
Divine Providence in Evolution: Reconciling Faith
with the Mechanisms of Life’s Diversity
Modern evolutionary science has catalogued a stunning panorama of life, with recent estimates suggesting
on the order  of  8.7  million to  9  million extant  species  on Earth .  This  diversity  –  from microbes  to
mammals,  from orchids  to  oaks  –  is  understood to  have  arisen over  billions  of  years  through natural
processes like genetic mutation, natural selection, and speciation. To some, this scientific narrative seems to
leave no room for God’s guidance or purpose. Notably, outspoken atheist Richard Dawkins famously argued
that the evidence of evolution “reveals a Universe without design,” asserting that Darwin’s theory allows
one to be an “intellectually fulfilled atheist” . Such materialist interpretations claim that evolution is a
blind, purposeless process – and on the surface, the idea of random mutations and survival-of-the-fittest
might appear to conflict with a belief in a purposeful divine Creator. 

Yet, is the evolutionary saga truly incompatible with faith in God’s providence? The aim of this article is
to show that it is not. In fact, many believers and scholars have found that the mechanisms of evolution can
be understood as instruments of divine providence rather than as random accidents. By examining the
science  of  evolution  alongside  insights  from mathematics,  philosophy,  and  theology,  we  will  outline  a
coherent theistic  interpretation of  evolution.  In this  view,  the emergence of  Earth’s  myriad life  forms –
including humanity – is  not a meaningless fluke, but part of a divinely intended process. We will see that
concepts like natural selection and genetic mutation need not negate God’s guidance; instead, they can be
seen as the very means by which a creative God unfolds life’s design over time. Engaging respectfully
with  scientific  materialism,  we  propose  an  alternative  framework  grounded  in  classical  theism,
where faith and evolutionary science are not enemies but illuminating partners**. 

Evolutionary Mechanisms and the Panorama of Life

Before turning to theological interpretation, it is important to appreciate the robust scientific understanding
of  how evolution operates. Far from speculation, evolutionary theory is supported by extensive evidence
from fossils, genetics, and observed biological change. Life on Earth has existed for at least 3.5 billion years

, beginning with simple microorganisms. Over deep time, these humble beginnings gave rise to ever
more complex forms through descent with modification. The fact of  common ancestry – that all  living
things are genealogically related – is now overwhelmingly supported by biology. As geneticist Francis Collins
(an evangelical Christian) plainly states: “Yes, evolution by descent from a common ancestor is clearly true. If
there was any lingering doubt about the fossil record, the study of DNA provides the strongest possible
proof of our relatedness to all  other living things.”  In other words, from the perspective of science,
humans share an ancient lineage with other organisms; we are part of the great tree of life, not separate
from it.

How do new species  and complex  adaptations  arise? The  primary  mechanism is  natural  selection
acting on random variation. Random genetic mutations (along with processes like genetic recombination)
introduce  variation  into  populations.  These  mutations  are  “random”  in  the  sense  that  they  are  not
specifically produced in response to an organism’s needs – they are chance copying errors, cosmic ray hits
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on DNA, and other undirected changes. Most mutations are neutral or harmful, but occasionally a mutation
will confer an advantage in a given environment (for instance, a slightly better camouflage, or a beak shape
better suited to available seeds). Natural selection is the non-random sieve: advantageous traits make an
organism  more  likely  to  survive  and  reproduce,  so  over  generations  those  traits  spread,  while
disadvantageous traits are pruned away because their carriers leave fewer offspring. Through this iterative
process, populations adapt to their environments, and given enough time and accumulated changes, they
may even split and diverge into new species (a process known as speciation).

This is not just theory; it has been observed in action. A classic example comes from Darwin’s finches on
the Galápagos Islands. In 1977, a severe drought on the island of Daphne Major dramatically altered the
food supply.  Biologists  Peter  and Rosemary Grant  documented that  finches with larger,  tougher beaks
survived the drought –  they alone could crack the remaining hard seeds – whereas many finches with
smaller beaks starved. In just a couple of generations after the drought, the average beak size in the finch
population had measurably increased . Natural  selection had  caused a rapid evolutionary shift
before scientists’ eyes, favoring birds with the trait needed to survive the environmental change. In another
striking case from the same islands, the Grants actually witnessed the origin of a new species. In the 1980s, a
finch from a different island flew to Daphne Major and bred with a native finch of another species. The
hybrid offspring, through further inbreeding and isolation (they recognized each other’s unique song and
didn’t mate with other finches), formed a self-perpetuating lineage reproductively separate from the others.
Within  a  few  generations,  this  “Big  Bird”  lineage was  identified  as  a  new  species  of  Darwin’s  finch,
observed from its very inception . Such examples illustrate how speciation can occur naturally and
relatively quickly when circumstances are right.

Beyond  these  contemporary  observations,  the  fossil  record provides  a  grand  narrative  of  how  major
groups of  organisms emerged sequentially:  fish evolving in ancient seas,  amphibians arising from fish,
reptiles and mammals later diverging, and ultimately hominids (the human lineage) branching off in Africa.
The genetic  “fossil  record”  –  DNA evidence –  independently  confirms these  relationships.  For  instance,
humans and chimpanzees share a high percentage of their DNA and even the same ancient viral insertions
at identical locations in the genome, strong evidence that we descend from a  common ancestor rather
than were created independently (the simplest explanation being that those ancient viral DNA “scars” were
inherited from a single ancestral population) . In short, mainstream science gives a coherent account of
life’s development: mutation generates novelty, selection and other forces shape adaptation, and over
vast timescales these processes have produced the wondrous tapestry of life we see today – including our
own species.

From a materialist standpoint, this  evolutionary story is taken to be fully explainable by impersonal
forces – nature executing an algorithm with no need for divine input. However, this is not the only way to
view the data. It is crucial to note that  evolutionary theory itself is agnostic about ultimate purpose;
science, by its method, deals with proximate causes (genetic changes, environmental pressures, etc.), not
whether  there  is  an  underlying  purpose  or  meaning.  Thus,  the  question  of  purpose  is  philosophical/
theological rather than strictly scientific. The compatibility of evolution with faith hinges on how we interpret
these mechanisms: are they truly purposeless, or could they be the means by which a Creator faithfully
“makes  all  things”  over  time?  To  answer  this,  we  must  dig  deeper  into  concepts  of  randomness,
probability, and the philosophical underpinnings of natural processes.
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“Random” Mutation or Guided Providence?

One of the chief concerns believers have about evolution is the role of “randomness.” In everyday language,
random often implies “purposeless” or “unguided.” If new genetic mutations occur by random chance, does
that mean life is an accident? The key is to understand what scientists mean by “random” and to distinguish
it from the theological idea of God’s providence. In biological terms, a random mutation does not mean
an  event  utterly  without  cause  or  beyond  God’s  knowledge;  it  simply  means  that  mutations  are  not
correlated with what an organism “wants” or needs. As one analysis explains,  “‘Randomness’ in biological
science does not constitute lack of causality. It refers instead to a lack of causal correlation between the adaptive
needs of an organism and genetic mutation.”  Mutations happen due to DNA copying errors, radiation, or
other natural factors – they are chance events from the creature’s perspective. But this scientific definition of
random  does  not  preclude  divine  oversight.  From  a  theistic  perspective,  what  looks  like  a  random,
coincidental event in nature could still occur within the intention or allowance of God.

In Christian theology, especially within classical theism, it has long been held that God can work through
so-called “secondary  causes.”  God is  the  Primary Cause of  all  that  exists,  sustaining creation at  every
moment, but God’s action often takes place via orderly natural processes (secondary causes) rather than
constant  supernatural  interruption.  As  theologians  articulate,  “God is  the  primary  cause  who enables  all
secondary  causes  to  be  ordered  naturally.”  On this  view,  natural  causality  (like  genetic  mutations,  or
storms, or digestion) operates with real  efficacy,  but never outside of God’s sustaining providence.  The
doctrine of divine concurrence in Christian thought says that no event happens without God at least
permitting  it  and  providing  the  existence  it  requires.  Therefore,  if  evolution  entails  countless  genetic
“accidents,” a believer can still affirm that God works in and through those indeterminate events. They
are “accidental” to creatures, but not to God’s omniscient plan . 

The 19th-century theologian  John Henry Newman, reflecting on Darwin’s theory soon after it appeared,
expressed this idea beautifully. Rather than seeing evolution as godless, Newman suggested it revealed a
grander vision of divine design: “Is it not an instance of incomprehensibly and infinitely marvellous Wisdom and
Design to have given certain laws to matter millions of ages ago, which have surely and precisely worked out…
those effects which He from the first proposed? Darwin’s theory need not… be atheistical, be it true or not; it may
simply be suggesting a larger idea of Divine Prescience and Skill… The ‘accidental evolution of organic beings’ is
not inconsistent with divine design – It is accidental to us, not to God.”  According to Newman, God in his
foresight could endow the universe with fertile laws of life, knowing exactly what they would produce. What
seems like chance and accident in nature is fully foreseen (and intended in a permissive or directive sense) by
the Creator. 

Consider an analogy: casting lots or rolling dice is random to the human participants, but Scripture notes
that “the lot is cast into the lap, but its every decision is from the Lord” (Proverbs 16:33). In the New Testament,
Jesus speaks of the Father’s providential care for even the smallest events in nature, saying “not one sparrow
falls to the ground outside your Father’s care” (Matthew 10:29). If even a falling sparrow or a roll of dice can be
within  divine  providence,  then  surely  the  mutations  that  drive  evolution  can  also  fall  under  God’s
governance. In no way does the randomness of mutation imply that mutations are outside of God’s plan. It
only means that God’s mode of guiding creation may not involve micromanaging each genetic change in a
way detectable to us – rather, God can work through stochastic processes. This perspective transforms how
we see evolution: apparent randomness can be one of God’s tools. As one theologian put it, from our limited
view evolution may look like an “unpredictable, uncontrolled process,” but to God – who is outside time and
knows every particle – it “all came together in the blink of an eye”  according to His purposes. 
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Importantly, embracing God’s providence in evolution does not necessarily mean imagining God “zapping”
mutations into genomes supernaturally (though some believers entertain the idea of undetectable divine
influence at the quantum level). One can also hold that God’s guidance is deeply embedded in the natural
order,  in the very fabric of physical  laws and initial  conditions, such that  nature itself  has a  teleological
orientation. In this view, God’s primary action was to create a universe with particular laws – laws that are
“fine-tuned” to allow life and evolution (more on fine-tuning shortly) – and to sustain those laws faithfully.
Through those secondary causes, God accomplishes the emergence of creatures according to His plan. This
is  akin  to  a  master  programmer writing an algorithm and letting it  run,  knowing full  well  what  it  will
produce. The algorithm of evolution, crafted by God, is not a series of mistakes but a creative program. As
evolutionary creation advocate Denis Lamoureux says, “the power of God” can be equated “with natural
laws and processes” – God’s regular way of acting . In this sense, evolution is God’s ordinary providence
at work in biology. It is no more “godless” than gravity or the water cycle, which we routinely attribute to
God’s design despite their regularity.

To summarize, the “randomness” in evolution poses no threat to theism once we recognize that random in
science  doesn’t  mean  “without  God”  –  it  often  means  “without  a  pattern  that  we  can  discern.”  God’s
providence can work through randomness by setting up a world where, for example, myriad mutations
occur and some lead to good outcomes. Those outcomes are not accidents in God’s sight. What looks like a
roll of the dice to us can be part of a purposeful story to God. As one scholarly review on divine providence
and evolution concludes: “What to us look like mere coincidences may actually be intended and brought about
by God.”

Natural Selection: A Creative Tool in the Divine Toolbox

If  mutations provide the raw material  for  evolution,  natural  selection is  the shaping force that  crafts
adaptive order from that raw material. Selection is often perceived as a harsh, unguided filter – “nature red
in tooth and claw,” rewarding survival and nothing more. However, even natural selection can be viewed in a
teleological  light  when considering the whole  system.  Rather  than a  random free-for-all,  selection is  a
lawlike process that consistently favors functional advantages. It has an almost uncanny ability to generate
complex design without an engineer – which is precisely why Darwin titled his book “The Origin of Species by
Means of Natural Selection” (emphasis on  by means of, indicating a mechanism that replaces the need for
direct  manufacturing  of  each  species).  But  to  a  theist,  Darwin  did  not  so  much  eliminate  design  as
demonstrate the method by which the design is realized. 

In  every  generation,  natural  selection “decides”  which variants  reproduce more.  This  iterative  feedback
process can be seen as a tool harnessed by God, a secondary cause that carries out the unfolding of form
and function. Notably, selection is not purely random: while the mutations are random in occurrence, the
sorting of  them  is  a  non-random  process  directed  by  environmental  realities.  Beneficial  innovations
accumulate, useless or harmful ones fade. Over time, this leads to the appearance of exquisitely intricate
organs – the camera-like eye, the jointed limbs of an insect, the sonar system of a bat – all of which perform
valuable functions. To the materialist, these are just “winners” of a mindless trial-and-error process. To the
theist,  the  very  fact  that  nature  has  the  capacity  for  trial-and-error  that  results  in  functional
complexity suggests an underlying intent. 

We might even say that  natural selection is a form of “creation by algorithm.” In computer science,
genetic  algorithms  (inspired  by  biological  evolution)  are  used  by  programmers  to  solve  complex
optimization  problems.  Engineers  have  found  that  these  algorithms  can  quickly  evolve  high-quality
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solutions to complex design problems, even problems too complicated for a human engineer to solve
directly . The algorithm requires variation (randomly generated candidate solutions) and a selection
criterion (a way to evaluate fitness or success), and then it iteratively “evolves” better and better solutions.
This  is  a  strong  analogy  to  biological  evolution.  Just  as  a  programmer  deliberately  sets  up  a  genetic
algorithm to reach an objective (e.g., designing an efficient antenna shape or routing network), one can
imagine God setting up the evolutionary algorithm in nature with the objective of producing a rich living
world – and ultimately, creatures capable of bearing His image. Evolution, in this view, is not a series of
accidents, but a divinely designed algorithm for life’s creation. The selection criterion in nature (survival
and reproduction) might seem blunt, but it is effective at yielding complexity, especially given enough time
and diversity of trials.

One  fascinating  aspect  of  biology  that  has  caught  the  attention  of  theists  and  atheists  alike  is  the
prevalence of convergent evolution. Convergence refers to different unrelated lineages evolving strikingly
similar  features  or  solutions  to  life’s  challenges.  For  example,  the  camera-eye  structure  evolved
independently  in  vertebrates  (like  us)  and  in  cephalopod  mollusks  (like  octopuses),  even  though  their
ancestors took separate paths hundreds of millions of years ago. Likewise, echolocation (biological sonar)
evolved in both bats (mammals) and toothed whales (marine mammals), which is remarkable given their
very different environments. Marsupial mammals in Australia evolved forms uncannily similar to placental
mammals elsewhere (the marsupial  “wolf,”  “mole,”  “flying squirrel,”  etc.,  each a convergent analog of a
placental counterpart). Even intelligence has shown convergence:  high cognitive abilities have arisen in
apes, crows, dolphins, and octopuses – very different groups with no recent common ancestors, yet all hit
upon greater braininess. 

Why is convergence significant? It suggests that evolution is not an open-ended lottery producing utterly
unique outcomes in each case. Rather, there are patterns of favored solutions – as if certain biological
forms  are  targets  that  life  repeatedly  “aims”  for  under  similar  conditions.  Renowned  Cambridge
paleontologist Simon Conway Morris has been a vocal proponent of the view that convergence indicates
an inherent directionality or robustness in evolution. Initially, Conway Morris’s colleague Stephen J. Gould
had popularized the idea of life’s history as radically contingent and unpredictable (the famous metaphor of
“replaying the tape of life” and likely getting nothing like humans again). However, Conway Morris’s research
led him to a different conclusion: evolution showed “remarkable constraint” and tend to find similar solutions
independently .  In  his  influential  book  Life’s  Solution:  Inevitable  Humans in  a  Lonely  Universe,  Conway
Morris documents a “breathtaking gluttony of cases” of convergence . He argues that certain outcomes
(like eyes or intelligence) are so advantageous and recurrently emerged that if one rewound and replayed the
tape of life,  something like human-level intelligence would likely appear again – not necessarily the
same species, but the evolutionary “search” would hit upon that niche eventually . 

For those of a theistic bent, this is a tantalizing insight. It suggests that the evolutionary process  favors
certain  directions,  almost  as  if  guided  toward  particular  ends.  In  the  words  of  one  commentator,  “the
intensity and ubiquity of convergences in biological evolution are more likely given theism than atheism.”  If a
Creator had a plan for life, one would expect to see such fruitful directions embedded in nature’s laws – and
convergence is exactly what we’d predict if the evolutionary landscape was shaped to “find” key innovations
(like  eyes,  wings,  intelligence)  rather  than  wander  aimlessly.  Conway  Morris  himself,  while  cautious  in
drawing overt theological conclusions, invited a reunion of science and faith, musing, “What if evolution is the
entirely  unremarkable  mechanism that  ensures  that  the  universe  becomes  self-aware?” .  In  other  words,
evolution might be the tool that inevitably brings about conscious beings (like us) through a lawful natural
process.  For  believers,  this  sounds  very  much  like  evolution  acting  as  God’s  instrument –  an
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“unremarkable” mechanism only in the sense that it operates through natural law, but remarkable in that it
achieves a profoundly meaningful result: a universe with eyes to behold itself and minds to contemplate
their Maker.

To be clear, none of this is to deny that evolution involves genuine chance and a degree of contingency.
From the standpoint of science, many twists and turns of life’s path (asteroid impacts, mass extinctions,
climate  shifts)  were  unpredictable  and  profoundly  affected  which  creatures  thrived.  But  the  general
capacities of evolution – to generate complexity, to explore design space, to converge on good solutions –
appear robust.  Divine providence could work through this blend of law and chance, setting boundary
conditions and natural laws so that, in the long run, the overall trajectory aligns with God’s intentions, even
if the precise pathway includes randomness. In this light, natural selection is not a wasteful or cruel process
incompatible with God’s character; it is a creative force that sculpts life in a manner fitting a world of
stable, orderly law. It also underscores a theological point: God’s creatorship is often subtle. Rather than
constant miraculous fabrication of species ex nihilo, we see a creation where creatures are empowered to
“make themselves” (as theologian John Haught puts it) through secondary causes. This speaks of a world
imbued with both freedom and purpose – a drama of creation where God is the author, natural processes
are the actors, and genuine novelty and beauty emerge over time.

The Mathematics of Creation: Probability, Complexity, and Fine-
Tuning

Skeptics of theistic evolution often highlight the improbability of complex life arising by chance. Indeed,
at first glance, the odds of assembling something as intricate as a cell or a human by random mutations
seem astronomically low. If we treat evolution as a purely random walk through the space of possibilities,
the chances of hitting upon highly complex, functional arrangements (like the sequence of 3 billion DNA
“letters” in the human genome) would be effectively zero. But here is where a proper understanding of
probability in evolutionary contexts – and the sheer scale of the natural world – is crucial. Evolution is not a
single  monkey  randomly  typing  and  somehow  producing  Shakespeare;  it  is  more  akin  to  trillions  of
monkeys typing over millions of  years,  with a mechanism to preferentially  keep any meaningful
“words” they happen to type.  Cumulative selection is  powerful:  it  breaks the improbability  into many
small, manageable steps, each preserved by usefulness.

Furthermore, the numbers involved in life’s history are mind-bogglingly large, giving “chance” plenty of
opportunity  to  manifest  what  may  seem  miraculous.  Consider  the  raw  number  of  trials:  It  has  been
estimated that Earth today harbors around  10^30 individual microbial cells (a nonillion, or one billion
times a billion times a billion!) . Each of those unicellular organisms may reproduce in hours, and each
reproduction is an opportunity for new mutations. And that’s just microbes; add in insects, plants, animals,
fungi – life is prolific.  Over billions of years,  the total  number of organisms that have lived on Earth is
practically incalculable.  With such a vast sample size,  even extremely rare events (like a one-in-a-trillion
mutation that happens to be highly beneficial) can become virtually certain to occur somewhere, sometime.
What looks “nearly impossible” on the scale of an individual or a single generation becomes expected
on the scale of a biosphere over eons. In a sense, the Creator has rolled the dice not just once but zillions
of times, and rigged the game with selection so that the occasional lucky rolls get retained and amplified.
This is how simple beginnings can legitimately lead to complex outcomes without violating natural law.
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We can illustrate this with an example of biological complexity: the human genome. Our DNA consists of
roughly 3 billion base pairs (DNA “letters”) encoding about 20,000 protein-coding genes (along with many
other  regulatory  elements).  If  one  were  to  ask,  “What  is  the  probability  of  randomly  assembling  a
meaningful human genome?” the answer would be essentially zero – the vast majority of 3-billion-length
sequences are non-functional gibberish. But evolution did not assemble our genome in one go by pure
chance; it modified and built upon the genomes of simpler ancestors step by step. Each step was guided by
natural selection, which is analogous to a quality control or optimization process. Just as a genetic
algorithm in  computing  progressively  improves  a  solution,  natural  selection  winnowed changes  in  our
ancestors’ DNA over geological time, adding, deleting, and tweaking information in a way that continually
increased  fitness.  In  mathematical  terms,  selection  imparts  a  bias toward  functional  configurations,  so
evolution is not a random walk but a biased walk that climbs uphill on the “fitness landscape.”

From a theistic perspective, this incredible self-organizing capacity of evolution strongly points to a deeper
order or design in the cosmos. The laws of nature did not have to permit such an algorithm to work – yet
they do. Here we encounter the idea of fine-tuning, typically discussed in cosmology. Physicists have found
that the fundamental constants of the universe (the strength of gravity, electromagnetism, nuclear forces,
etc.) appear finely balanced to allow the existence of complex chemistry, stable stars, and ultimately life. For
instance, if gravity were slightly stronger (relative to the expansion rate of the universe), the cosmos might
have re-collapsed before life had a chance to evolve; if gravity were slightly weaker, no stars would form at
all (hence no planets or complex elements) .  Similarly,  if  the strong nuclear force that binds atomic
nuclei  were  a  touch  different,  the  universe  might  contain  only  hydrogen  (no  carbon  or  oxygen)  or
conversely almost no hydrogen – either case being disastrous for life . Scientists like Martin Rees
have identified several such “just-right” parameters – “six numbers,” in Rees’s words – that undergird a life-
friendly  universe .  Many theists  interpret  this  as  an indicator  of  cosmic  design:  the universe is
calibrated in a way that it can generate life.

Now, fine-tuning extends to enabling evolution specifically. It’s not just that the universe permits any life; it
permits life to develop and diversify. Think about it: the physics of our universe produces an incredibly rich
periodic  table  of  elements  (thanks  to  finely-tuned nuclear  fusion in  stars)  –  including carbon,  which is
uniquely suited to form complex organic molecules. Chemical properties of water, DNA, proteins, etc., are
such that self-replication and metabolism are possible. Earth happened to form in a stable orbit around a
long-lived star, with conditions that allowed liquid water and a stable climate for billions of years – time
enough for evolution to work. While one might attribute some of these factors to luck, the overall ensemble
of conditions needed is strikingly specific. From a theistic viewpoint, it is as if the universe “knew” that
life was coming. The Nobel Prize-winning physicist Charles Townes (a believer) once said that the laws of
physics seem to have been “deliberately set” to allow life, implying a fine-tuner behind it all. In our context,
that fine-tuning can be seen as setting the stage for evolutionary processes to flourish. 

Mathematician and philosopher William Dembski (associated with the Intelligent Design movement) has
argued about the limits of unguided processes in generating “complex specified information.” While we
need not delve into the contentious aspects of ID here, one takeaway is that  information-rich systems like
DNA  require  either  a  huge  amount  of  trial-and-error  or  the  input  of  intelligence.  Evolutionary  theory
demonstrates that natural selection  is precisely a mechanism to accumulate information (in the Shannon
sense) by many iterations of trial-and-error ratcheted by selection. For the theist, it is entirely coherent to
say  that  this  mechanism  is  how  the  intelligence  of  God  is  expressed  in  the  unfolding  of  life.  God
programmed the universe such that the exploration of genomic “search space” via mutations and
selection would gradually discover the sequences that confer functions – much as a human engineer
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might use an algorithm to discover a new design, except God’s “computer” is the vast cosmos itself, running
for eons. In essence, the creativity we see in biological complexity is a reflection of the mind of God,
implemented through mathematical law and chance.

Lest all this talk of math and probability seem cold, consider how awe-inspiring this perspective truly is.
Instead of a static creation, we have a dynamic, unfolding creation – one that is participatory. Creation is not
a once-and-done act;  it’s  an ongoing,  continuous reality  (what some theologians call  creatio continua,
continuous creation). The late Belgian priest and physicist  George Lemaître, who proposed the Big Bang
theory, saw cosmic evolution and biological evolution as part of the Creator’s ongoing work – a universe
pregnant with form, given birth over vast ages. Jesuit astronomer Fr. George Coyne similarly spoke of God’s
continuous creation through processes of emergence. In the context of evolution,  emergence refers to
the  appearance  of  new,  higher-level  properties  that  aren’t  apparent  in  the  constituents  alone  (e.g.,
consciousness emerging from neuronal interactions, or life emerging from chemistry). Coyne notes that
“Emergence… is the key to understanding the dynamic universe we live in and, in fact,  out of which we, too,
emerged.”  He suggests  that  the emergence of  mind and spirit  from matter  –  something seemingly
beyond mere physics  –  can be understood as part  of  God’s  creative action without positing a coercive
“intervention” at odds with nature . In other words, God endows matter with such fruitful potential that
when the conditions are right, life will emerge, consciousness will emerge – not as a cosmic accident, but
as the unfolding of a plan built into creation’s very fabric.

Teleology in Nature: Signs of Purpose in Evolution

The idea of teleology – that there is purpose or final goals (telos) toward which things are directed – was
central to classical philosophy and theology. Aristotle described natural things as having intrinsic ends, and
Aquinas later argued that even unintelligent things act so as to achieve the best outcomes (his Fifth Way of
arguing for God, essentially a teleological argument). In the modern scientific era, explicit teleology was
largely set aside; Darwin’s work was so significant partly because it offered a non-teleological mechanism
(natural  selection)  to  explain  the  appearance  of  design.  Yet,  interestingly,  biologists  still  often  use
teleological language informally – we speak of what a trait is for (eyes are for seeing, wings are for flying),
or that an organism tries to adapt. While these are shorthands and not meant to invoke mystical purpose,
they reflect an intuitive truth: living systems behave as if goal-directed toward survival and reproduction. 

From a theistic perspective, it is reasonable to take a stronger view: teleology is real in nature because a mind
(God) underlies nature. The adaptive features of organisms exist for the purpose of enabling life to thrive in
diverse niches – that is their  function by design, not just by metaphor. The  “argument from design” in
natural theology traditionally pointed to the complexity and functionality in organisms as evidence of a
Designer (Paley’s watchmaker analogy being the classic example). Darwin didn’t negate the existence of
design; he simply relocated it from direct manufacture to an algorithmic process. Many modern theists thus
see  God  as  the  ultimate  designer  who  chose  an  elegant  evolutionary  process rather  than  direct
assembly. This shifts the teleology to a higher level: individual mutations aren’t planned, but the framework
that allows beneficial mutations to accumulate is planned. The  purpose is woven into the laws of nature
themselves.

In fact,  some philosophers and scientists  have argued that  a  kind of  implicit  teleology re-emerges in
evolutionary  theory.  The prominent  evolutionary  biologist  Francisco  Ayala once wrote that  Darwin gave
theology a gift by removing the need to blame God for every flawed or cruel design in organisms (since they
arise from natural selection), while still  one could believe God ordained the overall process. Others, like
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Simon Conway Morris as we saw, suggest evolution’s replay would converge on similar outcomes – a hint of
destiny in biology. If eyes evolve 50 separate times, one might suspect eyes are “meant” to be, in some
sense. If intelligence evolves repeatedly, perhaps the universe is “supposed” to produce mindful creatures.
None of these ideas prove purpose scientifically, but they resonate strongly with a theistic interpretation. As
the BioLogos Foundation’s president Deborah Haarsma puts it, evolution can be seen as the way God gifted
creation with “freedom and capability,” such that it could participate in its own development – a sort of
teleology from within, rather than imposed from without.

Crucially, theism can answer a question that scientific materialism struggles with: Why is there a world that
can evolve life at all? Why is there something rather than nothing? Why do the laws of physics have this
incredible generative potential? Materialism typically says “it just is” or appeals to a multiverse to dodge the
fine-tuning problem (postulating zillions of universes with different constants, so ours isn’t special – though
that too can only push the question back). Theism offers a coherent answer: a rational Creator willed to
share being with creatures and devised a rational order in which a dazzling array of life would emerge. Fine-
tuning finds its  natural  explanation in God’s intention to create a life-bearing cosmos .  Teleology in
nature (like the appearance of moral beings capable of love and understanding) finds its explanation in
God’s purposes – for example, Judeo-Christian theology holds that humans are created to know and love
God freely, something evolution eventually enabled by producing self-aware, rational primates. Even our
sense of moral purpose and the intrinsic dignity of persons point beyond blind evolution. Pope John Paul II,
in his 1996 message on evolution, cautioned that  any theory which views the human mind as a mere
epiphenomenon of matter or denies the spiritual soul is incompatible with the full truth about man

. Atheistic evolution might fall into that error, but theistic evolution would say: the human soul is precisely
what God specially endows once the biological platform is ready. Evolution got our bodies to a certain level of
complexity, and God could then endow the first true humans with rational, moral souls (ensouled Homo
sapiens, capable of bearing the image of God). This is one way many religious thinkers reconcile evolution
with the unique status of humanity. Humanity’s emergence is seen as part of the plan, not a cosmic accident
devoid of meaning. As philosopher Alvin Plantinga quipped,  evolution is perfectly compatible with the
belief  that  “God  guided  it” –  the  guidance  just  doesn’t  show  up  as  a  scientific  descriptor,  but  it’s  a
metaphysical overlay that doesn’t conflict with the physical description.

It’s  worth  noting that  major  Christian traditions  have found harmony with evolution. The  Catholic
Church, for example, has no doctrinal quarrel with biological evolution as the process by which God brought
forth the human body – with the caveat that the spiritual soul is a direct creation of God and not a product
of purely material evolution. Pope Pius XII in 1950 acknowledged that evolution is not inherently at odds
with faith (so long as God is not excluded), and Pope John Paul II in 1996 went further to say evolution is
“more than a hypothesis” – it is a well-supported theory – and that  truth cannot contradict truth, meaning
genuine  science  and  true  faith  will  ultimately  agree .  Countless  devout  scientists  (from  Theodosius
Dobzhansky who said “Nothing in biology makes sense except in the light of evolution,” to Francis Collins
who  led  the  Human  Genome  Project)  have  testified  that  accepting  evolution  enriched  rather  than
undermined their faith. Collins famously wrote, “The God of the Bible is also the God of the genome. He can
be  worshipped  in  the  cathedral  or  in  the  laboratory.  His  creation  is  majestic,  awesome,  intricate,  and
beautiful.”  In Collins’ view, sequencing DNA was like viewing the language in which God authored
life. Such perspectives show that one can stand in awe of evolutionary science as a means to appreciate
God’s creative genius. 
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A Providential Worldview: Engaging Science with Faith

When faced with the claim that evolution implies a purposeless universe, believers need not concede that
narrative. The worldview of scientific materialism asserts that matter and chance are all there is; purpose
and meaning are human illusions. But this is not a scientific finding – it’s a philosophical interpretation
layered on top of science. We have seen that the same scientific facts can be viewed through a different
lens: one of  faith in a purposeful Creator.  Under this theistic lens, evolution is simply the formational
history of life, much like a plant growing from a seed – we do not find it any less wondrous that an oak tree
develops  via  natural  processes  from  an  acorn,  and  similarly  we  need  not  find  it  less  wondrous  that
humanity developed from single-celled ancestors. The mechanism does not negate the  ground of being
that sustains and guides it.

A  respectful  engagement  with  materialist  thinkers  acknowledges  their  evidence  while  contesting  their
conclusions about meaning. Yes, the processes of selection and mutation have no discernible direction or
goal within the scientific framework; but it does not follow that there is actually no goal. Science deliberately
brackets out questions of ultimate purpose – it  investigates  proximate causes (the how), not  ultimate
causes (the why). As Collins noted,  “science isn’t able to answer questions about why… I find many of those
answers  in  the  spiritual  realm” .  We  can  affirm  all  the  findings  of  evolutionary  biology  –  even  the
unsentimental realities of extinction, competition, and randomness – and still affirm that God mysteriously
uses those very things to a good end. The drama of life, including death and struggle, becomes intelligible if
one  believes  there  is  an  eternal  reality  in  which  every  creature’s  existence  has  value  and  nothing  is
ultimately lost to God. From a Christian perspective, the suffering and waste in evolution (often raised as an
objection: why would God use such a cruel process?) is a subset of the broader theological problem of evil.
While a full theodicy is beyond our scope, one might say that God willed a world that is “allowed to be
itself”, following orderly processes, which inevitably include death and randomness – yet God also entered
into the world’s suffering (in Christ) and will redeem it. Thus, even the rough edges of evolution do not
defeat God’s providence; they are encompassed within a larger story, one that includes the hope of  new
creation where  “the  lion  shall  lie  down  with  the  lamb”  –  a  state  where  the  evolutionary  struggle  is
transcended in God’s fulfilled kingdom.

In engaging with skeptics, we can point out that  science and theism are complementary rather than
antagonistic. Science tells us how the natural world works, faith tells us why it ultimately exists and where it’s
headed. As Pope John Paul II eloquently put it,  “Truth cannot contradict truth.” If evolutionary science has
discovered truths about our material origins, we trust that when properly understood, these truths will not
negate the truths of faith but illuminate them. Indeed, many believers experience a deepened appreciation
of God when they study evolution. The process that once troubled them (“Could such a chancy, long, and
impersonal process be God’s way?”) becomes, upon reflection, a source of awe:  How ingenious of God to
create a world that can create itself! It bespeaks a God who is not a micromanager or a magician pulling
rabbits from hats, but a wise author of a complex story, a gardener of an evolving biosphere, or as some
have  said,  a  composer  of  a  cosmic  symphony  where  evolution  is  one  of  the  main  musical  themes
developing over time.

Even prominent former skeptics have found the harmony between evolution and belief compelling. The late
philosopher Anthony Flew, once a champion of atheism, cited the complexity and apparent directionality in
nature as one reason he eventually affirmed a form of deism (belief in an intelligent Creator). While Flew did
not embrace revealed religion, his shift underscores that  the evidence of nature is open to more than one
interpretation. If one follows the evidence with an open mind, it is entirely rational to conclude that the best
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explanation for a finely-tuned, life-producing, mind-awakening universe is an  intelligent Mind behind it
all. 

In closing, a coherent alternative framework grounded in theism views evolution not as a rival to God’s
creative power, but as a breathtaking expression of it. The emergence of approximately 9 million species,
including  our  own,  through  evolutionary  mechanisms  can  be  understood  as  a  manifestation  of  God’s
providential design-plan – a plan so vast and intricate that it employs even random events and natural law to
achieve its ends. The classical image of God is one of an all-knowing, all-powerful, and all-good deity. Such a
God could guide a universe from the moment of the Big Bang to the rise of humanity without needing to
constantly tinker in detectable ways – His guidance can be subtle, statistical, deeply embedded in what
we call “chance.” As Jesus likened the Kingdom of God to a mustard seed that slowly grows, we might liken
the Creation of God to the slow unfolding of the cosmos from the “seed” of the initial creation. In both, there
is growth, development, patience, and ultimately a fulfilling of intent.

Believers,  therefore,  need not  fear  evolution.  Instead,  they can embrace it  as  science revealing God’s
methods. When we look at a phylogenetic tree (the family tree of species), we can marvel at God’s family
tree of creation, knowing that every branch, every extinction and innovation, occurred under His watchful
eye. The  mathematics of population genetics,  the  complexity of the DNA code,  the  convergence of
evolutionary solutions – these can inspire worship just as much as the stars in the heavens. Indeed, as the
psalmist wrote,  “The heavens declare the glory of God” (Psalm 19:1); today we might add, the DNA double-
helix and the fossil record also declare His glory, for those with ears to hear. 

The  reconciliation  of  faith  and  evolution  presented  here  is  intellectually  robust  and  spiritually
meaningful. It allows a Christian (or any theist) to wholeheartedly affirm the findings of modern biology
while maintaining that “God did it” – not by magic, but by providence. It reframes Darwin’s great discovery as
a subset of God’s even greater providence. Evolution is thus no longer seen as a rival theory to creation,
but  as  a  description  of  God’s  creative  process.  As  one  theologian  observed,  Darwinism  properly
understood “poses no threat to teleology”; rather, it can be “a larger idea of Divine prescience and skill” . In
the  end,  when  we  understand  evolution  through  the  eyes  of  faith,  we  may  join  in  Francis  Collins’
proclamation that “He’s the God of the Bible; He’s the God of the genome. He did it all.”  Evolutionary
science and belief in divine design are not at odds, but are two complementary perspectives on a single
reality – the creative activity of God, unfolding throughout time. 

Sources:

Conway Morris, Simon. Life’s Solution: Inevitable Humans in a Lonely Universe. Cambridge University
Press, 2003 (discussion of evolutionary convergence and teleology) . 
Venema, Dennis. “Is Evolution a Purposeless Mechanism?” BioLogos (2018) – explains why evolution is
not truly “random” overall and highlights convergence as suggesting purpose . 
Van den Brink, Gijsbert. Reformed Theology and Evolution (summarized in “Darwin and Divine
Providence,” Henry Center, 2020) – outlines ways to reconcile providence with Darwinian processes

. 
Newman, John Henry. Letter to Rev. John Walker (1868) – early theological reflection on Darwin: 
“evolution… is accidental to us, not to God” . 
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John Paul II. “Message to the Pontifical Academy of Sciences: On Evolution” (October 22, 1996) –
accepts evolution as well-supported, with the proviso of God’s guidance and human soul’s special
creation . 
Scientific References: PLOS Biology study estimating ~8.7 million eukaryotic species on Earth ;
Princeton field research documenting speciation in Darwin’s finches ; Open University
summary of natural selection in finches during 1977 drought ; Washington Post report on
3.5-billion-year-old microfossils ; Wikipedia and Aeon on the number of microbial cells (~10^30)
and species on Earth ; Fine-tuning examples from cosmology (gravity’s value and star formation)

. 
Coyne, George. “The Science of Emergence and God’s Continuous Creation” (Berkley Center) –
discusses emergence of mind and God’s non-interventionist continuous creation . 
Capturing Christianity article by Hart, Seth. “Evolution is Teleological” – analyzes Conway Morris’s
work and argues convergence fits better with theism  and addresses Dawkins’ claims . 

These sources (and many others) collectively support the view that  evolution and theism are not only
compatible  but  mutually  enriching,  revealing  a  creation  that  is  both  intelligently  ordered  and
continuously creative under God’s providence. The believer, therefore, can study evolution with intellectual
integrity and yet still “see the face of God” behind nature’s genius – truly, evolution can be understood as
creation through God’s eyes. 
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