzling to those who have learned science as

a collection of unchanging “facts.” Furthermore, uncertainty and sharp dis-

agreement within the scientific community are often seen as weaknesses and

failings of scientific knowledge. Rather, the exact opposite is the case. It is the

dynamic, changing, self-correcting nature of science that is its very strength.

The less science is seen as a body of established knowledge, the more inherently

interesting and exciting it becomes. Science is not primarily the mastery of a

body of knowledge but a way of inquiry about our physical environment.

Many theories may be proposed to explain the same set of observations.

However, not all theories are given equal weight by the scientific community.

Some are rejected by the preponderance of practicing scientists, and others re-

main at the fringes provoking critical examination. How do we distinguish a
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good theory from a bad one? How do we establish relative confidence in theo-

ries? Criteria for a good scientific theory include: (1) explanatory power;

(2) predictive power (testable expectations); (3) fruitfulness (ability to generate

new questions and new directions of research); and (4) aesthetics (e.g., beauty,

simplicity, symmetry). Many past theories in the historical sciences have been

discarded with the accumulation of new observations and the development of

new theories of greater explanatory power. The reason evolutionary theory (de-

scent with modification of all living things from a common ancestor) is a pow-

erful theory is that it makes sense of an incredible variety of observations and

continues to generate fruitful and testable hypotheses.

Science is a methodology, a limited way of knowing about the natural

world. Scientific research proceeds by the search for chains of cause-and-effect

and confines itself to the investigation of “natural” entities and forces. This self-

limitation is sometimes referred to as “methodological naturalism.” Science re-

stricts itself to proximate causes, and the confirmation or denial of ultimate

causes is beyond its capacity. Science does not deny the existence of a creator —

it is simply silent on the existence or action of God. The term “methodological

naturalism” is intended to communicate that only natural (as opposed to su-

pernatural) causes can in principle be investigated using scientific methodolo-

gies.Methodological naturalism describes what empirical inquiry is — it is cer-

tainly not a statement of the nature of cosmic reality.6 Science pursues truth

within very narrow limits. Our most profound questions about the nature of

reality (questions of ultimate meaning, purpose, and morality), while they may

arise from within science, are theological or philosophical in nature, and their

answers lie beyond the reach of science.

While some scientists have tried to use science to promote an atheistic

philosophy, such attempts step clearly outside of the realm of scientific inquiry.

The scientific enterprise is no more based on a philosophy that denies God than

is plumbing or auto mechanics. Science works, it is productive and fruitful, be-

cause it is religiously neutral. As a result, scientists representing widely different

cultures and religious and nonreligious beliefs can communicate and produc-

tively pursue questions about the physical universe. Theological perspectives

can provide a context for understanding and integrating scientific understand-

ing with a broader view of reality. However, that synthesis is not itself a scien-

tific conclusion.

Those of us in the scientific disciplines engage in our scientific activity as
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whole integrated beings, and our scientific work is inextricably tied into a par-

ticular cultural, political, philosophical, and theological context.While distinct,

our scientific and theological understandings must inform each other if we are

to be intellectually whole persons. They should not be kept in hermetically

sealed mental compartments. It is our obligation and calling as Christians to

strive to attain an integrated whole picture of reality. However, we are actually

better able to integrate different types of knowledge when we maintain clear

definitions. When we confuse philosophical naturalism with evolutionary the-

ory, we actually inhibit the productive interaction between the sciences and

Christian theology. We do this by injecting into a scientific theory a metaphysi-

cal worldview that is simply not a necessary component of the theory.

Important Theological Issues

One commonly held perspective that tends to reinforce a conflict view of sci-

ence and faith is that God’s action or involvement in creation is confined to

those events that lack a scientific explanation. Meaningful divine action is

equated with breaks in chains of cause-and-effect processes. This view has been

called a “God-of-the-gaps” theology. God’s creative action is seen only, or pri-

marily, in the gaps of human knowledge where scientific description fails. With

this perspective, each advance in scientific understanding results in a corre-

sponding diminution of divine action, and conflict between science and faith is

assured. However, this is a totally unnecessary state of affairs. God’s creative ac-

tivity is clearly identified in Scripture as including natural processes. According

to Scripture, God is providentially active in all natural processes, and all of cre-

ation declares the glory of God. The evidence for God’s presence in creation, for

the existence of a creator God, is declared to be precisely those everyday “natu-

ral events” experienced by us all. Thus Christians should not fear causal natural

explanations. Complete scientific descriptions of events or processes should

pose no threat to Christian theism. Rather, each new advance in our scientific

understanding can be met with excitement and praise at the revelation of God’s

creative hand.

Another common confusion is over the meaning of “chance” or “ran-

dom.” Chance or random processes are often seen as antithetical to God’s ac-

tion. Many people understand “chance” as implying a purposeless, meaning-

less, and accidental event. However, scientifically, chance events are simply

those whose occurrence cannot be predicted based on initial conditions and

known natural laws. Such events are describable by probabilistic equations.

This understanding of chance is not in any way in conflict with God’s creative
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action. The Bible, in fact, describes a God who is sovereign over all natural

events, even those we attribute to chance such as the casting of lots or tomor-

row’s weather. This perspective has been placed into a modern scientific con-

text by some theologians who see God’s action exercised through determining

the indeterminacies of natural processes. God is thus seen as affecting events

both at the quantum level and at the level of large chaotic systems.7 Regardless

of how one understands the manner in which God exercises sovereignty over

natural process, chance events certainly pose no theological barrier to God’s ac-

tion in and through the evolutionary process.

A very common argument against evolution as God’s means of actualiz-

ing his creative will is the central role of death in the evolutionary process. The

theological problem of pain and suffering in nature is an ancient one, but it is

given additional significance in an evolutionary context. The apparent conflict

between God’s goodness and the presence of pain and suffering is made espe-

cially acute when we consider the nonhuman creation. How can we accommo-

date the death and suffering of animals within a theology that declares both

God’s omnipotence and goodness? This is hardly a new issue. The problem of

death, pain, and suffering in the natural world, what has been referred to as

“natural evil,” has been the focus of much theological and philosophical debate

within the Christian church since the 1st century. Developing a theology of

“natural evil” requires an understanding of God’s immanence in creation as

well as God’s transcendence, of God’s providence as well as sovereignty. It bears

on questions of God’s purposes for, and participation in, human and natural

history.8 For many Christians an evolutionary understanding of God’s creative

activity has provided a useful context within which to approach these ancient

theological questions. Efforts toward reconciling the existence of pain and suf-

fering with divine goodness in an evolving creation have encouraged renewed

contemplation of the doctrines of providence, incarnation, redemption, and

the centrality of the cross.

Other important theological issues are brought into sharp focus by evo-

lutionary theory. The doctrine of the fall and original sin would seem to be

challenged by the proposal that humans bear a genetic and physical continuity

with the rest of the animal creation. Similarly the meaning of mankind’s cre-
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ation in the “image of God” is seen by some as being undermined by the accep-

tance of human evolution. While these questions have not received the atten-

tion their importance requires, particularly within the evangelical theological

community, that which has been written provides a valuable foundation for

further contemplation.9 This work shows that the central Christian doctrines

of the universality of human sin and the necessity of the cross are not compro-

mised by an evolutionary view of human origins.

Scientific Issues

In addition to the theological issues relevant to an evolutionary view of God’s

creative activity, some have raised questions about the scientific support for

evolutionary theory. The scientific issues raised range from questioning the ex-

istence of transitional fossil species and critiquing the evolutionary interpreta-

tion of genetic data, to claims that complex organ and cellular structures could

not arise via evolutionary mechanisms.

In order to address these scientific issues it must first be recognized that

biological evolution is part of, and embedded in, the evolution of the cosmos

and of our planet Earth. Biological evolution is made possible by the preceding

physical and chemical evolution of the cosmos. Furthermore, the evolution of

life is both a response to and a cause of the evolving physical environment of

the Earth.What we actually see in the geologic record is a concordance between

sometimes dramatic changes in the Earth’s oceans, atmosphere, climate, and

geography and changes in the Earth’s biosphere from the scale of individual

species to entire ecosystems.

There are numerous lines of evidence from a wide range of scientific dis-

ciplines that together make a very strong case for the reality of common de-

scent.10 (1) The sequence of fossil species in the geologic record is consistent on
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a worldwide basis. That is, fossil species follow the same pattern of relative or-

der of appearance. The order of fossil species was determined before the exis-

tence of any technique to date the age of rocks. Yet, when those dating methods

were developed, they confirmed the order of fossils (and geologic events) al-

ready determined. (2) The order of appearance of higher taxa in the geologic

record is broadly consistent with the evolutionary sequence inferred from the

anatomical data and from DNA. (3) Fossils with transitional anatomical fea-

tures are common within the fossil record. Such transitional forms commonly

possess a mixture of traits considered characteristic of different groups (genera,

orders, classes, etc.). They may also possess particular anatomical characters

that are themselves in an intermediate state. (4) The geographic distribution of

fossil species is consistent with common descent and with independent geolog-

ical reconstructions of the Earth’s changing geography over time. That is, com-

mon descent makes sense of the locations in which specific fossil (and living)

species are found. (5) The fossil record of changing species over time yields a

comprehensive picture of ecological and environmental change. Species

changes do not occur randomly but rather are part of the evolution of commu-

nities and entire ecosystems. Predators evolve with their prey, parasites evolve

with their hosts, herbivores evolve with the plant communities, and so forth.

We thus not only can reconstruct the changes in particular lines of descent, but

can reconstruct changing ecosystems.11

It is the comprehensiveness and integrated nature of the evidence that be-

comes overwhelming. There simply is no other way to make sense of this im-

mense body of data than as the record of a very ancient evolving biological and

environmental system.

Recently, objections to evolution have appeared which do not attack the
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current reconstructions of the history of life, but rather claim the inadequacy of

natural mechanisms to account for them. Some of these critiques make argu-

ments that the origin and subsequent evolution of life are effectively impossible

statistically. For example, it has been argued that the probability of a certain

specified sequence of amino acids (i.e., a protein) being assembled by chance is

impossibly small. This argument, however, assumes that evolution demands

that such a protein must have been assembled, without precursors, by chance

processes alone. This assumption ignores much of what has been learned about

prebiotic chemistry and evolution. The assembly of functional macromolecules

is not a pure chance phenomenon but occurs, like biological evolution, within a

selective environment. In fact, the process of random mutation and selection

has actually been used in the laboratory to synthesize highly functional organic

compounds by trial and error.12

Another approach is the attempt to empirically recognize “design”within

the biological world through the identification of structures of “specified small

probability” or with “irreducible complexity.”13 This form of argumentation is

central to the critiques of evolution made by advocates of “intelligent design”

(ID). It is important to realize that the way “design” is used in these arguments

is not the same as the theological understanding that creation has a divine pur-

pose and plan — that it was intelligently conceived. Rather, the objective of ID

is to identify aspects of the biological world that cannot be accounted for by the

action of natural processes. However, these lines of criticism face several signifi-

cant objections. For example, the appeal to irreducible complexity is an attempt

to find criteria that exclude the possibility that a given complex biological

structure or system could have been assembled in a series of functional steps. A

major error in this approach is the failure to consider how complex biological

systems can be built up by the modification and/or duplication of preexisting

biochemical or genetic components. A common pattern in the history of life is

the co-opting of preexisting biological structures, biomolecules, and DNA se-

quences to serve new functions. Despite claims to the contrary, plausible, and
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entirely functional, sequential steps have been proposed for a number of highly

complex biochemical systems and biological structures.14

Critics of evolution often discuss design as though God’s action is analo-

gous to the work of an engineer or artisan. Such human action involves the im-

posing of form on preexisting materials. What the engineer or artisan can do is

limited by the nature of those materials. By contrast, a divine creator brings

into existence the very materials themselves. God creates the substance as well

as the form. Perhaps we should expect nature to have been created with the in-

herent capabilities to bring forth what God desires without violating its integ-

rity.15 That is, God may act continually within creation by drawing out the

creaturely potentialities already present. I believe that such a perspective is

much more consistent with the continuity of processes in the physical universe

than is an engineering view of God’s action. It makes the discovery of each new

natural capability, or each new link in the history of creation, an opportunity

for the praise of God rather than being perceived as another obstacle to faith or

challenge to the doctrine of creation.

The doctrine of creation really says nothing about “How” God creates. It

does not provide a basis for a testable theory of the mechanism of change. If it

does not address this issue, then it does not contribute anything to a specifically

scientific description of the history of life. I believe that all of creation is de-

signed by God and has its being in God, but that does not give me any insights

into the processes by which God brought that creation into existence. That is

the role of scientific investigation, a vocation in which I find great excitement

and fulfillment.

Science is still far from having all the answers to how evolution proceeded

during the 3.5 billion years during which life has existed on Earth. However, it is

these very unanswered questions, and the apparent conflicts and contradictions

in our current understanding, that drive new inquiry and discovery. The last

decade has seen incredible advances in scientific fields as diverse as biochemis-

try, genetics, developmental biology, and paleontology. These discoveries and

theoretical advances have closed previous gaps in our understanding, over-

turned past views, and provided promise of new breakthroughs. Some progress

is being made even in such long-unresolved and seemingly intractable prob-
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lems as the origin of life.16 It is the continuing success of scientific research to

resolve previous questions about the nature and history of the physical uni-

verse, and to raise new and more penetrating ones, that drives the work of indi-

vidual scientists. For the theist this simply affirms that, in creating and preserv-

ing the universe, God has endowed it with contingent order and intelligibility,

and given us as bearers of the divine image the capability to perceive that order.

Looking Forward

In conclusion, biological evolution is an extremely well-supported and fruitful

theory that provides a basis for understanding and synthesizing an amazing

range of observations of our natural world. There is no other conceptual

framework that has been proposed that provides anything like the explanatory

and predictive power of evolutionary theory. The evangelical Christian com-

munity must thus pursue the integration of an evolutionary understanding of

Earth and life history with theological understandings of God’s creative and re-

demptive activity if we wish to effectively impact our increasingly technological

and scientific society. In reality, many Christian scientists and theologians have

productively engaged evolutionary ideas since the time of Darwin.

There is a desperate need to diffuse the heated conflict that has grown up

around the issue of evolution. The evolution/creation “warfare” view has effec-

tively inhibited productive popular dialogue on important theological issues.

Furthermore, it has driven an unnecessary wedge between the Christian and

scientific community, and has generated division and personal attack within

the body of Christ. It is my sincere hope that this volume will be a significant

step toward opening doors through the wall that now separates evolutionary

science and Christian faith in the minds of many — a wall constructed dili-

gently by theists as well as nontheists, scientists as well as nonscientists.

14 keith b. miller

16. Recent discoveries have opened up whole new theoretical and research possibilities in

approaching the problem of the origin of life. See the following sources for discussions of this

ongoing work: C. Ponnamperuma and J. Chela-Flores, eds., Chemical Evolution: Origin of Life

(Hampton, Va.: A. Deepak, 1992); N. G. Holm, ed.,Marine Hydrothermal Systems and the Origin

of Life (Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic, 1992); M. P. Bernstein, S. A. Sanford, and L. J.

Allamandola, “Life’s Far-Flung Raw Materials,” Scientific American 281, no. 1 (1999): 42-49. An

excellent summary of our current understanding of conditions on Earth during the origin and

early evolution of life is E. G. Nisbet and N. H. Sleep, “The Habitat and Nature of Early Life,”

Nature 409 (2001): 1083-91.


