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El7dejuliode2005,el 
Arzobispo de Viena, 
Cardenal Christoph 
Schonborn, publicó en el 
New York Times una colum
na titulada Finding Design 
in Nature, en la que recogía 
y explicaba la afirmación del 
Papa Juan Pablo II "la evo
lución es más que una hipó
tesis". Tras la publicación 
del artículo, se produce una 
respuesta, vía ensayo, del 
físico Stephen Barr, publica
da en la revista First Things 
bajo el título The Design of 
Evolutkm. 

Comienza así un intenso 

debate dentro de la Iglesia 
Católica que se desarrolla 
sobre todo en internet, per
mitiendo que el tono del 
mismo sea más el de una 
conversación "familiar", entre 
personas que, en principio, 
tienen pareceres similares. 

Sin embargo, salvo inte
resantes excepciones, el diá
logo se transforma en una 
discusión terminológica, en 
línea con la argumentación 
de Barr, y en la que el pro
pio físico interviene insis
tiendo en lo expuesto en su 
ensayo. 

Este acalorado debate 

refleja, en realidad, una con
troversia mayor que enfren
ta a los defensores del neo-
darwinismo con los que 
apoyan la teoría del diseño 
inteligente. A su vez, ejem
plifica la cuestión de fondo 
que quería tratar el cardenal 
Schonborn: la existencia de 
un "spirit-matter dualism" 
en la comunidad católica, 
que permite la convivencia 
de una mentalidad materia
lista para juzgar la vida y la 
evolución, a la que se suma 
una fe difusa y ambigua 

Como expone el cardenal 
en su segundo texto, y como 

también apuntan algunos a 
lo largo del debate, si se dis
tingue entre neodarwinismo 
como mecanismo y como 
filosofía, sí sería compatible 
con la religión católica. 
A continuación recogemos 
los textos del Cardenal 
Shonborn, del doctor Barn, 
así como algunos ejemplos 
del debate que éstos origina
ron en internet. 

Finding Design in Nature 

Chirstoph S c h o n b o r n 

Revisiones I 0 3 I 2 0 0 7 1 35-54 

Ever since 1996 , w h e n Pope J o h n Paul II said that e v o 
lution (a t e rm h e d id n o t def ine) was " m o r e than jus t a 
hypothesis ," defenders o f neo -Darwin ian d o g m a have 
often invoked the supposed acceptance - o r at least 
a cqu ies cence - o f the R o m a n Cathol ic Church w h e n 
they de fend their theory as s o m e h o w compat ib le with 
Christian faith. 

But this is not true. T h e Catholic Church, while leaving 
to science many details about the history o f life o n earth, 
proclaims that b y the light o f reason the h u m a n intellect 
can readily and clearly discern purpose and design in the 
natural world, including the world o f living things. 

Evolut ion in the sense o f c o m m o n ancestry m i g h t b e 
true, b u t evolution in the neo -Darwin ian sense - a n 
unguided , unp lanned process o f r a n d o m variation and 
natural s e l e c t i on - is not . A n y system o f thought that 
denies o r seeks t o explain away the overwhe lming evi
dence f or design in b i o l ogy is ideology, n o t science. 

Consider the real teaching o f o u r be loved J o h n Paul. 
W h i l e his rather vague and un impor tant 1996 letter 
about evolution is always and everywhere cited, w e see 
n o o n e discussing these c o m m e n t s from a 1985 general 
audience that represents his robust teaching o n nature: 

"All the observations concerning the deve lopment o f 
life lead t o a similar conclusion. T h e evolution o f living 
beings, o f which science seeks t o determine the stages 
and t o discern the mechan ism, presents an internal f ina
lity w h i c h arouses admirat ion . Th is finality w h i c h 



directs beings in a direction for wh i ch they are not res
ponsible o r in charge, obliges o n e t o suppose a M i n d 
which is its inventor, its creator." 

H e w e n t o n : "To all these indications o f the existence 
o f G o d the Creator, s o m e oppose the p o w e r o f chance or 
o f the proper mechanisms o f matter. To speak o f chance 
for a universe which presents such a complex organiza
t ion in its elements and such marvelous finality in its life 
w o u l d b e equivalent to giving u p the search for an expla
nation o f the wor ld as it appears t o us. In fact, this w o u l d 
b e equivalent to admitting effects wi thout a cause. It 
w o u l d b e t o abdicate h u m a n intelligence, wh i ch w o u l d 
thus refuse to think and t o seek a solution for its p r o 
b lems . " 

N o t e that in this quotat ion the w o r d "finality" is a 
phi losophical t e rm synonymous with final cause, p u r 
pose o r design. In c o m m e n t s at another general aud ien
ce a year later, J o h n Paul conc ludes , "It is clear that the 
truth o f faith about creation is radically o p p o s e d t o the 
theories o f materialistic phi losophy. These v i ew the c o s 
m o s as the result o f an evolution o f matter reducible to 
pure chance and necessity." 

Natural ly , t h e author i tat ive C a t e c h i s m o f the 
Catholic Church agrees: " H u m a n intelligence is surely 
already capable o f finding a response t o the quest ion o f 
origins. T h e existence o f G o d the Creator can b e k n o w n 
with certainty through his works , b y the light o f h u m a n 
reason." It adds : " W e believe that G o d created the 
w o r l d according t o his w i s d o m . It is no t the p r o d u c t o f 
any necessity whatever, nor o f b l ind fate o r chance . " 

In an unfortunate n e w twist o n this o ld controversy, 
neo-Darwinists recently have sought t o portray our n e w 
pope , Benedict X V I , as a satisfied evolutionist. They 
have quoted a sentence about c o m m o n ancestry from a 

2 0 0 4 d o c u m e n t o f the Internat ional T h e o l o g i c a l 
Commiss ion , po inted out that Benedict was at the t ime 
h e a d o f the c o m m i s s i o n , a n d c o n c l u d e d that the 
Catholic Church has n o p r o b l e m with the not ion o f 
"evolution" as used b y mainstream biologists - t h a t is, 
synonymous with n e o - D a r w i n i s m . 

T h e commiss ion ' s d o c u m e n t , however , reaffirms the 
perennial teaching o f the Catholic Church about the 
reality o f design in nature. C o m m e n t i n g o n the w i d e s 
pread abuse o f J o h n Paul's 1996 letter o n evolution, the 
c o m m i s s i o n cautions that "the letter cannot b e read as 
a b lanket approbat ion o f all theories o f evolution, inc lu 
d ing those o f a neo -Darwin ian provenance w h i c h expl i 
citly deny t o divine prov idence any truly causal role in 
the deve lopment o f life in the universe." 

Furthermore , accord ing t o the c o m m i s s i o n , " A n 
ungu ided evolutionary process - o n e that falls outside 
the b o u n d s o f divine p r o v i d e n c e - s imply cannot exist." 

Indeed , in the h o m i l y at his installation jus t a f ew 
weeks ago , Benedict proc la imed : " W e are n o t s o m e 
casual a n d meaningless p r o d u c t o f evolution. Each o f 
us is the result o f a thought o f G o d . Each o f us is wil led, 
each o f us is loved, each o f us is necessary." 

T h r o u g h o u t history the church has de fended the 
truths o f faith given b y Jesus Christ. But in the m o d e r n 
era, the Catholic Church is in the o d d posi t ion o f stan
d ing in firm defense o f reason as well . In the 19th c e n 
tury, the First Vatican Counci l taught a w o r l d newly 
enthralled b y the "death o f G o d " that b y the use o f rea
son alone m a n k i n d cou ld c o m e t o k n o w the reality o f 
the Uncaused Cause, the First Mover , the G o d o f the 
phi losophers . 

N o w at the beg inning o f the 21st century, faced with 
scientific c laims like n e o - D a r w i n i s m and the mult iver-
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se hypothesis in c o s m o l o g y invented t o avoid the 
overwhe lming evidence f or purpose a n d design f o u n d 
in m o d e r n science, the Cathol ic Church will again 
defend h u m a n reason b y proc la iming that the i m m a 
nent design evident in nature is real. Scientific theories 
that try t o explain away the appearance o f design as the 

result o f " chance a n d necessity" are n o t scientific at all, 
but , as J o h n Paul p u t it, an abdicat ion o f h u m a n inte 
lligence. I 

02 The Design of Evolution Catholic theo logy has never really h a d a quarrel with 
the idea that the present species o f plants a n d animals 

Stephen M . Barr are the result o f a l o n g process o f evolution - o r with the 
idea that this process has unfo lded accord ing t o natural 
laws. A s the 1 9 0 9 Catholic Encyclopedia put it, these 
ideas s e e m to b e " in per fect agreement wi th the 
Christian concept i on o f the universe". 

Catholic theologians were m o r e hesitant w i th res
pect t o the or igin o f the h u m a n race, b u t even here, the 
o ld encyc lopedia admitted, evolut ion o f the h u m a n 
b o d y is "per se n o t i m p r o b a b l e " a n d a version o f it h a d 
"been p r o p o u n d e d b y St. August ine" . T h e crucial d o c 
trinal po in t was that the h u m a n soul , b e i n g spiritual, 
cou ld n o t b e the result o f any merely material process : 
biological evolution any m o r e than sexual r eproduc 
t ion. T h e soul must b e conferred o n each person b y a 
special creative act o f G o d . A n d so the Church is requi 
red t o reject atheistic and materialistic phi losophies o f 
evolution, wh i ch deny the existence o f a Creator o r His 
providential governance o f the wor ld . A s l ong as evo lu 
t ionary theory conf ined itself t o properly biological 
quest ions, however , it was cons idered benign . 

This was the v i ew that was taught t o generations o f 
chi ldren in Catholic schools . T h e first formal statement 



o n evolution b y the magisterium d id n o t c o m e until the 
encyclical letter Humani Generis of Pope Pius XII in 
1950. T h e only po in t that the pont i f f asserted as def ini 
tely d o g m a t i c was that the h u m a n soul was no t the p r o 
duc t o f evolution. A s for the h u m a n body, Pius noted, 
its evolution f r o m those o f l ower animals c ou ld b e 
investigated as a scientific hypothesis , so l ong as n o 
conclusions were m a d e rashly. 

This is h o w things s tood for another half century. 
T h e n , in 1996, in a letter t o the Pontifical A c a d e m y o f 
Sciences, P o p e J o h n Paul II acknowledged that the the 
ory o f evolution is n o w recognized as " m o r e than a 
hypothesis" , thanks t o impressive a n d converging evi
dence c o m i n g f r o m a variety o f fields. H e reiterated 
w h a t he called the "essential p o i n t " m a d e by Pius X I I , 
namely that "if the h u m a n b o d y takes its origin f r o m 
pre-existent living matter, £ nevertheless ̂  the spiritual 
soul is immediate ly created b y G o d " . 

S o m e commenta tors in the scientific and popu lar 
press t o o k this statement t o m e a n the Church had once 
rejected evolution and was n o w at last throwing in the 
towel . T h e truth is that Pius X I I , t h o u g h cautious, was 
clearly wil l ing t o let the scientific chips fall where they 
might ; and J o h n Paul II was s imply not ing the obv ious 
fact that a lot o f chips h a d since fallen. Nevertheless, 
J o h n Paul's statement was a w e l c o m e reminder o f the 
Church's real attitude t oward empirical science. It was 
fo l lowed in 2 0 0 4 b y a lengthy d o c u m e n t f r o m the 
Internat ional T h e o l o g i c a l C o m m i s s i o n ( h e a d e d b y 
Cardinal R a t z i n g e r ) ent i t led Communion and 

Stewardship: Human Persons Created in the Image of 

God. This important d o c u m e n t contained, a long with 
m u c h else, a lucid a n d careful analysis o f evolut ion and 
its relation t o Catholic teaching. 

So w h y d id Christoph Schonborn , the cardinal arch
b i s h o p o f V i e n n a , lash o u t this s u m m e r at n e o -
D a r w i n i s m ? In an o p i n i o n piece for the New York 

Times o n July 7, h e reacted indignantly to the sugges 
t ion that "the Catholic Church has n o p r o b l e m wi th the 
not i on o f 'evolution' as used b y mainstream biologists 
—that is, synonymous with n e o - D a r w i n i s m " . Brushing 
o f f the 1996 s tatement o f J o h n Paul II as "vague and 
unimportant" , h e cited other evidence ( inc luding state
ments b y the late p o p e , sentences f r o m Communion 

and Stewardship a n d the Catechism of the Catholic 

Church, and a l ine f r o m the n e w Pope Benedict X V T s 
instal lat ion h o m i l y ) t o m a k e t h e case that n e o -
D a r w i n i s m is in fact incompat ib le with Catholic tea
ching. 

In the United States, the harsh questions and m o c 
king c o m m e n t s c a m e fast a n d furious. Cou ld it really b e 
that the m o d e r n Church is c o n d e m n i n g a scientific the 
ory? H o w m u c h doctrinal we ight does Schonborn 's 
article have? (After all, i f a letter b y a p o p e addressed t o 
scientists can b e called "unimportant" , h o w important 
can a letter b y a cardinal t o the readers o f a newspaper 
b e ? ) W h y d id h e write it? (It appears that it was d o n e at 
the urging and with the assistance o f his fr iend M a r k 
Ryland, a philanthropist and ardent c h a m p i o n o f the 
ant i -Darwinian Intelligent Des ign m o v e m e n t ) . A n d 
what , precisely, was the cardinal saying? 

T h e Church in recent centuries has avoided taking 
sides in intramural scientific disputes — w h i c h means 
the f o r m as well as the content o f the cardinal's article 
c a m e as a shock. T h e issues it treats, having chiefly t o d o 
with the relation o f chance a n d randomness t o divine 
prov idence , are extremely subtle a n d cannot b e dealt 
wi th adequately in the space o f a newspaper c o l u m n . It 
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was nearly inevitable, therefore, that distinctions w o u l d 
get lost, terms w o u l d b e i l l -defined, and issues w o u l d b e 
conflated. 

By saying that " n e o - D a r w i n i s m " is " s y n o n y m o u s " 
with " 'evolution' as used b y mainstream biologists" , 
S c h o n b o r n indicates that he means the t e rm as c o m 
m o n l y unders tood a m o n g scientists. A s so unders tood , 
n e o - D a r w i n i s m is based o n the idea that the m a i n s 
pr ing o f evolution is natural selection acting o n r a n d o m 
genetic variation. Elsewhere in his article, however , the 
cardinal gives another definit ion: "evolution in the n e o -
Darwinian sense Cis3 an unguided , unp lanned process 
o f r a n d o m variation and natural selection". This is the 
central misstep o f Cardinal Schonborn ' s article. H e has 
s l ipped into the definit ion o f a scientific theory, n e o -
Darwin ism, the w o r d s "unp lanned" a n d "unguided" , 
wh i ch are fraught with theological meaning . 

T h e l ine h e q u o t e s f r o m Communion and 

Stewardship m a y seem t o support h i m : " A n unguided 
e v o l u t i o n a r y p r o c e s s — o n e that falls ou t s ide the 
b o u n d s o f divine prov idence— s imply cannot exist". 
A n d , s ince it is a fundamenta l Christian doctr ine that 
God ' s providential p lan extends t o all events in the u n i 
verse, no th ing that happens can b e "unp lanned" as far 
as G o d is concerned . 

But Communion and Stewardship also explicitly 
warns that the w o r d " r a n d o m " as used b y biologists , 
chemists , physicists, a n d mathematic ian in their t e c h 
nical w o r k does n o t have the same m e a n i n g as the 
w o r d s "ungu ided" a n d "unp lanned" as used in doctrinal 
statements o f the Church . In c o m m o n speech, " ran
d o m " is often used t o m e a n "uncaused" , "meaningless" , 
" inexplicable", o r "pointless" . A n d there is n o quest ion 
that s o m e biologists, w h e n they explain evolution t o the 

publ ic o r t o hapless students, d o argue f r o m the "ran
d o m n e s s " o f genet ic mutat ions t o the phi losophical 
conc lus ion that the history o f life is "ungu ided" and 
"unplanned" . S o m e d o this because o f an antireligious 
animus, whi le others are s imply careless. 

W h e n scientists are actually d o i n g science, however , 
they d o no t use the w o r d s "ungu ided" and "unplanned" . 
T h e Institute for Scientific Information 's w e l l - k n o w n 
Science Citation Index reveals that on ly 4 8 papers exist 
in the scientific literature wi th the w o r d "ungu ided" in 
the title, m o s t having t o d o with missiles. O n l y 4 6 7 have 
the w o r d "unplanned" , a lmost all referring t o p r e g n a n 
cies o r medica l p rocedures . By contrast there are 
5 2 , 6 3 3 papers with " r a n d o m " in the title, from all fields 
o f scientific research. T h e w o r d " r a n d o m " is a basic 
technical t e r m in m o s t branches o f science. It is used to 
discuss the m o t i o n s o f molecules in a gas, the fluctua
t ion o f q u a n t u m fields, noise in electronic devices, and 
the statistical errors in a data set, t o give b u t a f ew 
examples. So i f the w o r d " r a n d o m " necessarily entails 
the idea that s o m e events are "unguided" in the sense o f 
falling "outside o f the b o u n d s o f divine prov idence" , w e 
s h o u l d h a v e t o c o n d e m n as i n c o m p a t i b l e w i t h 
Christian faith a great deal o f m o d e m physics, c h e 
mistry, geology, a n d astronomy, as well as biology. 

This is absurd, o f course. T h e w o r d " r a n d o m " as 
used in science does no t m e a n uncaused, unp lanned , o r 
inexplicable; it means uncorrelated. M y children like to 
observe the l icense plates o f the cars that pass us o n the 
highway, t o see w h i c h states they are from. T h e sequen
ce o f states exhibits a degree o f randomness : a car from 
Kentucky, then N e w Jersey, then Florida, a n d so o n — 
because the cars are uncorrelated: K n o w i n g where o n e 
car c o m e s from tells us noth ing about where the next 



one c o m e s f r om. A n d yet, each car c o m e s t o that place 
at that t ime for a reason. Each trip is p lanned, each g u i 
d e d b y s o m e m a p a n d schedule. Each driver's trip fits 
into the story o f his life in s o m e intelligible way, t h o u g h 
the story o f these drivers' lives are n o t usually closely 
correlated with the other drivers' lives. 

O r consider this analogy. Prose, unlike a sonnet , has 
lines with final syllables that d o n o t rhyme. T h e sequen
ce those syllables f o r m will therefore exhibit r a n d o m 
ness. But this does no t m e a n a prose w o r k is "ungu ided" 
or "unplanned" . True enough , the writer d id no t select 
the w o r d s with an eye t o rhyming t h e m , i m p o s i n g o n 
t h e m that particular k i n d o f correlation. But the w o r d s 
are still chosen . So G o d , t h o u g h h e p lanned His w o r k 
with infinite care, m a y n o t have chosen t o i m p o s e cer
tain kinds o f correlations o n certain kinds o f events, 
and the m o t i o n s o f the different molecules in a gas, for 
example , m a y exhibit n o statistically verifiable correla
t ion. 

W e should distinguish between w h a t w e m a y call 
"statistical randomness" , wh i ch implies noth ing about 
whether a process w a s p lanned o r gu ided , a n d " ran
d o m n e s s " in o ther senses . Statistical r a n d o m n e s s , 
based o n the lack o f correlation a m o n g things o r events, 
can b e exploited t o understand and explain p h e n o m e n a 
through the use o f probabil ity theory. W e m a y wish t o 
determine, for example , whether the inc idence o f c a n 
cer in a certain c ounty is consistent wi th statistical 
expectations, o r whether there is s o m e as -ye t -unknown 
causal factor at w o r k . By l ook ing at the actuarial statis
tics, the age profile, a n d so o n , o n e can c o m p u t e the 
expected n u m b e r o f deaths due t o cancer and see w h e t 
her there is a statistically significant deviation from it. 
Implicit in all such computat ions are assumptions 

about randomness . Entire subfields in science (such as 
"statistical mechanics " ) are based o n these m e t h o d s : 
the properties o f gases, l iquids, a n d solids, for instance, 
can b e unders tood a n d accurately calculated b y m e t 
h o d s that make assumptions about the randomness o f 
molecular and a tomic m o t i o n . 

T h e promoters o f the ant i -Darwinian Intelligent 
Design m o v e m e n t usually admit that the ideas o f sta
tistical randomness , probability, a n d chance can b e part 
o f legitimate explanation o f p h e n o m e n a . T h e y argue 
instead that t o b e able t o make a scientific inference o f 
"design" in s o m e set o f data o n e m u s t first exclude other 
explanations, inc luding "chance" . T h e m e m b e r s o f the 
International Theo log i ca l C o m m i s s i o n we re clearly 
referring t o the Intelligent Des ign m o v e m e n t w h e n 
they wro te in Communion and Stewardship: " A g r o 
w i n g b o d y o f scientific critics o f n e o - D a r w i n i s m po int 
t o evidence o f design (e.g., b io logical structures that 
exhibit specified complexi ty ) that, in their view, cannot 
b e explained in terms o f a purely cont ingent process 
and that neo -Darwin ians have ignored o r mis interpre
ted. T h e n u b o f this currently lively d isagreement invo l 
ves scientific observation and generalization c o n c e r 
n ing whether the available data suppor t inferences o f 
design or chance , and cannot b e settled b y theology" . 

If an "inference o f chance" as part o f the explanation 
o f a p h e n o m e n o n cannot b e ruled o u t o n theological 
grounds , then the c o m p e t i n g c laims o f neo -Darwin ians 
and their Intelligent Des ign critics about biological 
complexi ty cannot b e settled b y theology. To their cre 
dit, m a n y o f the best writers in the Intelligent Design 
m o v e m e n t , inc luding Wi l l i am D e m b s k i a n d Michae l 
Behe, also insist the issue is o n e t o b e settled scientifi
cally. 
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W e cannot settle the issue o f the role o f " chance" in 
evolution theologically, because G o d is o m n i p o t e n t and 
can therefore p r o d u c e effects in different ways. Suppose 
a m a n wants to see a particular poker h a n d dealt. I f he 
deals f r o m a single shuffled deck, his chance o f seeing a 
royal straight flush is 1 in 6 4 9 , 7 4 0 . So h e might dec ide 
t o stack the deck, introducing the right correlations into 
the deck before dealing. Alternatively, he might dec ide 
t o deal a h a n d f r o m each o f a bi l l ion shuffled decks. In 
that case the desired h a n d will turn u p almost infallibly. 
(The chances it will n o t are infinitesimal: 10 - 6 6 9 ) . In 
w h i c h way d id G o d m a k e life? W a s the molecular deck 
"stacked" o r "shuffled"? 

This poker analogy is weak, o f course. W e don ' t 
k n o w the order o f a shuffled deck —that's o n e reason 
w e shuffle it. But G o d k n o w s all the details o f the u n i 
verse f r o m all eternity. H e k n o w s what 's in the cards. 
T h e scientist and the poker player d o n o t l o o k at things 
f r o m God ' s po int o f view, however , a n d so they talk 
about "probabilities". 

People have used the w o r d s " random" , "probability", 
"chance" , for millennia w i thout anyone imagining that 
it must always imply a denial o f divine prov idence . "I 
returned and saw under the sun, that the race is no t to 
the swift, no r the battle t o the strong, neither yet bread 
t o the wise , nor yet riches t o m e n o f understanding, nor 
yet favor to m e n o f skill, b u t t ime and chance happeneth 
t o t h e m all", as Ecclesiastes notes . Or, t o make the po int 
in dry technical terms, there is n o t a perfect correlation 
between be ing strong and w i n n i n g o r be tween having 
bread a n d be ing wise. 

W h y is there statistical randomness and lack o f 
correlation in our w o r l d ? It is because events d o no t 
m a r c h in lockstep, accord ing t o s o m e simple formula, 

b u t are part o f a vastly c o m p l e x w e b o f contingency. T h e 
not i on o f cont ingency is important in Catholic t h e o 
logy, a n d it is intimately connec ted t o w h a t in ordinary 
speech w o u l d b e called "chance" . 

Communion and Stewardship settles this po int . 
" M a n y neo -Darwin ian scientists, as well as s o m e o f 
their critics, have c o n c l u d e d that i f evolution is a radi 
cally cont ingent materialistic process driven b y natural 
selection and r a n d o m genetic variation, then there can 
b e n o place in it f o r divine providential causality", the 
d o c u m e n t observes. "But it is important t o note that, 
accord ing t o the Cathol ic understanding o f divine c a u 
sality, true cont ingency in the created order is no t 
incompat ib le w i th a purposeful divine prov idence . 
Divine causality and created causality radically differ in 
k ind and no t only in degree. Thus , even the o u t c o m e o f 
a purely cont ingent natural process can nonetheless fall 
w i t h i n G o d ' s prov ident ia l p lan . A c c o r d i n g t o St. 
T h o m a s Aqu inas : 'The effect o f divine prov idence is no t 
only that things should h a p p e n s o m e h o w , b u t that they 
should h a p p e n either b y necessity o r b y contingency. 
Therefore , whatsoever divine prov idence ordains t o 
h a p p e n infallibly and o f necessity, happens infallibly 
and o f necessity; and that happens from cont ingency 
wh i ch the divine prov idence conceives t o h a p p e n from 
c o n t i n g e n c y ' . In t h e Catho l i c perspec t ive , n e o -
Darwinians w h o adduce r a n d o m genetic variation and 
natural selection as evidence that the process o f evo lu 
t ion is absolutely ungu ided are straying b e y o n d what 
can b e demonstrated b y science". 

It is no t neo-Darwinists as such that are be ing criti
c ized here, b u t on ly the invalid inference drawn b y 
"many" o f t h e m (a long with " s o m e o f their critics") that 
the putative " randomness " o f genetic variation necessa-



rily implies an "absolutely u n g u i d e d " process. It is c l e 
arly the intention o f this passage t o distinguish sharply 
the actual hypotheses o f legitimate science f r o m the 
phi losophical errors often mistakenly thought to f o l l ow 
f r o m them. 

In his article, S c h o n b o r n cites the Catechism of the 

Catholic Church: " W e believe that G o d created the 
w o r l d accord ing t o His w i s d o m . It is no t the p r o d u c t o f 
any necessity whatever, n o r o f b l ind fate o r chance" . 
A n d yet, it is o n e th ing t o say that the w h o l e w o r l d is a 
p r o d u c t o f chance and the existence o f the universe a 
fluke, a n d quite another t o say that within the universe 
there is statistical randomness . T h e cardinal also quotes 
the fo l lowing passage f r o m an address o f the late p o p e : 
"To all these indications o f the existence o f G o d the 
Creator, s o m e o p p o s e the p o w e r o f chance o r o f the p r o 
per mechanisms o f matter. To speak o f chance for a u n i 
verse w h i c h presents such a c o m p l e x organization in its 
elements a n d marvelous finality in its life w o u l d b e 
equivalent t o giving u p the search f o r an explanation o f 
the w o r l d as it appears t o us" . Indeed. But t o e m p l o y 
arguments in science based o n statistical randomness 
and probabil ity is no t necessarily t o " o p p o s e " the idea o f 
chance t o the existence o f G o d the Creator. 

Even within the n e o - D a r w i n i a n f ramework , there 
are m a n y ways that o n e cou ld see evidence o f that " f ina
lity" (the directedness o f the universe a n d life) t o w h i c h 
J o h n Paul II refers. T h e possibility o f an evolutionary 
process that cou ld p r o d u c e the marvelously intricate 
f o rms w e see presupposes the existence o f a universe 
w h o s e structure, matter, processes, a n d laws are o f a 
special character. This is the lesson o f the m a n y "anth-
rop ic co inc idences" that have b e e n identified b y physi 
cists and chemists . It is also quite likely, as suggested b y 

the e m i n e n t neo -Darwin ian bio logist S i m o n Conway 
Morr is , that certain evolutionary endpoints ( o r " so lu 
t ions" ) are bui l t into the roles o f physics a n d chemistry, 
so that the " r a n d o m variations" keep ending u p at the 
same destinations, s o m e w h a t as meander ing rivers 
always find the sea. In his b o o k Life's Solution, Morr is 
adduces m u c h impressive evidence o f such evolutionary 
tropisms. A n d , o f course, w e m u s t never forget that 
each o f us has spiritual powers o f intellect, rationality, 
and f r e e d o m that c a n n o t b e ac counted for b y m e r e b i o 
logy, whether as conce ived b y neo -Darwin ians o r their 
Intelligent Design critics. 

I personal ly a m n o t at all sure that t h e n e o -
Darwinian f ramework is a sufficient o n e for biology. 
But i f it turns out t o b e so , it w o u l d in n o w a y invalida
te w h a t Pope Benedict has said: " W e are no t s o m e 
casual a n d meaningless p r o d u c t o f evolution. Each o f 
us is the result o f a thought o f G o d . Each o f us is wil led, 
each o f us is loved, each o f us is necessary". In his New 

York Times article, Cardinal S c h o n b o r n understan
dably wanted t o counter those neo -Darwin ian advoca 
tes w h o c la im that the theory o f evolut ion precludes a 
Creator 's p rov ident ia l g u i d a n c e o f c reat ion . 
Regrettably, h e e n d e d u p giving credibility t o their 
c la im a n d obscur ing the clear teaching o f the Church 
that n o truth o f science can contradict the truth o f reve
lation. I 
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The Design of Evolution 

Chirstoph S c h ö n b o m 

In July 2 0 0 5 the N e w York T i m e s publ ished m y short 
essay "F inding Des ign in Nature." T h e reaction has 
been overwhelming , a n d no t overwhelmingly positive. 
In the O c t o b e r issue o f First Things , (www.firstthings. 
com/ f t i s sues / f t0510 /op in ion /barr .html ) Stephen Barr 
h o n o r e d m e with a serious response, o n e fairly repre
sentative o f the reaction o f m a n y Catholics. 

I fear, however , that Barr has misunders tood m y 
argument and possibly misconce ived the issue o f w h e t 
her the h u m a n intellect can discern the reality o f design 
in the w o r l d o f living things. 

It appears f r o m Barr's essay — a n d a n u m b e r o f other 
r e s p o n s e s — that m y a r g u m e n t w a s substant ia l ly 
misunderstood . In "Finding Des ign in Nature," I said: 

T h e Church "proc la ims that b y the l ight o f reason 
the h u m a n intellect can readily and clearly discern p u r 
pose a n d design in the natural wor ld , inc luding the 
w o r l d o f l iving things. 

A n y system o f thought that denies o r seeks t o explain 
away the overwhe lming evidence for design in b io l ogy 
is ideology, no t science." 

Q u o t i n g o u r late H o l y Father J o h n Paul I I : " T h e 
evo lut ion o f l iving be ings , o f w h i c h sc ience seeks t o 
d e t e r m i n e the stages a n d t o d iscern the m e c h a n i s m , 
presents an internal finality w h i c h arouses a d m i r a 
t ion . T h i s finality, w h i c h directs be ings in a d i rec t ion 
for w h i c h they are n o t respons ib le o r in charge , o b l i 
ges o n e t o s u p p o s e a M i n d w h i c h is its inventor , its 
creator." 

Aga in quot ing J o h n Paul I I : ' T o all these indications 
o f the existence o f G o d the Creator, s o m e o p p o s e the 
p o w e r o f chance o r o f the p r o p e r mechan isms o f m a t -
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ter. To speak o f chance for a universe wh i ch presents 
such a c o m p l e x organization in its e lements a n d such 
marvelous finality in its life w o u l d b e equivalent t o 
giving u p the search for an explanation o f the w o r l d as 
it appears t o us. In fact, this w o u l d b e equivalent t o 
admitt ing effects wi thout a cause. It w o u l d b e t o abd i 
cate h u m a n intelligence, w h i c h w o u l d thus refuse to 
think a n d t o seek a so lut ion for its problems." 

Q u o t i n g the Catechism: " H u m a n intel l igence is 
surely already capable o f finding a response t o the q u e s 
t ion o f origins. T h e existence o f G o d the Creator can b e 
k n o w n wi th certainty through H i s works , b y the light o f 
h u m a n reason... W e believe that G o d created the w o r l d 
accord ing t o His w i s d o m . It is n o t the p r o d u c t o f any 
necessity whatever, nor o f b l ind fate o r chance." 

Referring to the Church's teaching o n the i m p o r t a n 
ce a n d reach o f metaphysics : "But in the m o d e r n era, 
the Catholic Church is in the o d d pos i t ion o f standing 
in firm defense o f reason as well . In the nineteenth c e n 
tury, the First Vatican Counci l taught a w o r l d newly 
enthralled b y the 'death o f G o d ' that b y the use o f rea
son a lone m a n k i n d cou ld c o m e t o k n o w the reality o f 
the Uncaused Cause, the First Mover , the G o d o f the 
philosophers." 

M y argument was based neither o n theo logy nor 
m o d e r n science nor "intelligent design theory." In t h e o 
logy, a l though the mind 's ability t o grasp the order and 
design in nature is adopted by, taken u p into , a n d ele
vated t o n e w heights b y the faith o f Christianity, that 
ability precedes faith, as R o m a n s 1 :19-20 makes clear. 
In science, the discipline and m e t h o d s are such that 
design — m o r e precisely, formal and final causes in 
natural b e i n g s — is purposeful ly exc luded f r o m its 
reductionist concept i on o f nature. 

Instead, m y argument was based o n the natural ab i 
lity o f the h u m a n intellect t o grasp the intelligible reali
ties that populate the natural wor ld , inc luding m o s t c le 
arly and evidently the w o r l d o f living substances, living 
be ings . N o t h i n g is intelligible — n o t h i n g can b e grasped 
in its essence b y our intellects— wi thout first be ing 
o r d e r e d b y a creative intel lect . T h e poss ib i l i ty o f 
m o d e r n science is fundamental ly g r o u n d e d o n the rea
lity o f an underlying creative intellect that makes the 
natural w o r l d w h a t it is. T h e natural w o r l d is noth ing 
less than a med ia t i on be tween m i n d s : the unl imited 
m i n d o f the Creator a n d our l imited h u m a n m i n d s . Res 

ergo naturalis inter duos intellectus constituta-"The 

natural thing is constituted be tween t w o intellects," in 
the w o r d s o f St. T h o m a s . In short , m y argument was 
based o n careful examinat ion o f the evidence o f every
day experience; in other w o r d s , o n philosophy. 

M a n y readers will n o d o u b t b e disappointed. It see
m e d that, right o r w r o n g , m y original essay was all 
about science, about real, tangible, factual k n o w l e d g e o f 
the material wor ld . But n o w I admi t t o b e speaking in 
the language o f natural phi losophy, that o ld - fashioned 
way o f understanding reality w h i c h quickly faded into 
the intellectual shadows after the arrival o f the n e w 
k n o w l e d g e o f Gali leo a n d N e w t o n . Phi losophy cont i 
nues, it is said, on ly as a meta-narrative for m o d e r n 
science a n d contains n o positive k n o w l e d g e o f its o w n . 
In short , I seem to have admitted that m y essay w a s a 
meaningless o r at best subjective f o r m o f argument 
f r o m a discarded a n d discredited discipline. 

It is m y sincere h o p e that for readers o f First Things 
I need no t respond t o this m o d e r n caricature o f ph i l o 
sophy. Phi losophy is the "science o f c o m m o n experien
ce " w h i c h provides o u r m o s t fundamental and m o s t 
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certain grasp o n reality. A n d , clearly, it is phi losophical 
knowledge o f reality that is m o s t in need o f defense in 
our t ime. 

Today, spirit-matter dual ism dominates Christian 
thinking about reality. By "spirit-matter dual ism" I 
m e a n the habit o f thought in wh i ch physical reality is 
c once ived o f a c cord ing t o the reduct ive c laims o f 
m o d e r n science (which is t o say, posit iv ism), c o m b i n e d 
in a mysterious way with a bel ief in the immaterial rea
lities o f the h u m a n and divine spirits as k n o w n only b y 
faith (which is t o say, f ideism) . 

But h u m a n reason is m u c h m o r e than just positivis-
tic "scientific" knowledge . Indeed, true science is i m p o s 
sible unless w e first grasp the reality o f natures and 
essences, the intelligible principles o f the natural wor ld . 
W e can with m u c h profit study nature using the tools 
and techniques o f m o d e r n science. But let us never for 
get, as s o m e m o d e r n scientists have forgotten, that the 
study o f reality via reductive m e t h o d s leads to i n c o m 
plete knowledge . To grasp reality as it is, w e must return 
to our pre-scientific a n d post-scientif ic knowledge , the 
tacit k n o w l e d g e that pervades science, the k n o w l e d g e 
that, w h e n critically examined a n d refined, w e call p h i 
losophy. 

Stephen Barr criticizes m e for confus ing t w o very 
different things: the m o d e s t scientific theory o f n e o -
Darwin i sm (which h e defines as "the idea that the 
mainspr ing o f evolut ion is natural selection acting o n 
r a n d o m genetic variation") and w h a t h e calls the " theo 
logical" c la im that evolution is an "unguided , u n p l a n 
ned" process . "This," h e asserts, "is the central misstep o f 
Cardinal Schonborn 's article." 

Let us assume for the m o m e n t that I indeed m a d e a 
mistake. Is there any excuse, any basis for m y error? 

Barr, treating D a r w i n i s m with great delicacy, says n o t 
hing. But there is m u c h he c ou ld have said. H e cou ld 
have listed quotat ions from Darwinian scientists g o i n g 
o n dozens o f pages in wh i ch they m a k e such " theologi 
cal" assertions, in b o l d and complete ly unquali f ied 
ways, assertions that evolution b y means o f r a n d o m 
variation and natural selection is an unguided , u n p l a n 
n e d process. 

M a n y o f those assertions are in textbooks and sc ien
tific journals , n o t jus t in popu lar writings. I will leave it 
to others t o c ompi l e a c omple te account o f such q u o t a 
t ions. I m a d e a small contr ibut ion o f three quotat ions 
in m y recent catechesis o n creation and evolution in the 
cathedral church o f St. Stephen's in Vienna. Here is one 
o f those three examples , a quotat ion from the A m e r i c a n 
scientist Wi l l Provine: " M o d e r n science directly implies 
that the w o r l d is organized strictly in accordance with 
deterministic principles o r chance . There are n o p u r p o 
sive principles whatsoever in nature. There are n o g o d s 
and n o designing forces rationally detectable." 

Barr argues that such "theological" c laims are sepa
rable from a m o r e m o d e s t science o f n e o - D a r w i n i s m . I 
agree that there is a difference be tween a m o d e s t sc ien
ce o f D a r w i n i s m and the broader metaphysical claims 
frequently m a d e o n its behalf. But w h i c h o f those t w o is 
m o r e proper ly called " n e o - D a r w i n i s m " in an unqual i 
fied way, as I d id in m y essay? 

For now, I happi ly c o n c e d e that a metaphysically 
m o d e s t version o f n e o - D a r w i n i s m cou ld potentially b e 
compat ib le w i th the phi losophical truth (and thus 
Cathol ic teaching) a b o u t nature. I f the Darwinist , 
taking u p Descartes ' and Bacon's pro ject o f understan
d ing nature accord ing on ly t o material a n d efficient 
causes, studies the history o f l iving things a n d says that 



he can see n o organizing, active principles o f w h o l e 
living substances ( formal causes) a n d n o real plan, p u r 
p o s e o r design in l iving things (final causes) , then I 
accept his report w i thout surprise. It is obviously c o m 
patible wi th the full truth that the w o r l d o f living be ings 
is replete wi th formality a n d finality. It c o m e s as n o sur 
prise that reductionist science c a n n o t recognize those 
very aspects o f reality that it excludes — o r at least, seeks 
t o exc lude— b y its cho ice o f m e t h o d . 

But h o w successful is m o d e r n biology, seeking t o b e 
true t o its f ound ing principles, at exc luding the rational 
considerat ion o f final cause? O n e way t o grasp this p r o 
b l e m is t o examine the quest ion o f " randomness " and 
the role it plays in m o d e r n evolutionary biology. 

T h e not ion o f " randomness" is obviously o f great 
importance . T h e technical error at the heart o f m y 
analysis o f neo -Darwin ism, says Barr, is m y misunders 
tanding o f h o w the term " r a n d o m " as used b y Darwinian 
biology. " I f the w o r d ' random' necessarily entails the idea 
that s o m e events are 'unguided ' in the sense o f falling 
'outside the b o u n d s o f divine providence, ' w e should 
have t o c o n d e m n as incompatib le with Christian faith a 
great deal o f m o d e r n physics, chemistry, geology, a n d 
astronomy, as well as biology," h e wrote . 

"This is absurd, o f course. T h e w o r d " r a n d o m " as 
used in science does n o t m e a n uncaused , unp lanned , o r 
inexplicable; it means uncorrelated. M y children like t o 
observe the license plates o f the cars that pass us o n the 
highway, t o see w h i c h states they are f r o m . T h e sequen
ce o f states exhibits a degree o f randomness : a car from 
Kentucky, then N e w Jersey, then Florida, and so o n 
-because the cars are uncorrelated: k n o w i n g where o n e 
car c o m e s from tells us noth ing about where the next 
one c o m e s from. A n d yet, each car c o m e s t o that place 

at that t ime for a reason. Each trip is planned, each gui

ded b y s o m e m a p a n d s o m e schedule." 
I certainly agree with m u c h o f w h a t Barr says, and I 

appreciate his delightful example . I w o u l d like t o sug
gest, however , that h e m a y b e over looking someth ing 
w h e n it c o m e s t o m o d e r n bio logy. First o f all, w e must 
observe that the role o f r a n d o m n e s s in Darwinian b i o 
logy is quite different from its role in thermodynamics , 
q u a n t u m theory, and other natural sciences. In those 
sciences r a n d o m n e s s captures our inability t o predict or 
k n o w the precise behavior o f the parts o f a system (or 
perhaps, in the case o f the q u a n t u m wor ld , s o m e intrin
sic properties o f the system). But in all such cases the 
" r a n d o m " behavior o f parts is e m b e d d e d in and c o n s 
trained b y a deeply mathematical a n d precise c o n c e p 
tual structure o f the w h o l e that makes the overall b e h a 
vior o f the system orderly and intelligible. 

T h e randomness o f neo -Darwin ian b i o l ogy is n o t 
h ing like that. It is s imply r a n d o m . T h e variation 
through genet ic mutat ion is r a n d o m . A n d natural 
selection is also r a n d o m : the properties o f the ever-
changing env i ronment that drive evolution through 
natural selection are also n o t correlated t o anything, 
accord ing t o the Darwinists . Yet o u t o f all that u n c o n s 
trained, unintelligible mess emerges , deus ex machina, 

the precisely ordered a n d extraordinarily intelligible 
w o r l d o f l iving organisms. A n d this is the heart o f the 
neo -Darwin ian science o f biology. 

Be that as it may, let us return t o a n d extend Barr's 
l icense plate example a n d see w h a t w e m i g h t learn. 
Suppose the Barr family sets out o n a trip southward 
from their h o m e in Delaware —and , whi le hearing a 
br ie f introductory lecture o n the proper m e a n i n g o f 
randomness , the children start writ ing d o w n the state 
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o f each passing l icense plate. After hours have passed, 
the children, pausing at their w o r k , provide the fo l l o 
w i n g report : whi le each individual car's l icense plate 
does indeed seem uncorrelated t o the previous and 
next, o r t o anything in the immedia te environment , 
there m a y nevertheless b e a pattern in the data. A t first, 
a lmost all the license plates were f r o m Delaware. A lit
tle later the majority shifted t o Mary land . A f e w hours 
after that there was a b i g u p s w i n g o f District o f 
C o l u m b i a plates, mix ing in near-equal p ropor t i on to 
the Mary land plates. A short t ime later the majority 
b e c a m e Virginia plates. N o w they see a dramatic shift 
t o N o r t h Carol ina plates. Is there a pattern here? Is 
there a reason o n e can th ink o f f o r that pattern? 

T h e Darwinian bio logist l ook ing at the history o f life 
faces a precisely analogous question. I f h e takes a very 
narrow v iew o f the supposedly r a n d o m variation that 
meets his gaze, it m a y well b e imposs ib le t o correlate it 
t o anything interesting, and thus variation remains 
s imply unintelligible. H e then summarizes his i gnoran 
ce o f any pattern in variation b y m e a n s o f the rather res
pectable t e rm "random." But i f h e steps b a c k a n d looks 
at the sweep o f life, h e sees an obvious , indeed an 
o v e r w h e l m i n g pattern. T h e variat ion that actually 
occurred in the history o f life was exactly the sort n e e 
d e d t o br ing about the complete set of plants and ani

mals that exist today. In particular, it was exactly the 
variation needed to give rise to an upward sweep of evo

lution resulting in human beings. I f that is no t a p o w e r 
ful and relevant correlation, then I don ' t k n o w w h a t 
cou ld c ount as evidence against actual randomness in 
the m i n d o f an observer. 

S o m e m a y ob ject : this is a pure tautology, n o t sc ien
tific knowledge . I have assumed the conc lus ion , "rigged 

the game," and so forth. But that is n o t true. I have 
s imply related t w o indisputable facts: evolution h a p p e 
ned (or so w e will presume, for purposes o f this analy
sis), and our present b iosphere is the result. T h e t w o 
sets o f facts correlate perfectly. Facts are no t tautologies 
s imply because they are ind isputab ly true. I f the 
m o d e r n bio logist chooses t o ignore this indubitable 
correlation, I have n o ob ject ion . H e is free t o def ine his 
special science o n terms as n a r r o w as he finds useful for 
gaining a certain k i n d o f knowledge . But h e m a y no t 
then turn a r o u n d a n d d e m a n d that the rest o f us, 
unrestr ic ted b y his m e t h o d o l o g i c a l se l f - l imitat ion, 
ignore obv ious truths about reality, such as the clearly 
teleological nature o f evolution. 

Let us return t o a tel l ing w o r d o f Barr. H e refers t o 
m y a l l eged ly o v e r - b r o a d u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f n e o -
D a r w i n i s m as unwarranted extens ion o f the t h e o r y 
into the rea lm o f "theology." D o e s his use o f that t e r m 
m e a n that w e c a n on ly k n o w that te leo logy is real in 
the w o r l d o f l iving be ings b y reference t o revealed 
t ruth? D o e s it m e a n that u n a i d e d h u m a n reason c a n 
n o t grasp the ev ident order , p u r p o s e , a n d intel l igence 
mani fes ted so clearly in t h e w o r l d o f l iving b e i n g s ? 
D o e s it m e a n that w e w o r s h i p an unjust G o d w h o , as 
R o m a n s 1 :19 -20 teaches , punishes p e o p l e f o r their 
failure t o ab ide b y natural law, a l a w St. Paul says they 
c a n n o t fail t o recogn ize t h r o u g h the mani fes t o r d e r in 
the nature w o r l d ? 

Barr's essay addresses at s o m e length the quest ion 
o f des ign in b io logy, b u t does n o t clearly affirm that 
reason can grasp the reality o f des ign without the aid of 

faith. I f m y reading is correct ( a n d I h o p e I a m w r o n g ) , 
in that respect Barr has f o l l owed the o v e r w h e l m i n g 
t rend o f Cathol i c c o m m e n t a t o r s o n the quest ion o f 



n e o - D a r w i n i a n evolut ion, w h o gladly discuss its c o m 
patibility wi th the truths o f faith b u t s e l d o m bo ther t o 
discuss whether a n d h o w it is c ompat ib l e wi th the 
truths o f reason. 

Perhaps n o w that the ro le o f f ide i sm is in view, I 
can prof i tably return t o t h e quest ion o f the essential 
m e a n i n g o f the t e r m " n e o - D a r w i n i s m . " If, as m a n y 
s e e m t o t h i n k , n e o - D a r w i n i s m serves as a va l id 
"des ign-de feat ing hypothes is " at the level o f h u m a n 
reason b u t is rescued f r o m any ult imately i m p r o p e r 
conc lus i ons on ly b y the intervent ion o f theology, then 
it s eems that m y expansive def in i t ion is fully v i n d i c a 
ted . I f reason is incapable o f grasp ing real te leo logy in 
l iving th ings a n d their history, t h e n n e o - D a r w i n i s m 
— w h i c h obv ious ly is incapable o f tak ing into a c count 
theo log ica l t ruths— can truly b e said t o b e a t h e o r y 
that asserts, in t h e w o r d s o f m y original essay, that 
evo lut ion is "an u n g u i d e d , u n p l a n n e d process o f ran 
d o m variation a n d natural selection." W h a t so m a n y 
Cathol ics s e e m t o b e saying is that, so far as w e can 
de te rmine wi th o u r u n a i d e d h u m a n intellects, a c c o r 
d i n g t o even t h e "metaphysical ly m o d e s t " vers ion o f 
n e o - D a r w i n i s m , there is n o real p lan , p u r p o s e , o r 
des ign in l iving th ings , a n d absolutely n o d i rec t i ona 
lity t o evo lut ion ; yet w e k n o w those things t o b e true 
by faith. In o ther w o r d s , a "metaphysical ly m o d e s t " 
n e o - D a r w i n i s m is n o t so m o d e s t after all. It m e a n s a 
D a r w i n i s m that d o e s n o t conf l i c t w i th k n o w l e d g e 
a b o u t reality k n o w n t h r o u g h faith a lone . In t h e d e b a 
te a b o u t des ign in nature , sola fides takes o n an ent i 
rely n e w m e a n i n g . 

M o d e r n science alone m a y well b e incapable o f gras
p ing the key truths about nature that are w o v e n into the 
fabric o f Catholic theo logy and morality. A n d theo logy 

proper does n o t supply these key truths either. Prior t o 
b o t h science a n d theo logy is phi losophy, the "science o f 
c o m m o n experience." Its role in these crucial matters is 
indispensable. 

Let us return t o the heart o f the p r o b l e m : pos i t i 
v ism. M o d e r n sc ience first exc ludes a priori final and 
f o rmal causes, then investigates nature u n d e r the 
reductive m o d e o f m e c h a n i s m (efficient a n d material 
causes) , and then turns a r o u n d t o c la im b o t h final and 
f o rmal causes are obv ious ly unreal , a n d also that its 
m o d e o f k n o w i n g the corporeal w o r l d takes priority 
over all o ther f o r m s o f h u m a n k n o w l e d g e . Be ing 
mechanis t i c , m o d e r n sc ience is also historic ist : it 
argues that a c o m p l e t e descr ipt ion o f the efficient and 
material causal history o f an entity is a c o m p l e t e expla 
nat ion o f the entity itself—in other w o r d s , that an 
understanding o f h o w s o m e t h i n g came to be is the 
s a m e as unders tand ing what it is. But Cathol ic th in 
k i n g rejects the genet ic fallacy appl ied t o the natural 
w o r l d a n d contains instead a hol ist ic understanding o f 
reality based o n all the faculties o f reason a n d all the 
causes evident in nature—inc luding the "vertical" c a u 
sation o f formal ity a n d finality. 

S o m e m a y ob jec t that m y original small essay in the 
New York Times was mis leading because it w a s t o o 
easily misunders tood as an argument about the details 
o f science. A s a matter o f fact, I expected s o m e initial 
misunderstanding. Even h a d it b e e n possible t o state in 
a t h o u s a n d w o r d s a highly qualif ied a n d n u a n c e d state
m e n t about the relations a m o n g m o d e r n science, p h i l o 
sophy, a n d theology, the essay w o u l d likely have been 
dismissed as "mere philosophy," wi th n o standing to 
challenge the h e g e m o n y o f scientism. It was crucially 
impor tant t o c o m m u n i c a t e a c la im about design in 
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nature that was in n o w a y inferior t o a "scientific" ( in 
the m o d e r n sense) argument . Indeed , m y argument 
was superior t o a "scientific" argument since it was 
based o n m o r e certain and enduring truths and pr inc i 
ples. 

T h e m o d e r n w o r l d needs bad ly t o hear this message. 
W h a t frequently passes f or m o d e r n science —with its 
heavy accretion o f material ism a n d posit ivism— is 
s imply w r o n g a b o u t nature in fundamenta l ways . 
M o d e r n science is often, in the w o r d s o f m y essay, " ide 
ology, n o t science." T h e prob lems caused b y posit ivism 

Randomness and 
Intelligent Design 

are especially acute in the b r o a d anti-teleological impl i 
cations drawn f r o m Darwin's theory o f evolution, wh i ch 
has b e c o m e (in the phrase o f Pope Benedict X V I , w r i 
t ing s o m e years a g o ) the n e w "first phi losophy" o f the 
m o d e r n wor ld , a total and foundat ional description o f 
reality that goes far b e y o n d a p r o p e r g r o u n d i n g in the 
descriptive and reductive science o n w h i c h it is based. 
M y essay was des igned t o awaken Catholics f r o m their 
dogmat i c s lumber about posit ivism in general and e v o 
lut ionism in particular. It appears t o have worked . I 

T h e controversy resulting f r o m Cardinal Schonborn 's 
op in ion article in the New York Times has engaged, 
a m o n g others, faithful and wel l - in formed Catholics 
w h o nonetheless disagree with each other o n matters o f 
substance. In his criticism o f Cardinal Schonborn 's sta
t ement ("The Des ign o f Evolution," O c t o b e r ) , Stephen 
Barr was right, I believe, t o focus o n t w o crucial po ints : 
the relat ion b e t w e e n finality o r p u r p o s e a n d the 
m o d e r n scientific m e t h o d , a n d the mean ing o f ran
domness . Yet, at the risk o f temerity, I will say that 
Barr's article adds t o the confus ion that prevails w h e n 
these t w o points are discussed. 

In Barr's example o f shuffled cards, h e conc ludes : 
"The scientist a n d the p o k e r player d o n o t l o o k at 
things f r o m God ' s po in t o f view, however , a n d so they 
talk about 'probabilities. '" Precisely. A n d that is w h y 
" r a n d o m genetic variations" are "foreseen" f r o m God ' s 
po in t o f v i ew and have determinate causes. It is only 
because the scientist is unable t o discover o r track the 



causes that h e terms an event " random." A n d w h a t the 
scientist predicts in terms o f probabilit ies are really 
u n k n o w n ( to h i m ) certainties. 

It won ' t he lp t o invoke Laplace, c la iming that his 
universal de termin ism a n d the N e w t o n i a n physics that 
underl ie it have b e e n superseded. It is a phi losophical 
( n o t theological ) principle that every event must have a 
cause. A n d Cardinal S c h o n b o r n is entirely correct in 
quot ing with approval John Paul II : "To speak o f c h a n 
c e . . . w o u l d b e equivalent t o giving u p the search for an 
explanation.. . In fact this w o u l d b e equivalent t o a d m i t 
ting effects wi thout a cause." Barr agrees with this, t oo . 
But he goes o n t o say: "But t o e m p l o y arguments in 
science based o n statistical randomness and probabil ity 
is n o t necessarily t o ' oppose ' the idea o f chance t o the 
existence o f G o d the Creator." 

T h e confus ion arises w h e n scientists and non - s c i en 
tists alike speak o f " r a n d o m " o r " chance" mutat ion . In 
the m i n d s o f m a n y o f t h e m this does equal "uncaused" 
and therefore "unp lanned" — a n d therefore o p p o s e d t o 
the existence o f G o d the Creator. Barr rightly maintains 
that th is is n o t s c i ence . A n d so d o e s Card ina l 
Schonborn , w h i c h is w h y h e calls it " ideology, n o t sc ien
ce." But m a n y scientists d o m a k e this equation. A n d 
m a n y say so publicly, s o m e quite stridently— Richard 
Dawkins a n d James W a t s o n be ing notable examples . It 
is t o these that Cardinal Schonborn 's criticism is d irec 
ted. A n d it is no t an intrusion o f theo logy o r ph i losophy 
into science; it is a higher order o f k n o w l e d g e showing 
where science has g o n e b e y o n d the limits o f its o w n 
m e t h o d . O n e cannot deny the principle o f causality, 
u p o n w h i c h meta-sc ienti f ic assumpt ion all sc ience 
d e p e n d s , w i thout u n d e r m i n i n g all sc ience a n d all 
knowledge . 

I f w e cannot discern the existence o f order in the 
universe, despite our l imited ability t o c o m p r e h e n d that 
order, w e c a n n o t d iscern t h e existence o f a g o o d 
Creator. Yet Barr risks overemphasiz ing disorder w h e n 
h e describes p lanning w i thout correlation: "So G o d , 
t h o u g h h e p lanned His w o r k wi th infinite care, m a y no t 
have chosen t o i m p o s e certain k inds o f correlations o n 
certain k inds o f events." O u r h u m a n perspective, espe 
cially in its scientific m o d e , m a y b e quite l imited in the 
correlations it can determine , b u t that does no t m e a n 
that our h u m a n reason cannot discern a greater order 
t o the c o s m o s through its laws. 

A n d here is the n u b o f another source o f confus ion : 
m o d e r n science does no t investigate finality o r purpose . 
It l imits itself t o "natural" p h e n o m e n a : material and 
immedia te efficient causes. Therefore , f r o m within its 
o w n (very successful) m e t h o d , the scientist as scientist 
can neither conc lude that there is n o t an Intelligent 
Designer, i.e. that physical processes are ungu ided or 
unplanned , or, for that matter, that there is o n e . But the 
scientist as a h u m a n b e i n g can affirm the latter. A s 
Cardinal S c h o n b o r n puts it: "by the l ight o f reason the 
h u m a n intellect can readily a n d clearly discern purpose 
and design in the natural world." 

I th ink Barr's recourse t o cont ingency also adds to 
the confusion. H e can perhaps b e excused since the 
d o c u m e n t o f t h e Internat i ona l T h e o l o g i c a l 
C o m m i s s i o n h e cites is itself confus ing w h e n it refers to 
"a pure ly c o n t i n g e n t natural process . " W h e n St. 
T h o m a s refers t o "cont ingent causes," h e is speaking o f 
causes that d o no t have their natural o r necessary effect 
because they are i m p e d e d b y other causes. His example 
is the seed that doesn 't germinate because the "germi 
nating force" is i m p e d e d . Cont ingency is a red herring 
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in this debate because , f o r St. T h o m a s , " cont ingent" is 
no t equivalent t o "statistically r a n d o m " o r "uncaused." 

T h e present controversy b e g a n with a cardinal . 
Cardinal N e w m a n in his discourse "Christianity and 
Physical Science" said: "The Physicist contemplates 
facts be fore h i m ; the Theo log ian gives the reasons o f 
these facts. T h e Physicist treats o f efficient causes; the 
Theo log ian o f final. T h e Physicist tells us o f laws. T h e 
Theo log ian o f the Author , Maintainer, and Control ler 
o f them." A n d , quot ing Macaulay approvingly: "it is no t 
easy t o see that a phi losopher o f the present day is m o r e 
favorably situated than Thales o r S imonides . H e has 
before h i m jus t the same evidences o f design in the 
structure o f the universe w h i c h the early Greeks had." 

The Rev. Joseph Fessio, S.J. Naples, Florida 

Stephen M . Barr's article is thoughtful a n d penetrating, 
b u t his criticism o f Intelligent Design misunderstands 
the crux o f the theory. Barr rightly observes that the 
presence o f randomness at o n e level o f a process does 
n o t prec lude the designedness o f the process as a who le . 
( M y example w o u l d b e the screen saver that makes 
kale idoscopic patterns o n m y desktop with a r a n d o m 
n u m b e r generator.) I D thinkers d o n o t dispute this 
po int . N o I D thinker suggests that i f there is any ran
d o m n e s s in a process whatsoever, it cannot b e designed. 
W h a t s o m e o f t h e m d o suggest is that i f any aspects o f 
the o u t c o m e o f the process cannot b e reasonably explai
n e d b y randomness alone, o r physical l a w alone, o r b y a 
combinat i on o f randomness with physical law, then it is 
reasonable t o infer that intelligent agency has also been 
at work . This is a different propos i t i on than the one 
that Barr attacks, and it escapes his critique. Indeed , i f 
an I D thinker is def ined as anyone w h o considers 

design t o b e empirical ly detectable, then Barr h imse l f is 
an I D thinker, for as h e writes, "even within the n e o -
Darwinian f ramework , there are m a n y ways that one 
c ou ld see evidence o f . . . the directedness o f the univer
se and life." T h e on ly th ing that needs t o b e cleared u p 
is h o w his criteria f or detect ing design differ f r o m those 
o f the o ther p ro p o n e n ts o f I D . 

J. Budziszewski University of Texas Austin, Texas 

It was a pleasure t o read Stephen Barr's "Des ign o f 
Evolution." His previous articles have also b e e n impres 
sive, a n d in this case I especially l iked his way o f finding 
the " b o t h / a n d " rather than insisting o n the "either/or." 
T h e r a n d o m n e s s a n d chance that evolut ion theory 
emphasizes are b r o u g h t within the scope o f scientific 
analysis, b u t at the same t ime the mechanics o f evo lu 
t ion can b e b r o u g h t within the intent o f a grand design. 
In fact, as has b e e n po in ted out , "natural selection' is a 
teleological expression! 

T h e theory o f evolution does n o t require it t o b e 
b e y o n d the reach o f an intelligent design ( o r else it 
w o u l d n o t b e a theory) , n o r does the theory o f design 
require it t o b e restricted t o formal m e t h o d s that exclu
de natural selection. 

Brendan Kneale, 

FSC De La Salle Institute Napa, California 

Cardina l S c h o n b o r n says, " e v o l u t i o n i n t h e n e o -
Darwinian sense 130 an unguided , unp lanned process 
o f r a n d o m variation a n d natural selection." A c c o r d i n g 
to Stephen M . Barr, the cardinal "has s l ipped into a 
definition o f a scientific theory," s ometh ing the cardinal, 
w h o is no t a scientist, apparently should n o t b e do ing . 
But whether h e is def ining science o r not , the cardinal 



is right. A n d he gives his statement an even sharper 
po in t b y q u o t i n g the installation h o m i l y o f Benedict 
XVT: ' W e are no t s o m e casual and meaningless produc t 
o f evolution. Each o f us is the result o f a thought o f G o d . 
Each o f us is wil led, each o f us is loved, each o f us is 
necessary." Perhaps w h a t is g o i n g o n , t o the evident d i s 
tress o f Barr, is a process o f correct ion. T h e Church is in 
the w o r l d a n d its m e m b e r s th ink the world 's thoughts , 
b u t w h e n things g o t o o far, the Church returns t o its 
ancient truths, a n d restates t h e m . 

David Shale West Chester, Pennsylvania 

Separating phi losophica l extrapolat ion f r o m scientific 
fact is a difficult task w h e n it c o m e s t o the t op i c o f e v o 
lut ion. Stephen Barr's insightful crit ique o f Cardinal 
Schonborn 's letter o n the subject goes a l o n g w a y 
t o w a r d this end , b u t whi le I c o m m e n d h i m for his 
effort I d o t h o u g h th ink that h e was a bit harsh o n the 
cardinal . 

Barr takes the cardinal t o task for "sl ipping into the 
definition o f a scientific theory, n e o - D a r w i n i s m , the 
w o r d s 'unplanned ' and 'unguided, ' wh i ch are fraught 
wi th theological meaning." T h e cardinal is n o t respon
sible for this misstep; these w o r d s have b e e n sl ipped 
into neo -Darwin ian theory b y m a n y influential evo lu
t ionary thinkers, and that was n o d o u b t the impetus for 
the cardinal's article. 

M o s t popu lar n e o - D a r w i n i a n writers have blurred 
the dist inction be tween natural selection as a scientific 
theory o f evolution and the separate phi losophical pos i 
t ion that evolution is ungu ided a n d therefore atheistic. 
Nearly all o f the leading Darwinian authors —Danie l 
Dennett , R i chard Dawkins , Doug las Futuyama, etc .— 
have explicitly stated that neo -Darwin ian theory is 

incompat ib le w i th the Christian faith. A s Futuyama has 
written: " S o m e shrink f r o m the conc lus ion that the 
h u m a n species was no t designed, has n o purpose , and 
is the p r o d u c t o f mere mechanical mechan isms —but 
this seems t o b e the message o f evolution." This is the 
version o f neo -Darwin ian evolution that the cardinal is 
trying t o refute. Unfortunately, as Barr points out , the 
cardinal probably bit o f f m o r e than he cou ld digest in a 
short o p - e d piece. 

Barr, f o r his part , does an admirable j o b o f untan 
gling the scientific pos i t ion o f n e o - D a r w i n i s m f r o m the 
unsavory phi losophical posit ions that have b e c o m e part 
and parcel o f the theory. In d o i n g so , t h o u g h , it is 
impor tant t o no te w h o d id the tangl ing in the first 
p lace : it wasn't the cardinal. 

Daniel Kuebler Franciscan 

University ofSteubenville Steubenville, Ohio 

STEPHEN M. BARR REPLIES: 

I must confess t o puzz lement at the first several para 
graphs o f Father Fessio's letter. It certainly sounds like 
he disagrees with m e about something , b u t I can't quite 
make out what . For, after saying that I have a d d e d t o 
the confus ion o n the subject o f chance and evolution, 
he seems t o s e co n d m e o n po in t after po int : "Barr was 
right t o focus," "CBarr^ rightly concludes," "Barr agrees 
with this too ," a n d "Barr rightly maintains." Still, there 
are s o m e points where I disagree with him ( rec iproca
t ing his "temerity") . H e says: "It is only because the 
scientist is unable t o discover o r track the causes that he 
terms an event ' random. ' " T h a t is s imply n o t the case. 
A s I explained in m y article ( and illustrated wi th t w o 
examples ) , there are c ircumstances in w h i c h the causes 
o f the events are k n o w n or easily traced, b u t where 
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nevertheless there is the k ind o f lack o f correlation 
a m o n g events that I called "statistical randomness . " ( In 
this sense o f the t e rm "random," b y the way, o n e should 
no t apply it t o single events, as Fessio does , b u t to 
ensembles o r sets o f events.) 

I must also d e m u r w h e n Fessio says that Cardinal 
Schonborn 's article "is no t an intrusion o f theo logy o r 
ph i losophy into science." I a m happy t o learn that such 
an intrusion was no t the cardinal's intention. Consider, 
however , these w o r d s o f the cardinal's New York Times 

piece : "defenders o f n e o - D a r w i n i a n d o g m a have often 
invoked the supposed acceptance — o r at least acquies
cence— o f the R o m a n Catholic Church w h e n they 
d e f e n d their t h e o r y as s o m e h o w c o m p a t i b l e w i t h 
Christian faith. But this is no t true." 

Wel l , i f o n e is talking about w h a t the Catholic 
Church accepts as compat ib le wi th faith, o n e is cer
tainly talking a b o u t theology. It m a y b e natural t h e o 
logy, b u t it is theo logy all the same. T h e on ly quest ion, 
then, is whether " n e o - D a r w i n i s m " is science. 

For understandable reasons s o m e peop le mistakenly 
imagine that n e o - D a r w i n i s m is a phi losophical system, 
o r entails one . A s the letters f r o m Joseph Fessio a n d 
Daniel Kuebler rightly emphasize , the b l a m e for this 
mainly lies wi th such scientists as R ichard Dawkins and 
James Watson . I suspect, however , that it m a y also have 
a linguistic basis. Very f e w scientific theories, as o p p o 
sed t o phi losophical schools , are called " i sms" and 
n a m e d after their founders . O n e does no t talk about 
Maxwel l i sm, Heisenbergism, o r Einsteinism. T h e p r e 
fix " n e o " also is m o r e c o m m o n in p h i l o s o p h y . 
Nevertheless, " n e o - D a r w i n i s m " is a scientific term. It is 
univocal a n d its m e a n i n g is generally agreed u p o n . It 
refers t o the synthesis o f Darwin's theory o f natural 

selection with the science o f genetics that t o o k place in 
the 1 9 2 0 s and 1 9 3 0 s through the efforts o f such m e n as 
Sewall Wright , J.B.S. Haldane , a n d R A . Fisher. O n e 
m a y consult any n u m b e r o f dictionaries, o ld o r recent, 
general o r scientific, and o n e will find that each gives 
only this definit ion o f the term. Consequent ly there can 
b e n o gainsaying the fact that in c o n d e m n i n g " n e o -
Darwin i sm" o n e is c o n d e m n i n g a scientific, no t a ph i l o 
sophic , theory. 

By contrast, the w o r d "cont ingency" does have seve
ral mean ings that can b e distinguished. I b o w to 
Fessio's expertise and grant his exegetical po int about 
St. Thomas ' s usage. But the several meanings o f the 
w o r d cont ingency are obviously closely related, so I d o 
n o t t h i n k that t h e Internat iona l T h e o l o g i c a l 
C o m m i s s i o n was at all confus ing things. N o r d o I agree 
that " cont ingency is a red herring in this debate." 
Rather, it lies at the heart o f the debate , as the c o m m i s 
sion astutely recognized. 

Let us l o o k at St. Thomas ' s example o f the "germina-
tive force," because it furnishes a wonder fu l illustration 
o f h o w chance plays a role in b io logy . W h y doesn ' t this 
force unfai l ingly p r o d u c e its natural effect? Because 
m a n y cond i t i ons m u s t b e satisfied, such as g o o d soil, 
moisture , the right temperature , t h e absence o f creatu
res w h o will eat a n d destroy the seeds, a n d perhaps the 
presence o f o ther creatures w h o wil l eat a n d excrete 
a n d thereby b o t h distribute a n d fertilize the seeds. A n d 
these cond i t i ons , in turn, d e p e n d o n m a n y other fac 
tors , such as the weather. In o ther w o r d s , there is a 
"vastly c o m p l e x w e b o f cont ingency" involved ( to use a 
phrase f r o m m y article, in w h i c h " cont ingency" is used 
in an ord inary sense) . A n d thereby does the g e r m i n a 
t ion o f the seed b e c o m e subject t o the vagaries o f 



"chance." Indeed , it is part o f the "reproduct ive stra
tegy" o f m a n y species o f plants t o p r o d u c e a great 
quantity o f seeds t o c o m p e n s a t e for the small p r o b a b i 
lity that any o n e o f t h e m will succeed in b e i n g fertilized 
and germinat ing . 

Fessio insists quite proper ly that w e can discern 
order in the universe and that it po ints t o G o d . A s I 
have written a b o o k recently that devoted m a n y pages 
t o mak ing jus t that argument , I d o no t think I "risk o v e 
r e m p h a s i z i n g disorder . " O n N o v e m b e r 9 , P o p e 
Benedict gave an address in w h i c h , quot ing St. Basil, h e 
warned about those w h o think the w o r l d is ' left t o the 
mercy o f chance " and is w i thout "direction and order." 
I f this is w h a t Fessio is worr ied about t o o , I assure h i m 
that I a m o n his side and that o f St. Basil and the p o p e . 
T h e w h o l e po in t o f m y article was precisely t o d e m o n s 
trate that the n a r r o w concept o f randomness that is 
used throughout all branches o f science is compat ib le 
with a divine Providence that governs and directs every 
event in the universe. 

A s Fessio notes , "The present controversy began 
with a cardinal." Sadly, there is another, m u c h o lder 
p r e c e d e n t , tha t i n v o l v e d a card ina l a n d s c i ence . 
Cardinal Bel larmine w a s a great saint a n d a bril l iant 
theo log ian , b u t h e he lped unintentional ly t o prepare 
the w a y for a fateful col l is ion. In the present case, I a m 
firmly c onv inced that such a col l is ion will n o t take 
place, the distressing forecast in David Shale's letter 
notwithstanding. 

I thank J. Budziszewski for his very k ind w o r d s . In 
referring t o m y "criticism o f the I D movement , " h o w e 
ver, he mistakes m e . There is noth ing in m y article that 
expressed o r impl ied any criticism o f the I D m o v e m e n t . 
O n the contrary, I m e n t i o n e d that m o v e m e n t on ly to 

praise its leading lights f or recogniz ing that "statistical 
randomness , chance , and probabil ity can b e part o f 
legitimate explanation o f p h e n o m e n a " and for rightly 
insisting that the issues they raise are t o b e settled 
scientifically. I agree with everything Budziszewski says 
in their defense. (This isn't t o say I don ' t have criticisms 
o f the I D m o v e m e n t , on ly that I d id n o t express t h e m in 
m y article). I f be ing an " I D thinker" m e a n t on ly w h a t 
Budziszewski defines it here t o m e a n , I w o u l d indeed 
count mysel f as one . I 




