Evolution is not a belief


These responses deal with the following questions:
1. I am doing an essay on evolution versus creation and would like some opinions. I particularly need help with evolution because I do not really believe in it.
2. Why do you think the Bible is not literal about creation? It is perfectly true. Scientists believe we evolved from tiny organisms and monkeys. If that is so, why aren't monkeys becoming humans, and why do we still have all those tiny organisms?
3. I am a freshman in an honors biology class that is currently discussing evolution. I am personally a creationist and believe in God's way. I would like a few "professional" opinions coming from teachers on what they feel about evolution.
4. What is Theistic Evolution?
5. I read that recent discoveries in microbiology point to an intelligent designer of our universe rather than the theory of evolution by Darwin's natural selection. It is something about how complex and interdependent the parts of the cell are. Is this true? My teachers have always taught us evolution is a proven fact, not an unproved theory.
----------------------
Question: I am doing an essay on evolution versus creation and would like some opinions. I particularly need help with evolution because I do not really believe in it. 
Well, that is okay because evolution is not exactly a belief system, anyway. The most exciting part is that you do not seem to have closed your mind to it completely, and you are willing to listen to objective comment from the other side. That is commendable. Here is my perspective.
Why and how do animals evolve? According to modern evolutionary synthesis, it is no longer appropriate to discuss evolution in terms of individual animals. Animals, per se, do not evolve. Populations evolve. Within any population of animals or plants, there is a certain amount of natural variation in gene expression. Some individuals may be slightly taller, shorter, faster, slower, lighter, darker, heavier, slimmer, etc. The current given environmental conditions will slightly favor a certain combination of characteristics over all the others. Individuals within the population who possess this certain combination of characteristics will have a slightly better chance of escaping predators, finding food, securing territory, and living long enough to produce viable offspring who will also possess this certain combination of characteristics. Over time, this certain combination of characteristics will become dominant within the population.
As environmental conditions change with time (and we know for a fact that they do), such as the climate becoming warmer or cooler or wetter or drier, for instance, the dominant combination of characteristics may actually become less favorable for survival and another combination of characteristics may become more favorable. The population will then experience a shift in gene frequency to the currently more favorable combination of characteristics (We have also observed and documented this fact. as well.). Over very long periods of time, this shift in the gene frequency toward a more favorable combination of characteristics may take such an extreme direction that the current population of animals or plants becomes so totally different from the original parent population of generations ago that the two populations would no longer freely interbreed and produce viable offspring. Then we can say a new species has evolved.
The "why" is the constantly changing set of environmental conditions. The "how" is the continual shift in the gene frequency within a population, toward a more environmentally favorable combination of characteristics. This is the essential "cause and effect" process of evolution. There are other mechanisms--isolation, mutation, and genetic drift, for example--at work as well. The bulk of the evolutionary process, however, is currently believed to be driven by the relationship between changing environmental conditions and changing gene frequencies within populations.
--------------------------------
Question: Why do you think the Bible is not literal about creation? It is perfectly true. Scientists believe we evolved from tiny organisms and monkeys. If that is so, why aren't monkeys becoming humans, and why do we still have all those tiny organisms?
Although I am not a Biblical scholar, I did attend a liberal arts Methodist college which required me to take at least one history of religion course. This course was taught by a professor who was both a theologian and a scholar versed in the original languages in which the Bible was written. One of the first Old Testament insights he ever gave me was that the original Hebrew Genesis creation text actually comes from at least two sources, two different Hebrew dialects.
In one half of the original creation story, God is referred to as Eloheme [Which strangely,is the name given to the aliens that are supposed to be coming here according to the Raeliens-LB]and in the other portion, He is referred to as Yahweh. That is the main clue that Biblical scholars use as evidence for the two-source origin. In the first half of the Genesis creation story, man (Adam) is created last, on the sixth day, and then Eve is created from Adam's rib. It is also interesting to note that the name Adam was originally adom, a Hebrew word for man. 
In the second half of the story, man is apparently created before the creatures. As God creates the creatures, He brings them to man to see what he will call them. In the second half, Eve is not mentioned, so, the Genesis creation story itself is actually a blend of two separate Hebrew traditions. Because they actually tell different stories, both versions cannot be "perfectely true."
The point of the Genesis creation story, however, is not how man got here. The point of the story is that a covenant has existed between God and mankind since our species first walked the earth. Furthermore, the covenant between God and mankind is very different from the relationship God has with all other living things. Mankind is the custodian of the Earth, responsible only to God. This is a portion of the essence of Genesis.
The theory of evolution does not conflict with this essence. The theory of evolution does not deny this covenant. The theory of evolution is not an attempt to explain away God or disprove His existence. The theory of evolution is merely an attempt to understand the documented observable changes in living things that have occurred during the history of life on Earth.
You asked, "You say we evolved from tiny organisms and monkeys. If that is so, why aren't monkeys becoming humans...?" No modern evolutionist says that we evolved from monkeys. However, we do contend that evidence exists which suggests that monkeys, apes, and mankind evolved from an ancient common stock which then became extinct hundreds of thousands, even millions, of years ago. Neither monkeys nor apes nor man evolved, one from the other. We (Old World monkeys, New World monkeys, apes, and man) are at least four separate evolutionary events and probably more. Monkeys did not evolve into humans and humans will not likely evolve into monkeys, according to the modern evolutionary synthesis.
Why do we still have all those tiny organisms? The tiny organisms we have today are not the tiny organisms from which we evolved. Again, the tiny organisms from which we evolved have long since become extinct. The tiny organisms that exist today are descendants of those extinct, tiny organisms that lived billions of years ago. The original extinct, tiny organisms became extinct because their environment changed. This is the process of evolution.
Learn as much as you can about your Bible but realize that the Bible has evolved, too. The Old Testament is actually the Jewish Bible and was written before the birth of Christ by many authors speaking different dialects. The New Testament was written after the birth of Christ and claims several authors, as well. Both the Bible and the theory of evolution have many different yet meaningful stories to tell. There is only one question left. How carefully are you listening to each?
--------------------------------
Question: I am a freshman in an honors Biology class that is currently discussing evolution. I am personally a creationist and believe in God's way. I would like a few "professional" opinions coming from teachers on what they feel about evolution.
I guess my first question to you is, "Well, just what is God's way?" The usual reply has to do with the Bible. My problem is that as much as I have studied the Bible, I have never been able to find the verse that says, "Thou shalt not believe in evolution!" Additionally, as much as I have studied Charles Darwin, I have never found a passage in one of his books that says, "Since man must have evolved, we have no need for God!" Evolution and God, for me, are not mutually exclusive.
This has always been the most significant difference between a scientist and a fundamentalist in my mind. No functional scientist would categorically claim to have ruled out any possibility of the existence of God. That is not a function of science. You can neither prove nor disprove the existence of God scientifically.[But you can show that he is superfluous-LB]
On the other hand, no functional fundamentalist is allowed to believe in evolution, or even consider it as a possible alternative mechanism of creation. I have always suspected that in the fundamentalist's mindset, the creation ended on the "sixth day." How tidy! In the evolutionist's mindset, creation (evolution) is an ongoing progress. Or, as a theistic evolutionist might say, "God's miracle of creation is a work in progress, a project for eternity."
There is a portion of First Corinthians, Chapter thirteen which reads, "For our knowledge is imperfect but when the perfect comes, the imperfect will pass away. Now we know in part. Then we shall know in full." This is how we do science (as well as all of the other things that this passage has been interpreted to mean); this is how we learn. To paraphrase de Chardin, this is how we become more like Christ.
Am I being scientific here? No, not really. This is just some of what I believe, as a person--a person who does science. I sense that is what you wanted to hear. For all that science teaches me of this world and how I came to be here, all the more I realize what a miracle life truly is-a miracle not just to be worshipped and praised, but also to be understood and cherished.
--------------------------------
Question: What is Theistic Evolution? 
Before I discuss what theistic evolution is, I must establish what it is not. It is not science; it is theology. As an evolutionary theist, I am very comfortable with that, and I think most ET's are. I cannot test it, so I cannot prove or disprove it. I cannot observe a supreme being electing to modify an organism or causing one to become extinct. It is simply a belief system which is just as functional for me (as a person trained in science) on Sunday as it is the rest of the week. There is more than one type of evolutionary theism, and this belief system has changed with time as new ideas have been contributed. The "modifiability" of evolutionary theism makes it very different from fundamentalist creationism.
An evolutionary theist believes that a supreme being can elect to use any agent, mechanism, or driving force to advance creation as He might see fit. The agent of His choice is evolution. Some evolutionary theists even envision evolution as part of God's plan to reveal himself to mankind. In fact, a French priest and theologian, Teilhard de Chardin [Ref:Blue File:Lila1.wri;D.Zohar "The Quantum Self"], has suggested that the "soul" has gone through a process of evolution as well, starting with the earliest life forms. He further believed that the human soul would continue to evolve to a point where one day the entire species would come to know Christ. Pretty heavy stuff! He spent much of his life developing this theology.
A thorough discussion of all the nuances of evolutionary theism is well beyond the scope of this area. You may wish to inquire about this topic with some of our religious experts-of which I am not! There are several well-written books on the subject and a web site or two to discover if you search. This is truly the stuff to consume an entire evening's conversation.
---------------------------------
Question: I read that recent discoveries in microbiology point to an intelligent designer of our universe rather than the theory of evolution by Darwin's natural selection. It is something about how complex and interdependent the parts of the cell are. Is this true? My teachers have always taught us evolution is a proven fact, not an unproved theory.
This statement is inaccurate, undocumented, and misleading at best. It is a classic example of how a small piece of information can be taken out of context and reinterpreted any number of ways. One could also use the same recent discoveries to point to evidence that life on Earth began as an experiment in an alien laboratory on another planet. Once again, this is simply not supported by a preponderance of the evidence.
In fact, recent discoveries in microbiology suggest that cellular organelles (nucleus, cholroplast, mitochondria, and other parts of the cell) are evolutionary remnants of once independent organisms which became cooperative, colonial organisms at some point in time in the distant past. Each of these organelles has its own supply of DNA with instructions for how it should function. All of this "organellular" DNA must also be replicated before mitosis can occur. It seems rather cumbersome from an intelligent designer standpoint.
The interdependence of organelles in a primitive colony is an obvious advantage in energy savings. This avoids duplication of effort, as well. Even in the colonial volvox, only certain cells in the colony are involved in reproduction. They do not even look any different from the other cells in the colony most of the time.
Other microbiological evidence supports evolutionary theory, as well. How many diseases exist now--new influenza strains, HIV/aids, Ebola, and others that have only been known to exist for the last twenty-five years or so? New diseases continue to evolve.
Finally, the phrase "unproven theory" is, at best, redundant. At worst, it is an oxymoron. No scientist sets out to prove or disprove a theory. By definition, you just can not "prove" a theory. A perception that a theory needs to be proven to be valid is misleading. The whole point of scientific research is to improve a theory or develop a new theory. A theory is only an explanation of how we think things work.
If, in your mind, you think the explanation for how things work requires an intelligent designer, fine. You just have to understand that you are not "doing" science; you are "doing" theology because no scientist, living or dead, has ever been able to design a controlled experiment to test for God. It is just not possible! Faith and theory are two very different things. A scientist can discard a theory or two and still remain a scientist, but if you were to discard your faith, what would you become? See what I mean?
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Transmitted: 
Question: Can you give me information comparing evolution with creation? 
I cannot discuss the merits of creationism. I consider creationism a belief, which those who subscribe to it are certainly entitled to hold. 
It is not necessary that belief in special creation by God must be in conflict with the ideas of evolution. Problems do arise in some particular forms of creationism, such as those which assert that the earth is much younger than scientific evidence indicates. Because such conflict is interesting, when people refer to "creationism" they usually mean the versions which disagree with current scientific understanding of the evidence. I will follow the same practice here.
I have not seen any credible scientific data which support the creationist viewpoint (and I have read some in this area). This does not mean that creationism is wrong; just that scientifically it is currently not an effective model to explain the origin and diversification of living organisms. We have to keep our minds open to new data and new interpretations, however. It is important to note that scientific theories of evolution do not take any stand on the existence of God or his/her possible role in creation. 
On the other hand, evolution is an accepted scientific theory which is supported by many kinds of scientific evidence. First there is the fossil (paleontological) evidence which suggests that previously existing organisms are related to extant (still present in modern times) organisms, though somewhat different in form. Secondly there are biological and field observations which support recent and ongoing evolution. 
In addition, geological evidence supports the occurrence of events which have separated groups of organisms over long time spans. These events correlate with the extinction of some types and the appearance of new types, related to but different from the old ones in form (fossil evidence). 
Finally, molecular biology has provided two key bits of information. First it has been demonstrated that organisms previously theorized on the basis of the above kinds of evidence to be related by ancestry do indeed have a high degree of genetic similarity (more on this later). Secondly, it has been proven that genetic variation exists in living organism populations. This is an essential proof as Darwinian evolutionary theory relies upon variation as a basis for both selection and stochastic fixation of mutations in a population. 
To put it simply, in order for a population to evolve, the frequency of variant genes must change in the population over time. Today we observe such variation, and it in fact differs between geographically separated populations and seems to underlie differences in form, function and frequency of phenotypic variation. (In other words populations which have been isolated look different and we find statistically different gene frequencies between them which explain the differences). 
Let me go on now to some examples of evolution in progress:
Let's first take note of the basic features of evolutionary theory as proposed by Darwin himself. Basically, Darwinian evolution involves the feature of natural selection. This means that within a population, certain individuals have a better chance than others to pass their genes to later generations. The term natural indicates that no selection by a thinking being is necessary (though it is not disproved; the theory simply cannot address this aspect and indeed never has). 
In order for this theory to work, individuals within a species must be different, so Darwinian evolutionary theory requires that there be variation among the individuals of a population. Let's think about a large population of animals on an island. It is a large island, and so the animals are numerous. Over time, a good deal of variation, in coat color, size, etc. develops among the animals. Now, suppose that there is an earthquake, and the island is divided. We now have two separate islands, and two separate groups of animals, which are slightly different (since each contains a different set of individuals from the original population).
Also suppose that the conditions on the two islands may be slightly different: more or less water; different kinds of plants; etc. Given enough variation, over a number of generations, and conditions which favor the reproduction of certain variants, the frequency of certain genes in the two populations change. Given a long enough time these changes in gene frequency are reflected in actual statistical changes in the genetic makeup of the population. After millions of years, the populations have changed enough so that they are entirely different from each other and from the initial one. 
If now we put animals from the two islands together, perhaps they would be unable or unwilling to breed. Biologists have a special term for the point when two population can no longer breed to produce fertile offspring. We say the groups have diverged to form two separate species. Speciation, that is the formation of new species from old, is the basis of evolution. 
Now let's consider some specific examples of this process. The first was observed by Charles Darwin himself in Hawaii. Here, he discovered numerous species of finches (called to this day Darwin's Finches). Elsewhere in the world, there is basically only one species of this type of bird. In the Hawaiian islands, there are more than 30. These are all separate species, and have developed very specific types of beaks for feeding off different types of plant seeds. 
It seems that a small group of the original finch made it to the islands soon after they first were formed by volcanos, and found no competition for the seeds. Birds with different kinds of beaks were selected because of the abundant seeds which their particular beaks suited them to eat. Over millions of years, the birds diverged tremendously, to give rise to all of the 30 species which now exist there and nowhere else. Now these are not simply variants of a bird, they are species which are not able to breed together and are genetically quite different (though they are still genetically related).
A less exotic example involves the fruit fly Drosophila. These flies were utilized in genetic research beginning about 120 years ago, and many were captured and bred in the lab, and represent separate fly populations which have been maintained by humans for over 100 years. In the meantime, (about 40 years ago) a new gene arose in some fly populations in the wild, a thing called a P element. This is the so called "jumping" gene because it is able to move itself around on a fly's chromosome and destroy other genes. 
It turns out that this often kills the fly, and so the wild populations quickly developed stable populations in which the P element ceased it's jumping. It was discovered that when strains having these P elements are crossed into old strains without them, they re-activate and jump all about, destroying the chromosomes, and killing the nest generation of flies. In many cases, the situation is so bad that two populations of flies can't be crossed to produce viable fertile offspring. This seems to be an instance of speciation in progress, noticed because of our curiosity about fly genetics. 
Let's take another instance, perhaps more interesting, although it is less well-proven It was theorized some time ago that humans and chimpanzees had a common ancestor several million years ago. Now this was based upon fossil evidence and geologic evidence as well as behavioral and biochemical evidence of similarity. Based upon these data, humans and chimps are closely related and had a common ancestor perhaps 2-5 million years ago. The story does not end here, however. There are other connections:
Both humans and chimps are related to the gorilla, although less closely than to each other. The gorilla and the common human-chimp ancestor had a common ancestor millions of years farther back. So the family tree would look like this:
gorilla human chimp
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\ /
\ /
\ /
common ancestor 2
Note that this theory suggests that we had ancestors in common with but did not evolve from chimps and gorillas. (In the same way, you had ancestors in common with your cousin, but you did not evolve from him). 
Now very recently, molecular biologists have determined the sequence of a lot of DNA from these organisms, and found that humans and chimps are more than 99% identical at the DNA level! Furthermore, gorillas are around 90% similar to both humans and chimpanzees! So the molecular data backs up the "family tree" that was inferred before the molecular data were available! [Ref:P.Singer & B.Steinbock {Animal rights based on genetic similarity}]
Even more interesting, certain blood groups are actually shared by chimps and humans, implying that our "common ancestor 1" had already evolved what we commonly think of as "human" blood groups! So the molecular, fossil, geologic and biochemical evidence all strongly suggests that we and the chimps are cousins, having evolved from a common ancestor. Now whether this happened by random chance or was the mechanism which a God used to create humans is open for interpretation and is not supported or refuted by any scientific evidence.
As I have pointed out above, modern molecular genetics has provided the evidence for the variation which was postulated to be necessary for Darwinian evolution to work. So all of the required things are there, and we seem to see many examples of the process in progress. Other examples would involve evolution of viral and microbial life forms which have short generation times and may evolve fast enough for us to observe. You see, at least in animals and complex plants the process is much too slow for humans to observe. Evidence indicates for example that it took 2 million years to we go from Australopithecus (an fossil ape-like pre-human) to modern man. 
Some people have mentioned scientific evidence that evolutionary theory is not correct. Actually, within the scientific community, there is much debate and discussion concerning various specific aspects of evolutionary theory. Indeed much evidence indicates that natural selection and survival of the fittest are great simplifications, and perhaps even over-simplifications. However, there is no valid data of which I am aware which indicates that the broad theory of evolution is incorrect. 
There have been those with academic degrees who state they have scientific evidence which refutes evolution, or supports creation of the earth 4000 years ago. When I have looked at this the arguments are invariably faulty, and the credentials of the scientists involved do not stand up to rigorous investigation. Usually these people are trying to prove a belief. 
A scientists tries to view the data objectively and ask whether it proves or disproves a theory. The vast majority of scientists with credentials in the field would agree that the theory of evolution has so far withstood challenge.
As I have said, there is no scientific evidence refuting creationism, but in fact, no convincing data exists which supports the creationist views over standard evolutionary theory. One has to decide for oneself in this case what to believe. I have no problem reconciling the scientifically founded theories with a belief in God. 
The way I see it, science allows us to study and attempt to understand the "how" of creation, but not the "who done it." How it occurred is becoming clear, and it is a fascinating story! I think we need to address the science questions with scientific method, and questions concerning God with the methods of religion and philosophy.
Prepared by AACDrGenet, AACStaff
Use of this material is protected under America Online and other copyright. 
Any use of this material must cite AOL's Academic Assistance Center and the author as its source.
(edited by AACMathAL)
(07/98)


