


“A work of stunning scientific erudition and critical insight.”
— Louis Dupré

Yale University

“This book connects the debate about the nature of Darwin-
ian evolution to the Christian theology of creation. . . .  
Cunningham shows that the picture of God as the great 
Designer of artifacts, espoused by Paley and common to both 
ultra-Darwinians and creationists, is profoundly at odds with 
Christianity.” — Charles Taylor

author of A Secular Age

“Dawkins and company lack a minimum of understanding of 
what religion is about, of how it works. Cunningham’s book 
is thus obligatory reading for all interested in this topic: while 
fully endorsing the scientific validity of Darwinism, it clearly  
brings to light its limitations in understanding not only religion  
but also our human predicament. A book like this is needed like 
simple bread in our confused times.” — Slavoj Žižek

“Vigorously written and marvelously engaging. . . . Cunning-
ham engages those with whom he disagrees with properly 
respectful consideration, not lacking in frequent touches of 
deft humor. A first-rate, most welcome contribution to these 
current controversies.” — William Desmond

University of Leuven

“Ever since Darwin, materialist interpreters of nature have 
wielded evolutionary biology as a weapon in their war against 
religious faith and theology. In this timely and insightful 
study Conor Cunningham exposes the incoherence of evolu-
tionist materialism. He does the job thoroughly, devastatingly, 
and humorously. At the same time he shows how a theological 
vision of nature can make very good sense of Darwin’s fasci-
nating portrayal of life. Highly recommended.”

— John F. Haught
author of Making Sense of Evolution:  

Darwin, God, and the Drama of Life

“Writing with engaging humor that betrays an extraordinary 
energetic intelligence, Conor Cunningham shows us why, 
given the Christian God, an evolutionary account of life is 
necessary. . . . This theological account of creation, I believe, 
will become a classic.” — Stanley Hauerwas

Duke University

“Conor Cunningham pulls no punches in his full-frontal 
assault on the ultra-Darwinism of Richard Dawkins and 
Daniel Dennett. But this is no anti-evolution diatribe. Cun-
ningham is equally merciless in his critique of latter-day 
‘creationism,’ which he rightly portrays as a deviation from 
classical Christian orthodoxy. This is a work of intellectual 
depth, informed by a study of the latest genetics as well as by 
theological erudition.” — John Hedley Brooke

Oxford University

“This wide-ranging and well-informed book constitutes an 
extremely important contribution to current debate over 
the significance of evolutionary theory. . . . Cunningham 
makes at once a reasoned case and a passionate plea for a via 
media between the extremes of fundamentalist religion and 
dogmatic scientism. His book should be read by anyone with 
a concern for the intellectual health of contemporary public 
discourse about the questions that most deeply affect our pres-
ent and future as a species.” — E. J. Lowe

Durham University

Advance praise for Conor Cunningham’s magnum opus on evolution

© Robert Leighton/The New Yorker Collection/www.cartoonbank.com



Darwin’s Pious Idea
Why the Ultra-Darwinists and  

Creationists Both Get It Wrong

Conor Cunningham

Cogent, provocative take on the hot-button subject of evolution

According to Conor Cunningham, the debate today 
between religion and evolution has been hijacked by 
extremists: on one side stand fundamentalist believers 
who reject evolution outright, and on the opposing side 
are fundamentalist atheists who claim that Darwin’s 
theory rules out the possibility of God.

Both sides are dead wrong, argues Cunningham, a British  
scholar who is at once a Christian and a firm believer in 
the theory of evolution. In Darwin’s Pious Idea Cunning-
ham puts forth a trenchant, compelling case for both 
creation and evolution, drawing skillfully on an array 
of philosophical, theological, historical, and scientific 
sources to buttress his arguments.

Key selling points

•  Prime fare for scholars and thoughtful  
lay readers alike

•  Vigorous treatment of a controversial topic

•  Engaging, forceful writing

Conor Cunningham is assistant director of the 
Centre of Theology and Philosophy at the University of 
Nottingham, England, author of Genealogy of Nihilism, 
and coeditor (with Peter M. Candler Jr.) of the Interven-
tions series. Cunningham also wrote and presented the 
acclaimed BBC documentary Did Darwin Kill God? which 
originally aired in March 2009.

Philosophy • Science
October / 978-0-8028-4838-3
6″ × 9″ hardcover
568 pages / $34.99 [£22.99]

Of related interest

Back to Darwin
John B. Cobb Jr.

978-0-8028-4837-6

The Beginning  
of All Things

Hans Küng
978-0-8028-6359-1

Alone in the World?
J. Wentzel van Huyssteen

978-0-8028-3246-7

Is Religion Dangerous?
Keith Ward

978-0-8028-4508-5

 www.eerdmans.com toll free 800 253 7521 1



DARWIN’S PIOUS IDEA

Why the Ultra-Darwinists and Creationists

Both Get It Wrong

Conor Cunningham

William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company

Grand Rapids, Michigan / Cambridge, U.K.

3
Cunningham first page proofs
Friday, July 02, 2010 3:28:09 PM

Color profile: Disabled
Composite  Default screen



© 2010 Conor Cunningham

All rights reserved

Published 2010 by

Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co.

2140 Oak Industrial Drive N.E., Grand Rapids, Michigan 49505 /

P.O. Box 163, Cambridge CB3 9PU U.K.

Printed in the United States of America

15 14 13 12 11 10 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

ISBN 978-0-8028-4838-3

www.eerdmans.com

4
Cunningham first page proofs
Friday, July 02, 2010 3:28:09 PM

Color profile: Disabled
Composite  Default screen



For Crystal

There’s a crack in everything

That’s how the light gets in

Leonard Cohen, “Anthem,” in
The Future (Columbia, 1992)

Leopards break into the temple and drink the sacrificial chal-

ices dry; this occurs repeatedly, again and again; finally, it can

be reckoned upon beforehand and becomes part of the cere-

mony.

Franz Kafka, “Reflections in Sin, Pain, Hope,
and the True Way,” in The Great Wall of China:

Stories and Reflections, trans. Willa And
Edwin Muir (New York: Schocken Books,

1970), Reflection #17, p. 165

In principio erat Verbum
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“You see, I am determined to baptize [The Origin

of Species] nolens volens, which will be its salvation”

Asa Gray (letter to
Charles Darwin, March 31, 1862)
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Introduction

This is the age of the evolution of Evolution. All thoughts that the
Evolutionist works with, all theories and generalizations, have them-
selves evolved and are now being evolved.

Henry Drummond (1883)1

So it happened that in the hour of the final triumph of materialism,
the very instrument of it, “evolution,” implicitly transcended the
terms of materialism and posed the ontological question anew —
when it just seemed settled.

Hans Jonas2

Perhaps we can move away from the dreary materialism of much
current thinking with its agenda of a world now open to limitless
manipulation. Nor need this counter-attack be anti-scientific: far
from it. Evolution may simply be a fact, yet in need of continuous in-
terpretation.

Simon Conway Morris3

]

Charles Darwin has been considered by many to be an enemy — indeed,
the enemy — of religion. His theory of evolution is frequently construed,
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by both its supporters and its opponents, as an attack on the idea of God
and an attempted exposé of the frivolity of the piety of religious believers.
On this account, both atheists and religious people alike tend to sing from
the same hymn sheet: Darwinian evolution threatens to annihilate religion
at its very root. What will be argued in the following chapters, however, is
that nothing could be further from the truth; in fact, the unholy alliance of
atheists and religious fundamentalists misconstrues Darwin’s theory.
What is more, in these pages we present Darwin’s theory in such a way that
— far from opposing religion generally and Christianity specifically — it
is of great service to Christian religion. So, far from being, in Daniel
Dennett’s words, a “dangerous idea,” the theory of evolution is a “pious
idea.”

In terms of Christianity, yes, the theory of evolution can seem danger-
ous to some Christians, and indeed it does threaten the foundation of cer-
tain versions of “Christianity.” But this is the case only for those Christians
who understand their faith in oddly modern terms that are radically diver-
gent from traditional Christianity and the creedal orthodoxy of the
church. In this way, Darwin’s idea will emerge as “pious” because it allows
us to test the relative “orthodoxy” of our faith. Of course, we would be
wrong to suggest that Darwinism is a sufficient “test” of Christian ortho-
doxy tout court — it is not even a necessary test. Rather, Darwinism is an
interesting and useful test at this particular cultural moment. If Darwin-
ism is “dangerous,” it is dangerous because the popular version of Darwin-
ism offered up by the most high-profile so-called Darwinists endeavors to
turn Darwinism into a universal philosophy. These figures are generally re-
ferred to as “ultra-Darwinists” or “Darwinian fundamentalists” (epithets
provided by fellow Darwinists and atheists, and not by religious people).
This strain of Darwinism is “dangerous” not merely to religion, but to sci-
ence and even to thinking atheists. Consequently, if this version of Dar-
winism presents a profound attack on religion, it is, at the same time, an
attack on science and our entire culture. Ultra-Darwinism, if true, leaves
us bereft of rationality, ethics, philosophy, science, and even turns us, by
implication, into Holocaust deniers. Thankfully, ultra-Darwinism will be
shown to be intellectually vacuous, misleading, old-fashioned, and more
accurately thought of as a Christian heresy than as a true presentation of
Darwin’s theory of evolution. It is, therefore, a blight on the landscape of
Western intellectual culture, something no one, whether religious or not,
should welcome.

Take Richard Dawkins as an example. In the following chapters,

xvi
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Dawkins’s approach to Darwinism will be completely undermined, and his
attempt to appropriate Darwinism as a vehicle for his particular and rather
odd — nay, vulgar — brand of atheism will be exposed for the farce that it
is. Indeed, we would speculate that one of the motivating factors for
Dawkins to write The God Delusion was that he knew, subconsciously, no
doubt, that his take on Darwinism was doomed, so he was forced to move
away from evolution and into rather amateur attempts at philosophy, re-
hashing old arguments that have existed for centuries, and long before
Darwin came on the scene. Culturally, we would commend to serious
readers those more honest and intelligent versions, because there is cer-
tainly a sense of desperation in the gaudy form these arguments take in the
writings of the new atheists. It seems to us that if Darwin’s theory of evolu-
tion is not dangerous, this desperation is because it is so willful, self-
serving, and thus ideological that intellectual scruple only comes to it too
late, if at all. And after 9/11 our culture cannot afford to embrace such poi-
sonous froth, whether we believe in God or not. By contrast, one of the
joys of writing this book was the interaction we had with many scientists
(chemists, evolutionary biologists, geneticists, and so on), philosophers,
psychologists, and anthropologists, most of whom sent research articles,
book reviews, and in some cases entire book manuscripts. The vast major-
ity of these were atheists, while I believe orthodox Christianity is the truth.
Nonetheless, our exchanges were edifying and enlightening (for me, at any
rate). Indeed, many of our concerns seemed to converge beyond the
schoolyard frenzy of the new atheists, the ultra-Darwinists, and of course
the creationists.

Love, we are told, drives out fear, and here the fear of being wrong was
the first to leave the building, so to speak. This is not to become “all wet
and woolly.” It is just to realize that none of us is God (if, as my interlocu-
tors would point out, God exists, just as our concern would be what this
word “God” actually means). We need only survey our Western history to
see how so many certainties, scientific, philosophical, and so on, have
passed away. This is our situation as Homo sapiens, always to be in via (on
the way) as pilgrims, intellectual and otherwise. Thus, differences remain
— they always will — but rather than representing a call to arms, they are a
call to learning, argument, and exchange of ideas, which we all know will,
or should, continue, until the end of time. After all, we may just bump into
one another some rainy day, standing in the queue for a bus, sharing our
last cigarette as we wait.

In chapter 1, “Introducing Darwinism — the Received View: Disen-
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chantment,” we introduce what we have termed the received view of Dar-
winism: the myth that the theory of evolution represents a radical up-
heaval of all our ideas, and that major, that is, negative, consequences arise
from it. In this chapter we arm the reader with the most basic tenets of
Darwin’s theory of evolution. The next three chapters introduce the main
debates that still rage within Darwinism; among other things, these help us
to understand that “Darwinism” is not monolithic, but like the Christian
church, which has many denominations — from Seventh-Day Adventism
to Roman Catholicism — and as is true in religion generally, the argu-
ments between these Darwinian denominations can be extremely vocifer-
ous. Darwin told us that evolution was driven by something he termed
“natural selection.” So, what is selected by this apparent mechanism? Is it
selfish genes, as Dawkins would have us believe, or is it individuals, or
maybe entire species? Chapter 2, “The Units of Resurrection,” presents this
debate, concluding that natural selection works at many levels and, more-
over, that the idea of selfish genes is, to a large extent, nonsense, at least as
presented and employed by Dawkins. Chapter 3, “Unnatural Selection,”
then examines the role natural selection may or may not play: Is it an all-
powerful mechanism, or just one among many mechanisms? One striking
discovery of this chapter is how similar Dawkins’s understanding of natu-
ral selection is to that of William Paley’s designer “God.” And just as the
latter is a heretical notion of the Christian God, so too is the former in re-
lation to evolutionary theory, or again, at least as it is presented by
Dawkins to the public. Chapter 4, “Evolution: Making Progress?” tackles
the question of whether evolution involves direction: Is it a purely random
process or does is display structure, that is, a sense of inevitability? We con-
clude that there is a form of direction inherent in evolution, though of
course there is also a significant element of randomness (certainly from
our perspective, which is, to be honest, the only one we have to work with).
Chapter 5, “Matter over Mind: ‘We Have Never Been Modern,’” introduces
and critiques the extension of Darwin’s theory beyond the biological
world to that of the human mind. In so doing, we explore social Darwin-
ism, with its legacy of eugenics, sociobiology, and, lastly, evolutionary psy-
chology. We conclude that there are many insights presented by a Darwin-
ian analysis of many of our characteristics, both physical and psychical, for
we are after all embodied creatures (something that should not perturb the
Christian, who believes that God became man). But in the end a great deal
of what is presented as scientific theory or fact is just stuff and nonsense,
pernicious nonsense at that. In chapter 6, “Naturalizing Naturalism: Mate-
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rialism’s Ghosts,” we present and explore the science versus religion myth,
which is in fact a fiction. In addition, we offer a critique, first, of material-
ism, and second, of naturalism, at least in its more extreme forms, for we
discover that in a manner similar to ultra-Darwinism such philosophical
positions do not threaten the heavens, but they certainly destroy the earth.
In this way the chapter encourages us to move beyond the facade of the
natural versus the supernatural; for within these philosophical positions it
is very much the natural that is problematic, a situation that becomes most
evident when in the last section of the chapter we outline the main ap-
proaches to the human mind found in philosophy, many of which do not
leave us bereft of a belief in God. Rather, they leave us without any belief
whatsoever — including a belief in evolution. In short, it is not that we can
no longer believe in God or the supernatural (as some vulgarly refer to it);
no, we can no longer believe in ourselves, or in nature. Thus, the mis-
guided notion that we can just reject God and then live in our common-
sense, natural world without any consequences is wholly misguided. In
fact, many of the philosophical positions discussed in this chapter amount
to a greater disaster than all the wars, diseases, murders, violence, poverty,
terrorist atrocities, and genocides put together. Consequently, our cultural
debate surrounding such questions requires a greater level of sophistica-
tion than is evident in the work of the new atheists. There is quite simply
too much at stake for us all. One perhaps counterintuitive conclusion of
this penultimate chapter is that all the various reductionisms and
materialisms to be found in philosophy, when looked at from a particular
angle, can indeed be read as contributing to theology. That is, the most vi-
cious and destructive of philosophies can be reinterpreted as being hand-
maidens of theology, whether they like it or not. Unsurprisingly, then, the
concluding chapter, “Another Life: ‘We Have Never Been Medieval,’” pres-
ents a more explicitly theological account of many of the issues encoun-
tered in the previous chapters, arguing that orthodox Christianity can of-
fer an account of life and of nature that avoids such contemporary
nihilism, and in so doing restore our commonsense world, and thus with it
the possibility of beauty, truth, goodness, and lastly, our belief in evolu-
tion. We do so by examining the first two chapters of Genesis, the identity
of Adam and Eve, original sin, the Fall, and death itself.

As this book is written not by a scientist but by someone trained in
theology, philosophy, and law, my empathy with any reader lacking famil-
iarity with scientific terminology is acute. Every effort has genuinely been
made to make this book accessible to nonspecialists. After all, I am one of
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them. But what should motivate us to interact with disciplines outside our
own, and indeed to read a book about evolution, is the cultural and theo-
logical necessity to do so, because for better or worse, science’s account of
the natural world has been used to challenge many of our most cherished
philosophical and theological views. It is important to communicate what
such challenges amount to, and from whence they issue. Or, as Saint Paul
might implore us, we need to learn and be familiar with the poets and
thinkers of lands initially strange to us, and today the verse of evolution is
a most pressing case, for if we fail in this regard we remain ignorant of
some of the most major debates of our time and end up preaching only to
the choir, and thus ghettoizing Christianity. But at the same time, any such
encounter can help us better to understand that which we once took to be
both obvious and familiar: our belief in God. As Pope Benedict XVI put it:
“The theory of evolution does not invalidate the faith, nor does it corrobo-
rate it. But it does challenge the faith to understand itself more profoundly
and thus to help man to understand himself and to become increasingly
what he is: the being who is supposed to say Thou to God in eternity.”4
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