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The biological theory of evolution understands the emergence and further development of organisms as an ongoing
process throughout history. This challenged theology to reflect on its own understanding of creation and related
questions of the doctrine of God and anthropology. The background to these reflections is the question of the
fundamental relationship between theology and natural science. Evolution and creation are related to each other in
different ways – from the view that they are incompatible to a synthesis of both concepts.

Not only the theory of the natural origin of species, but also the idea of a naturally explainable evolution of religion
has been and continues to be understood as a challenge to religion and theology.
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Editorial Note
Links to other media and further information regarding this topic can be found in the German version of this
article.

1. Starting Point: The Theory of Evolution

In 1859, Charles Darwin   published the first edition of his influential theory on the origin of animal and plant

species through natural selection processes entitled On the Origin of Species by Means of Natural Selection. [1]  In later
editions, Darwin himself also used the term “evolution.” At the heart of this theory are the principles of variation and
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selection: in a historical process, numerous different organisms of a species emerge, with better-adapted individuals
having better chances of survival and reproduction. Since Darwin, later work has confirmed its basic way of
functioning. Details have been developed further and elaborated, with the later discovery of genetic codes and their

transmission being especially significant. [2]  The connection between Darwinism and genetics is also referred to as the

“synthetic theory of evolution,” [3]  according to which evolution can be understood as “changes in the genetic

composition of populations over time.” [4]  On the one hand, the random nature of mutations leads to changes that
are not conducive to life. As a result, there are developments in the course of evolution that result in dead ends. On
the other hand, the large number of mutations also leads to great variability and thus to better adaptability in

individuals to their respective living conditions. [5]  Accordingly, chance is said to play a major role in the development

of living organisms. [6]  Evolution should be understood as a complex process involving changing environments and
changing individuals and populations. The evolution that has taken place so far is a prerequisite for further

evolution.  [7]

2. Scope of the Problem
In light of the theory of evolutionary, questions have been raised since the nineteenth century about the significance

of the idea of the divine creation of the world – in the sense of the development of living beings. [8]  In addition, the
theory of evolution calls into question the doctrine of providence (also known as the doctrine of ) due to

the high importance it attaches to chance. [9]  This raises fundamental questions about the concept of God. Additional
questions for theology relate to the loss of the central position of human beings and to ethical concepts such as

humanity in the face of the survival of the fittest. [10]

In particular, teleological arguments that infer the existence of a creator based on the complexity of the world [11]  can

be critically questioned on the basis of the theory of evolution and from theological perspectives. [12]  Accordingly, the
following objections are raised:

1. The purposefulness of the universe is questionable in view of diseases and natural disasters, as well as dead
ends in the course of evolution.

2. Understanding creation as a theory of the origin of the world involves a mixing of categories.
3. Teleological explanations often rely on gaps in the scientific system.
4. This argument leads to a reductionist view of  that neglects the idea of ongoing creation (creatio continua)

or sees God’s continuous intervention as competing with natural causes. [13]

Even today, science-based  continues to shape many Western societies, [14]  while there are still religious
groups or individuals who advocate anti-evolutionism. Accordingly, discussions about the relationship between
evolution and theology and how to deal with each other’s positions arise time and again. However, even for
theological concepts that do not take an extreme position, it is still necessary to determine the appropriate
relationship between creation and development.

3. Determining the Relationship between Creation and Evolution

Ian Barbour   (1923–2013), physicist and theologian, developed various models for defining the fundamental
relationship between  and , which he also applied to the interplay between evolution and creation.

According to Barbour, these can be systematized as follows: [15]

Conflict: A conflict between the two approaches exists, on the one hand, when, in the sense of scientific
materialism, all complex phenomena are understood as having natural causes. While the theory of evolution is
accepted here, the idea of the biblical creation texts is understood as contradicting this. On the other hand, a
conflict is seen when, in the sense of narrow creationism, creation is understood to describe the origin and

predestination

God

naturalism

science faith

javascript:void(0)
javascript:void(0)
javascript:void(0)
javascript:void(0)
javascript:void(0)
javascript:void(0)
https://syslex-online.de/articles/creation-version-1-0/
javascript:void(0)
javascript:void(0)
https://syslex-online.de/articles/theology-version-1-0/
javascript:void(0)
javascript:void(0)
javascript:void(0)
javascript:void(0)
javascript:void(0)
https://syslex-online.de/referral_en/individual/
https://syslex-online.de/people/ian-barbour/
javascript:void(0)
javascript:void(0)
javascript:void(0)
https://syslex-online.de/articles/election-version-1-0/
https://syslex-online.de/articles/god-version-1-0/
https://syslex-online.de/articles/naturalism-version-1-0/
https://syslex-online.de/articles/science-version-1-0/
https://syslex-online.de/articles/faith-version-1-0/


further development of the world and to have occurred as described in the biblical texts. A variant of
creationism is the theory of “intelligent design.” Both scientific materialist and creationist approaches can be
criticized for their overly simplistic understanding of the Bible.
Independence: Creation and evolution can be regarded as independent of each other if they are assigned to
different spheres. (1) In , for example, the doctrine of creation is not understood as a theory
of the beginnings, but as a reference to dependence on  and the fundamental goodness and  of the

world. [16]  (2) Similarly, independence exists when God’s actions are seen as limited to personal life – God
would not act in the realm of nature. The concept of creation can stand here for the dependence of one’s own

life on God. [17]  Another possibility for an independent relationship exists (3) if creation and evolution are

understood as independent linguistic systems, the mixing of which would be inadmissible. [18]  Similarly,
evolution and creation do not conflict if questions about the origin and development of the world are

considered “religiously irrelevant.” [19]  It is concluded from this that questions of redemption and
 should be central. Approaches based on independence can be convincing insofar as evolutionary

theory and creation theology are respected without mixing the spheres of knowledge. However, this also gives
rise to a possible point of criticism: theology then makes no reference to current scientific findings.
Dialogue: One way of bringing both approaches into dialogue with each other without disputing their
respective competences is to distinguish between primary and secondary causes. God acts as the primary
cause through secondary causes described by the natural sciences. Dialogical approaches attempt not to mix
theology and natural science, while at the same time continuing to advocate a goal-oriented approach, for
example, when teleology is understood not as an “explanatory variable” but as a “category of

interpretation.” [20]  Overall, theological approaches that explicitly refer to evolutionary theory (also known as

“evolutionary theology” [21] ) can generally be understood as dialogical or integrative approaches.
Integration: Barbour envisions an integration of the concepts of creation and evolution primarily in three
directions: (1) a  that draws theistic conclusions from knowledge of evolution and understands
God as the creator of a self-organizing system; (2) a theology of nature that assumes a process toward greater

complexity and greater consciousness, understanding chance as a principle of internal self-organization; [22]

(3) a systematic synthesis in the context of process philosophy that develops a comprehensive metaphysical
system capable of integrating evolution and ongoing creation.

4. Current Theological References to the Theory of Evolution and Recent
Debates
The challenges posed by the theory of evolution with regard to the relationship between the purpose/creation plan
and chance or necessity and contingency repeatedly raise questions about the nature of this relationship and prompt
dialogue between theology and the natural sciences. Even today, philosophers continue to question what the

biological theory of evolution cannot explain. The philosopher Thomas Nagel  , for example, prominently
emphasized that scientific approaches lack explanations for “first-person individual experience, for the intersubjective

communal use of reason, and for the objective validity of moral facts” [23]  for categorical reasons alone.

In 1988, biologist John Odling-Smee   introduced the concept of “niche construction,” which describes how species

change their environment “systematically, purposefully, and thus not randomly.” [24]  The fact that organisms shape
their environment, i.e., help to construct their own niche in which they live, can be understood as an assumption of an
expanded synthesis of evolutionary theory, which considers  and  to be more closely intertwined:
physical adaptation and culture are intertwined here. This more reciprocal understanding of the relationship between
living beings and the environment has been taken up by recent theological concepts of creation; a stronger
perception of the connection between  and the environment is inferred from this, as well as an
emphasis on human dependence on the environment, which is seen as contrary to philosophical traditions that seek

to construct human beings as being as independent as possible from the natural environment. [25]  Even though niche
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construction is not limited to humans, humans are nevertheless perceived in a particularly prominent way as having
an impact on their environment (also in connection with the concept of the Anthropocene). The reference to the niche
construction theory leads not only to conclusions in creation theology, but also to related anthropological and ethical
conclusions, for example in the context of climate ethics and questions about human  for the

environment. [26]  Evolution is given special consideration in . [27]

5. Evolution of Religion as a Critique of Theology and Religion
The concept of evolution can refer not only to the biological development of living beings, but also to development or

transformation in general. Following David Hume’s   The Natural History of Religion, published in 1757, a new,
evolutionarily based form of criticism of religion emerged, which refers to the understanding of the natural origin of

: based on the realization that religions can be traced back to natural causes, the validity of religion was

disputed. [28]  In the twentieth century, this criticism was taken up again in a particularly prominent (and controversial)

way by Richard Dawkins  . Dawkins derives from a rejection of creationism, which is based on the biological theory

of evolution, on the one hand, a rejection of belief in God per se. [29]  On the other hand, Dawkins’s genealogical

moment is also relevant to the emergence of religion: religion was “evolutionarily advantageous” [30]  and therefore

prevailed. [31]  Religion serves to “cope with existential uncertainties.” [32]  Once these uncertainties are resolved by
scientific explanations or models, religion will become obsolete.

Various objections have been raised against Dawkins’s argument:

1. It is problematic to draw conclusions about the (lack of) validity of beliefs based on knowledge of how they
develop.

2. Furthermore, it is a category error to attempt to justify or refute a metaphysical worldview using scientific
methods.

3. The absolutization of the naturalistic interpretation of the world underlying this argument could also be
understood as a fundamentalist narrowing of perspective, which

4. accordingly allows for neither  nor different interpretations. [33]

6. Outlook
The debates that repeatedly arise from a theological perspective on the theory of evolution reveal the plurality of
perspectives on the world that need to be reflected upon theologically. Even though the biblical concepts of creation
already contain ambivalences, the ambivalences that arise in the theory of evolution are still perceived by some
theologians as a challenge or even an opportunity. In this context, taking contingency and the lack of purposefulness
into account in theology can not only contribute to a fruitful interdisciplinary dialogue between theology and the
natural sciences, but also help to take the world’s ambivalences into account appropriately and guard against a

problematic idealization of naturalness or wilderness. [34]
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