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DARWINISM- AND THEOLOGY.

To raE EDITOR OF THE ¢ SPECTATOR.’

Sir,

Now that Parliament is closed, the Treaty saved, and
Livingstone discovered, you may perhaps find space for
some observations on a subject of a less exciting charac-
ter, the relations between those views of the production
of plants and animals which are popularly understood by
the word Darwinism, and Theology, the doctrine of the
existence and activity of a Divine Author of the world.

There can be no doubt that in many irreligions minds
the writings of Mr. Darwin have created a fervour of
delight ; that in many religious minds they have created
anxiety and distress. On the one side are to be found
men such as those who have written of man as made in
the image of an ape, and have sought to elevate into a
science the supposed failures of nature; on the other, are
to be found good men and women who wince under the
notion that plants and animals were not created by the
Almighty fiat just as we see them now, and shrink with
dread from every theory which in anywise shows us to be
of kin with the lower animals.

The time of twilight is always a time of vague alarms ;
then the gnarled trunk or the bare bough of the well-
known tree becomes a goblin to the fancy ; then beyond all
other times the saying of Epictetus is true, that the mind
of man is harassed not by things, but by notions about
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into a composite whole; and to shake one part of this
entire structure seems to such a mind to be shaking
every part. ‘“If the sun do not go round the earth,
how can I bless God for it, as I have done all my life?
Where is that Divine care for man which has hitherto
consoled me ?

Just in the same way, & large body of devout thoughts
and feelings has clustered in many religious minds round
the popular notions of creation, and above all, of the
creation of man ; and these notions cannot be shaken, as
they have roughly been of late, without shaking too
those feelings which hang around them ; and hence in-
evitably, sorrow and pain have resulted to such minds
from Darwinism.

But they may find consolation and encouragement
from the past; for surely it is true that each certain
step in physical science has only raised and enlarged our
conceptions of the Divine majesty and power. Who,
from a merely devotional interest, would go back to that
old astronomy, which prevailed before the spirit of
modern science arose f Whether of these two views is
more calculated to excite our devotion and praise,—the
notion that the heavens are a solid sphere, moving round
the earth, with little holes to let through the light; or
the conception of boundless regions of space, with stars
infinite in number, more and more revealed as our powers
of sight are enlarged, and each star a system of perfect
order and marvellous complexity ! Science begins with
human guesses, and approaches towards Divine thoughts :
and the contrast between earlier and later conceptions is
therefore only a proof that God’s thonghts are not as ours
but His ways are higher than our ways.

I think it may be truly asserted that hitherto the result
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feelings to which I have adverted, as resulting from the
change in scientific conceptions, and not by anything in
the essence of theology itself.

But to come to the special object of this letter. The
lengthened period of time which Mr. Darwin requires
for the operations he suggests is one source of pain to
many religious minds. It is curious and yet, I think,
true, that, as a rule, the uneducated religions mind resents
the introduction of long periods of time. It did so when
‘Scrope and Lyell and their school of geologists began to
make incalculable demands for time in the history of the
globe’s crust ; it did so when the antiquity of man was
promulgated ; it has done so with Darwinism.

This feeling has, I think, several roots. One is to be
found in the Mosaic account of the creation, which was
long supposed to speak of creation as a definite and
concluded act at an ascertained and not very remote
date. Another is to be found in a weakness of imagi-
nation, a mere incapacity of the mind intelligibly to pass
across great gulfs of time, so that a divine act performed
on yonder side of such a gulf seems an unintelligible
divine act, and therefore not an acceptable one to the
religions consciousness. It is this feebleness of our
nature that makes contemporary events, in which never-
theless we have no personal concern, so much more
affecting and interesting to us than like events in long-
past time. A lady of my acquaintance, explaining to
some rustic neighbours some of the sufferings which
marked the early history of our faith, was met by the
remark from a farmer, who was not unmoved by her
recital, “ Well, ma’am, ’tis so long ago, perhaps it never
happened.” This feeling haunts many minds when they
find the initial act of creation referred to a distance of
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little,—how different is this from what we should have
expected, and from what men did expect! The early
notions of geology were all cataclysmical; the expec-
tations of the Apostles were of a very speedy wind-
ing-up of all things. But still God is true to His own
nature,—* patiens quia sternus.”

Let me carry a little further this analogy between the
difficulties of Darwinism and religion, and let me invert
the celebrated saying of Origen, and assert that if we
believe God to be the author both of religion and of nature,
we must expect to find in nature the same difficulties as
in religion. ~Surely a man who believes in the Divine
revelation of God to man cannot doubt that God has
proceeded in that revelation by a system of development,
and that through long periods of time. Is not the whole
history of the Jews a history of the development and
evolution of more and more truth out of certain small
seeds ? Do we not see how far David was, in the spirit-
uality of his conceptions, above Samuel, and even above
Moses ; how far Isaiah transcended even David; and
how far even the degenerate Jews of the period imme-
diately preceding our Lord had in some branches of
truth (especially that of immortality) got beyond their
nobler ancestors? So, too, Christianity was not un-
folded all at once. The Holy Spirit was promised to
unfold the truth to the Apostles, and the whole story
of the Acts and of St. Paul’s life is one history of the
evolution of Divine truth. So much will 1 say as to the
race, when much more might be said; and is not the
same true of the individual? What good man doubts
the difference between the religion of the holy old man
and of the most holy child? who doubts that the path
of the Christian is one of increasing light,—from grace
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of any created objects or of any laws which regulate the
existence of such objects. On the contrary, the biblical
account is twofold,—(1) of an absolute creation of some-
thing out of nothing, and (2) of the gradual creation of
order and form, and then of the subsequent creation of the
plants and animals. Their origin is distinctly attributed
to pre-existing created matter acting as the medium of
creation under the divine permission,—‘ And God said,
Let the earth bring forth grass, the herb yielding seed
and the fruit-tree yielding fruit after his kind, whose
seed is in itself upon the earth ’’ [i.c., capable after the
creation of reproducing themselves in the method which
thenceforth was to become the ordinary method of con-
tinuing the work of creation], ““and it was so. And the
earth brought forth grass, and herb yielding seed after
his kind, and the tree yielding fruit whose seed was in
itself after his kind; and God saw that it was good”
(t.e., the Almighty is represented like a master-artificer,
as reviewing the work which he has caused to be done
by others’ hands, and though evil was possible in such
delegated work, finding that in the result the work is
good). Inlike manner, it will be found that the creation
of animal life is attributed in part to the agency of the
waters, in part to the agency of the land ; so that nothing
can be clearer than that the Mosaic account does dis-
tinctly assert a creation of organic life by and through
certain natural agencies.

Not the least offensive part of Mr. Darwin’s doctrines
is that which suggests a close connection, a connection,
in fact, by way of descent, between ourselves and the
brutes. It is not difficult to understand this feeling, but
it is difficult to defend it. Men for the most part regard
themselves as the special objects—nay, often as the ex-
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adopted, this same objection was urged, and it is met by
him in a passage which deserves the most attentive con-
sideration :—

“But it is said,”” he writes, “these observations are
equally applicable to brutes ; and it is thought an insuper-
able difficulty that they should be immortal, and by
.consequence capable of everlasting happiness. Now,
this manner of expression is both invidious and weak ;
but the thing intended by it is really no difficulty at all,
either in the way of natural or moral consideration.
For first, suppose the invidious thing designed in such
s manner of expression were really implied, as it is not
in ‘the least, in the natural immortality of brutes,
namely, that they must arrive at great attainments,
and become rational and moral agents; even this would
be no difficulty, since we know not what latent powers
and capacities they may be endued with. There was
once, prior to experience, as great presumption against
human creatures as there is against the brute creatures
arriving at that degree of understanding which we have
in mature age ; for we can trace up our own existence
to the same original with theirs. And we find it to be a
general law of nature that creatures endued with capa-
cities of virtue and religion should be placed in a con-
dition of being in which they are altogether without
the use of them for a considerable length of their dura-
tion, as in infancy and childhood; and great part of the
human species go out of the present world before they
come to the exercise of these capacities in any degree at
all.”” (‘Analogy,’ part i. chap. i.)

The second point to which I above allnded is of this
kind. Mr. Darwin has endeavoured to show the rudi-
ments of the moral nature of man in the brute creation,
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and suggests that our moral natures are but a develop-
ment of elements to be found in theirs,—that con-
science is found in embryo in brutes, is found further
developed in us. “Is morality, then’’ — this is the
sort of thing that passes through some devout minds,—
“is all morality but a matter of the development of
brain, but a matter of growth? If so, where are its
eternal origin and obligation? what is to become of
religion and of its objects, God and the soul, if our
moral natures are but developments ? ”’

The answer to this feeling is not far to seek, and in-
deed is already more than suggested in the remark-
able passage which I have cited from Butler. It is
this, that there is a difference between a thing in itself
and the reception or reflection of the image of the thing.
Suppose an astronomer to take a rough plate of metal;
at first it reflects, but very rudely, the light of heaven;
he then polishes one spot in it, and that reflects one
star ; he proceeds with his work till his mirror by de-
grees takes in and gives back more and more of the
starry vault, or to his mirror he may superadd the
various optical appliances which science can suggest,
and he has an instrument of power; but mean-
while the heavens have not changed, and the de-
velopment of his mirror or the production of his tele-
scope has not affected their objective reality or stability.
Just 8o is it with man; the mind of the savage is a
very rude mirror, the mind of Sir Isaac Newton a
highly polished one ; the mind of the child is a very small
one, the mind of the adult man a much larger one. We
admit, without hesitation, the development of the recep-
tive faculty, first, in the individual, and secondly, in the
race; and that without causing any difficulty in our
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minds, for no one doubts the truths of morality or of
religion because there were and are savages to whom
they are almost unknown. Mr. Darwin asks us to carry
the process some steps further back (that is to say from
savages and infants to the lower animals), and we are
shocked, and think morality and religion in peril. But
no new difficulty whatever is introduced by Mr. Darwin’s
demands, and there are those who think they can see
something to rejoice at in the extension to the lower
animals of the realms of morality and religion.

Another head of offence in Mr. Darwin’s theory, be-

yond those already referred to is this,—that it seems to
displace from its eminence the notion of design in the
Divine government of the world, and in the doctrine of
the struggle for existence to introduce a hard-and-fast
and somewhat cruel general law.
- But this, if a difficulty at all, is not a new one. The
existence of what we call general laws,—that is, series of
facts, some of which press hardly and, as it seems,
harshly on individuals, is a long-ago ascertained fact,—
and though it may be a very different result from what
we should have expected & priori, it is thought by no
devout mind to be an insuperable difficulty, and the
point to which our attention is rightly drawn is the
beneficence of the general law in its general results.
Now, tested in this way, Mr. Darwin’s law of natural
selection is a very striking illustration of this character
of the general laws of the Divine government, because
what he has described to us is a continuously acting and
self-acting machinery, by which nature is always tending
to produce forms more and more exactly fitted to the
circumstances for which they are intended ; so that no more
remarkable instance of design in a law or of an abiding
tendency towards perfection can possibly be conceived.
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The terrible facts of nature are not new, and for them,
Mr. Darwin is not responsible. The beasts and birds of
prey, with all their awfully beautiful contrivances to
produce suffering and death ; the selfish eagerness with
which each creature struggles for its own existence, though
to the destruction of others; the odious instincts and
habits which exist in some animals, such as the young
cuckoo, which ejects its foster-brothers, the ants, which
make slaves, the larvs of ichneumonide, which feed on
the live bodies of caterpillars,—these and many other
facts in nature are difficult to explain, and often raise in
one’s mind questions like that which Blake expressed in
his wonderful little poem to the Tiger,—

“ Did He who made the lamb make thee? ”

These facts, I repeat, have no more place in Mr. Dar-
win’s than in any other theory of creation ; but to his ima-
gination (he observes, ‘Origin of Species,’ p. 291, 4thed.)
it is far more satisfactory to look on instincts of the class
to which I have referred, “ not as specially endowed or
created instincts, but as small consequences of one general
law, leading to the advancement of all organic being.”

Like observations apply to another class of facts to
which Mr. Darwin’s theory has called attention,—I mean
the facts which seem to show an imperfection in the
adaptation of a given plant or animal to the circam-
stances in which it is placed. Mr. Darwin thinks that such
facts are due to the transition which the organism is
undergoing. Certainly such an explanation, whether
true or false, is in nowise derogatory to the Divine
Author. Certainly it does not tend to increase, but
seeks to diminish the difficulty which such facts naturally
create in our minds. Certainly it is just that sort of
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which existed in all reasonable theories of creation and of
nature before Mr. Darwin was thought of. Have we not
walked up to the spectres, and found them old trees with
which we are familiar,—ugly enough, if you will, but
nothing but the old trees?

For myself, I may say that there are large parts of
Mr. Darwin’s theory which I accept as, at least, probably
true ; there are other parts which I reject as unproved
or as against the weight of evidence. But it is no part
of my present object either to express or to justify this
opinion on Darwinism. I have not here inquired whether
it be true or false, but I have asked whether, if it be
true, it is terrible to religion. For my own part, I have
no notion that there can be such a thing. My belief in
the existence and empire of God is too strong to allow
me to credit for a moment the existence of anything at
once true and atheistic. I have no fear whatever of
farther invest@.tions into nature; I have no fear of true
science, though I have much of false science and of false
theology too. I have no fear even of the tendencies of
modern science. I may read it wrongly (as I know that
I read it little and ignorantly), but to me its tendencies
seem towards a sublime spirituality,—towards the belief
that all matter is but force, and all force is but mind.

I am, Sir, etc.,
| EDW. FRY.



