
Introduction 

Few equalled C.S. Lewis (1898–1963) 
in defending the Christian faith, 
and it should not come as a surprise 

that he also commented on the theory of 
evolution. Lewis’ writings are now used 
to support widely differing views on the 
compatibility of evolution and a belief in 

a Creator. On the one hand, Lewis is quo-
ted for ”his acceptance of evolution as 
well as his criticism of ill-conceived ver-
sions of the design argument”, and it is 
said that ”he is clearly a Christian The is -
tic Evolutionist, or an Evolutionary 
Christian Theist” (Peterson, 2010). On 
the other hand, West says of Lewis that 

Copyright © 2026 Author(s).  
Open access article – published under CC BY-NC 4.0. 

Theofilos. Volume 15, 2026, issue 1, pp. 40–54  DOI: https://doi.org/10.48032/theo/15/1/5 
ISSN print 1893-7969, ISSN online: ISSN 2703-7037

Learning from C.S. Lewis’s  
view on evolution 

Sverre Holm 
Professor Emeritus of Physics 

Department of Physics, University of Oslo 
sverre.holm@fys.uio.no 

Abstract: ”In the science, Evolution is a theory about changes; in the 
Myth, it is a fact about improvements” is what Lewis wrote in The Fune -
ral of a Great Myth in the 1940’s, demonstrating both an acceptance of, 
and a scepticism towards the explanatory power of biological evolution. 
   There seems to be an ambiguity in reading Lewis, as Peterson in 2010 
called him a theistic evolutionist, or an evolutionary theist, while West in 
2012 said that Lewis does not fit in with mainstream theistic evolution. 
    This ambiguity more than anything else demonstrates the lack of pre-
cision in the label ”theistic evolution” as Lewis cannot possibly both be 
supportive of it and against it at the same time. This label covers such a 
wide range of views as to border on the meaningless.  
    Also, one cannot understand Lewis’ scepticism towards explanations 
for improvements in evolution without considering his reading of 
Haldane, one of the founders of Neo-Darwinism, and an atheist. Nearly a 
century later, biologists still state that why the major evolutionary transi-
tions happened defy explanation (Szathmáry, Smith, Nature 1995). These 
transitions are different from the term macroevolution, as they occur at an 
even higher level, e.g., from primates to human societies with natural lan-
guage. Biologists seem to deal with this lack of explanation by either  
1) accepting it, 2) by a more or less justified trust in a future resolution, or 
3) by denying that there is progress at all, often leading to a low view of 
humans.  
    I argue here that Lewis’s view can still guide us today in expressing awe 
and wonder over the process of evolution as well as scepticism to the cla-
ims of evolutionism that everything has been explained, what Lewis liked 
to call the Myth. 

Keywords: Evolutionary transitions, progress, Haldane, theistic evolu-
tion, evolutionary creation, intelligent design

Theofilos   
A Nordic open access journal in Theology, Philosophy and Culture 

Published by NLA University College (Norway) – in partnership with Johannelund School of 

Theology (Sweden) and Centre for Christian Apologetics (Denmark)



”it would be wrong to conclude that his 
acceptance of some kind of human evolu-
tion placed him in the camp of main -
stream evolutionary biology, or even of 
mainstream theistic evolution” (West, 
2012, p. 115). West, a proponent of 
Intelligent Design, continues by claiming 
that ”Lewis’s rejection of emergent evolu-
tion exposes why his way of thinking is 
ultimately so friendly to intelligent 
design.” (West, 2012, p. 135). 

Bergman, a Young Earth Creationist, 
agrees with West and in his eagerness to 
gain the support of Lewis, says that ”it is 
commonly believed that C.S. Lewis was a 
theistic evolutionist. A careful study of his 
writings reveals, not only that for most of 
his life he was not a theistic evolutionist, 
but strongly opposed Darwinism, especi-
ally towards the end of his life (Bergman, 
2016, back cover).”  

It will be clear that Lewis is not an ori-
ginal thinker when it comes to evolution, 
but builds on what biologists say. It is his 
enduring influence (Voth, 2021), as the 
quotes above also demonstrate, that justi-
fy discussing his views.  

In this paper I will first trace the ori-
gins of Lewis’ views on evolution. They 
were based on the limitations of evolutio-
nary science to explain progress in evolu-
tion in his day. I will demonstrate that 
many of these limitations are still valid. 
This makes Lewis’ view relevant even 
today.  

Although building on scientific obser-
vations from cosmic and biological evolu-
tion, the paper is primarily a contribution 
in the philosophy of science. 

Doubt about Lewis’ view 
The uncertainty about Lewis’ point of 
view on evolution seems to come from 
some statements in the correspondence 
with Captain Bernard Acworth, one of 

the leaders of the Evolution Protest 
Movement in Great Britain (Ferngren & 
Numbers, 1996).  

In his first letters in 1944, Lewis made 
it clear that he is neither attacking nor 
defending evolution, and that Chris ti -
anity can still be believed even if evolu-
tion is true. In 1951, after having read a 
manuscript of Acworth’s, he refused to 
write a preface of endorsement for it. 
However, he also admits that the book 
has influenced him saying ”I must confess 
it has shaken me: not in my belief in evo-
lution, which was of the vaguest and 
most intermittent kind, but in my belief 
that the question was wholly unimpor-
tant.” In a letter from 1960, Lewis discus-
sed the book The Phenomenon of Man by 
Teilhard de Chardin and called it ”Evol u -
tion run mad.” He characterized it as a 
view which ends up ”in something 
uncomfortably like Pantheism.” 

Ferngren & Numbers discuss these let-
ters in light of what Lewis had written 
elsewhere, especially in The Problem of 
Pain from 1940 (Lewis, 2007c), and 
”The Funeral of a Great Myth” (Lewis, 
1967). They claim that there was a shift 
in Lewis’ view from the 1940’s, and that 
in later letters from the 1950’s and 60’s he 
became ”increasingly critical of evolutio-
nism” quoting him from a 1951 letter as 
blaming this on the ”the fanatical and 
twis ted attitudes of its defenders.” They 
also say that ”He always carefully indica-
ted that he opposed evolutionism as a 
philosophy, not evolution as a biological 
theory.” However, they leave open the 
door for some doubt on Lewis’ part sug-
gesting from the correspondence with 
Acworth ”that he had come in his later 
years to entertain more doubts about the 
claims made for organic evolution than 
his published works indicate.” 

Peterson attempts to distance Lewis 
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from the Intelligent Design (ID) move-
ment (Peterson, 2010). This movement is 
characterized by (1) a critical view of the 
explanatory power of Neo-Darwinism, 
and (2) claims that there is stronger scien-
tific evidence for a designer in nature than 
for an origin which is mindless and undi-
rected. Note the use of the word ”scienti-
fic” here. Few who profess the Apostles’ 
Creed, ”I believe in God the Father 
almighty, Maker of heaven and earth”, 
will deny that there is a designer behind 
nature, and most will also claim that 
there is evidence for a designer.  

The hypothesis of ID is that there is 
also ”scientific evidence”, and the ques-
tion is whether Lewis would have sup -
port ed that or not. When Lewis lived, the 
science of the beginning of the universe 
(Big Bang) was not yet established, and 
neither was the role of the information 
contained in DNA. How he would have 
argued with respect to design if he had 
known facts like these is not possible to 
say in retrospect. But commenting on the 
moral argument of Mere Christianity, 
McGrath remarks that ”Lewis is noting 
that the world is emblazoned with such 
‘clues,’ none of which individually proves 
anything, but which taken together give a 
cumulative case for believing in God.” 
(McGrath, 2013, pp. 222–223). Later he 
comments on Lewis’ ”argument from de -
sire” that ”Like right and wrong, this 
sense of longing is thus a ‘clue’ to the 
mea n ing of the universe.” (McGrath, 
2013, p. 224). Thus, Lewis prefers point -
ing to the cumulative weight of many fac-
tors, rather than promoting individual 
arguments as evidence or ”proof”. 

Lewis is also clear on where the limits 
of science lie, as in this quote from Mere 
Christianity (1952):  

Do not think I am saying anything 
against science: I am only saying 

what its job is. And the more scien-
tific a man is, the more (I believe) 
he would agree with me that this is 
the job of science – and a very use-
ful and necessary job it is too. But 
why anything comes to be there at 
all, and whether there is anything 
behind the things science observes – 
something of a different kind – this 
is not a scientific question (Lewis, 
2007a, p. 29, Book I, Ch. 4).  

Both Lewis style of arguing based on 
clues and his understanding of the limits 
to finding ”whether there is anything 
behind the things science observes,” 
make it unlikely in my view that Lewis 
would have supported today’s ID move-
ment.  

Peterson continues by stating that 
Lewis accepted both cosmic and biologi-
cal evolution and regarded them as con-
firmed scientific theories. Cosmic evolu-
tion is the development from Big Bang to 
life as depicted in Figure 1 (Holm, 2025, 
p. 44). There is no doubt that cosmic evo-
lution has taken place, and that some of 
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the fine-tuned processes that took place 
are known. However, it really defies 
explanation when it comes to why it hap-
pened. Statements using the word ”mira-
culous” are not uncommon, even in secu-
lar literature: 

The appearance of something new 
and more complex than what pre-
ceded it, something with new emer-
gent properties, always seems as 
miraculous as the birth of a new 
baby, because the general tendency 
of the universe is to get less com -
plex and more disorderly. (Chris -
tian, 2018, p. 12). 

Peterson based his statement on Lewis’ 
view on evolution on two passages from 
The Problem of Pain. However, when 
read in context, these passages are Lewis’ 
former atheistic arguments. It is not at all 
evident that they represent Lewis’ view as 
a Christian. The controversial part is 
wheth er one can ascribe to Lewis a belief 
that cosmic evolution can be explained by 
natural mechanisms. If that is what Peter -
son means by ”confirmed”, I think he 
ascribes a view to Lewis which cannot be 
supported. 

Despite this, Peterson infers that al -
though Lewis had a positive view of sci-
ence, his ”incisive criticisms of Natu -
ralism masquerading as evolutionary sci-
ence are still very relevant”. A clear dis-
tinction between evolution as a biological 
theory and evolutionism helps us see that 
there was no contradiction in Lewis. He 
can be positive towards common descent 
and at the same time be critical towards 
evolutionism – evolutionary science being 
used in support of a wider naturalistic 
worldview including a mindless and un -
directed origin of man.  

West, in his very thorough investiga-
tion of Lewis’ views points out, as does 
Peterson, how Lewis criticizes Evolut io -

nism or what he called the Great Myth of 
Evolution (Lewis, 1967). It is the story 
where life against all odds suddenly appe-
ars without any purpose and so did 
human consciousness. But in the end, all 
will disappear in the cosmic death of the 
universe, and all ends in nothingness. 
This critique of Evolutionism unites the 
Intelligent Design movement with many 
outside it, even those labelling themselves 
theistic evolutionists.  

West contrasts Lewis with a modern 
representative of theistic evolution with 
minimal room for God’s action, the cell 
and molecular biologist Kenneth R. 
Miller (West, 2012, pp. 110-111; 133). 
Peters & Hewlett call him a scientific 
materialist who denies divine interven-
tion. This is a view that they find to be 
contradictory, and they conclude by say-
ing that ”[e]ven though Miller claims to 
be a theist, he de facto places himself in 
the deist camp.” (Peters & Hewlett, 
2003, p. 156). West is right in pointing 
out that Lewis and Miller would have 
found little to agree on and that Lewis’ 
view was far from Miller’s brand of theis-
tic evolution. 

Lewis on the limitations of evo-
lutionary theory 
There is little doubt that Lewis considered 
biological evolution to be a viable scienti-
fic theory:  

To the biologist, Evolution is a hy -
po thesis. It covers more of the facts 
than any other hypothesis at pre-
sent on the market, and is therefore 
to be accepted unless, or until, 
some new supposal can be shown 
to cover still more facts with even 
fewer assumptions. At least, that is 
what I think most biologists would 
say. (”The Funeral of the Great 
Myth”) 
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Lewis seems also not to have considered 
the origin of man’s physical body to be a 
very important question, compared to the 
origin of his soul. He said ”that man is 
phy sically descended from animals, I 
have no objection … ” (Lewis, 2007c,  
p. 590, Ch. 5), written in The Problem of 
Pain in 1940 . 

Lewis clearly also understood his own 
limitations in handling the details of evo-
lutionary theory saying in a letter in 1950 
at the age of 52, that ”I don’t see how at 
my age, I can start making myself a good 
enough Biologist to reply to the Darwin -
ians” (Ferngren & Numbers, 1996). He 
was humble enough to view evolutionary 
theory as an outsider, like this author, say-
ing that as long as scientists consider it to 
be the best theory, he would follow them. 
This is an example for anyone who is not 
a biologist. This commitment to support 
truth, whatever its source, is similar to 
what guided the cautious acceptance of 
evolution by the theologian B. B. War -
field, one of the contributors to ”The 
Fun  damentals: A Testimony To The 
Truth” in 1910–1915 (Livingstone & 
Noll, 2000). If scientists consider it to be 
a good theory for scientific and not ideo-
logical reasons, neither of them would 
doubt that.  

Lewis’ more critical remarks are said 
in the context of distinguishing between 
the biological theory of evolution and 
what he called the Great Myth. In his 
own words: ”In the science, Evolution is 
a theory about changes; in the Myth, it is 
a fact about improvements” (Lewis, 
1967).  

This distinction between change and 
improvement is central to his argument. 
The source for this belief is John B. S. 
Hal dane (1892–1964), a professed athe-
ist and secular humanist and one of the 
founders of Neo-Darwinism. Haldane 

wrote this in the chapter ”Darwinism 
Today” in a book from 1927 as he was 
discussing whether there is direction, and 
implicitly a mind behind evolution 
(Haldane, 1932, pp. 28-30). The quote 
from Lewis above continues by saying: 

Thus a real scientist like Professor 
J. B. S. Haldane is at pains to point 
out that popular ideas of Evolution 
lay a wholly unjustified emphasis 
on those changes which have ren-
dered creatures (by human stan-
dards) ‘better’ or more interesting. 

Lewis then cites Haldane again: ”We are 
therefore inclined to regard progress as 
the rule in evolution. Actually, it is the 
exception, and for every case of it there 
are ten of degeneration.” 

Lewis’ view is that the theory of evolu-
tion only explains change for the sake of 
survival and not necessarily progress or 
improvement, often in terms of an increa-
se in complexity. Biologists are a little 
vague on how exactly to define these 
terms, but hopefully the meaning will 
despite this be clearer later in the paper.  

Lewis probably wrote this in the late 
40’s, already more than 20 years after 
Haldane had written about the limita-
tions of evolutionary theory. Lewis would 
use Haldane as an important source 
despite Haldane’s negative review of 
Lewis’ book That Hideous Strength 
(1945).  

The usefulness of Lewis’ point of view 
for us today hinges on whether Lewis’ 
differentiation between change and 
improvement still holds, or if new results 
in biology have overturned Haldane’s 
century old views. 

Evolutionary transitions and 
progress in evolution 
The theory of evolution is (1) a story of 
how life has evolved from a common an -
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cestor and (2) a description of the mecha-
nism(s) for how life evolves. It is import -
ant to separate the two as the former, in 
the form of the principles of common 
descent and of deep time, was established 
even before Darwin’s book Origin of 
Species in 1859 and is much less contro-
versial than what the specifics of the 
mechanism are. Darwin’s main contribu-
tion was the principle of natural selection 
for how life evolves. 

Lewis’ quotation of Haldane is only 
concerned with the mechanisms for life’s 
evolution, not the fact that it has evolved. 
It will turn out that Haldane’s view on 
whether progress can be explained by the 
principle of natural selection, is not so far 
from views held by evolutionary biolo-
gists and geneticists even today.  

The challenge for evolutionary theory 
is still to explain the apparent progress 
over the history of life, assuming that 
”[b]y any sensible measure of complexity, 
one is likely to conclude that biological 
units of evolution in certain lineages got 
more complex through the 3.5 billion 
years of evolution” (Szathmáry, 2015).   

The apparent progress in the history of 
life is marked by distinct evolutionary 
transitions, (Szathmáry & Smith, 1995), 
(Smith & Szathmáry, 2000). Note that 
these transitions are different from macro -
evolution which usually means evolution 
at the Order, Class, or Phylum level in the 
Linnean system. The transitions are at an 
even higher level.  

A recent list of the major transitions is 
(Szathmáry, 2015): 

1. The emergence of protocells, a 
self-organized collection of genes 

2. First life consisting of prokaryo-
tic cells without a nucleus, such as 
bacteria, about 3.5 billion years 
ago 

3. Eukaryotic single-celled orga-
nisms with a nucleus (protists), 
about 2.5 billion years ago, e.g. 
yeast and amoeba  

4. Plastids, organelles inside the 
eukaryotic cells, such as chloro -
plasts for photosynthesis, as in 
algae, probably around 1.5 billion 
years ago  

5. Multicellularity (plants, animals, 
fungi) 800 million years or more 
ago leading to the Cambrian explo-
sion around 530 million years ago 

6. Solitary individuals that form 
colonies, i.e., among ants, bees, and 
termites.  

7. From primate societies to human 
societies with natural language or 
the ascent of man 

The transitions leading up to humans are 
shown in Figure 2 (all except number 6). 

It may come as a surprise to read this 
in the first lines of a paper in the journal 
Nature: 
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There is no theoretical reason to 
expect evolutionary lineages to 
increase in complexity with time, 
and no empirical evidence that they 
do so. Nevertheless, eukaryotic 
cells are more complex than proka-
ryotic ones, animals and plants are 
more complex than protists, and so 
on (Szathmáry & Smith, 1995).  

One of the authors, John Maynard Smith 
(1920-2004) was a student of Haldane’s 
and himself a humanist.1 The same auth -
ors say it somewhat differently later in 
their popular book:  

The theory of evolution by natural 
selection does not predict that 
organisms will get more complex. 
It predicts only that they will get 
better at surviving and reproducing 
in the current environment, or at 
least that they will not get worse 
(Smith & Szathmáry, 2000, p. 15). 

This echoes what Lewis quoted from 
Haldane about change vs improvement. 
Szathmáry and Smith should be commen-
ded for their honesty when they ask 
themselves the following question: 

Why did natural selection, acting 
on entities at the lower level (repli-
cating molecules, free-living proka-
ryotes, asexual protists, single cells, 
individual organisms), not disrupt 
integration at the higher level 
(chromosomes, eukaryotic cells, 
sexual species, multicellular orga-
nisms, societies)? The problem is 
not an imaginary one: there is a real 
danger that selection at the lower 
level will disrupt integration at the 
higher. … We cannot explain these 
transitions in terms of the ultimate 
benefits they conferred (Szathmáry 
& Smith, 1995).  

The big question is not whether these 
transitions happened, but the question 
why, as indicated by the quotes above. 
Their popular book just focuses on what 

happened at the major transitions. This is 
a complex subject, and a cursory reading 
may indicate that the mechanisms have 
been uncovered and are well understood. 
As an example, one of them is symbiosis, 
which is based on collaboration, in many 
ways the opposite of natural selection 
and survival of the fittest. Maybe it is for 
this reason that the authors warn ”not to 
misunderstand or exaggerate its role” 
(Smith & Szathmáry, 2000, p. 107)? A 
more thorough reading will in addition 
show that the authors are careful to state 
the uncertainty in the theories they pro-
pose, and for this they should be com-
mended. Thus, the book repeatedly uses 
word like ”suggest”, ”seem”, ”likely”, 
and asks the reader to ”imagine”.  

Here it may be appropriate to draw a 
parallel to physics where dark matter has 
been suggested to explain the properties 
of galaxies. Dark matter exercises gravi-
tational influence, but cannot be detected 
in any other way, e.g., by electromagnetic 
radiation. There presumably exists much 
more dark matter than ordinary matter. It 
may sound exotic and science-like, but 
use of the word ”dark” is just another 
way for saying ”not understood”. It is 
therefore tempting to postulate a similar 
”dark matter” or ”dark energy” of biolo-
gy as the unknown mechanism which in 
addition to natural selection is behind 
some or all of the major evolutionary 
transitions (Holm, 2025, pp. 194–195). 

A recent popular book about evolu-
tion has similar statements about the 
inexplicability of some of the transitions, 
or the why question: ”[T]here is nothing 
in the theory of evolution by natural 
selection to suggest this [i.e. progress in 
evolution] is inevitable, and of course 
bac teria are still one of the most abun-
dant and successful forms of life” 
(Charlesworth & Charlesworth, 2017, 
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Chap. 8). These scientists are echoing 
what Stephen Gould also said in 2002: 
”The bare-bones mechanics of the theory 
of natural selection provides no rationale 
for progress because the theory speaks 
only of adaptation to local changing envi-
ronments” as cited in (Desmond, 2021). 
This is essentially what Haldane said 
already in 1927, and which Lewis builds 
on. 

More specifically, both the first and 
the final transitions in the list above, defy 
explanation: ”Two other major and lar-
gely unsolved problems … are the origin 
of the basic features of living cells and the 
origin of human consciousness” (Char les -
worth & Charlesworth, 2017, Chap 7). I 
won’t go into the origin of life here but 
focus on the lack of explanation for why 
the foremost characteristics of man’s con -
sciousness, language, appeared. This is 
said in even more detail in a paper with 
the word ”mystery” in the title. It was 
written by a group of eight distinguished 
scientists representing a spectrum of fields 
(Hauser et al., 2014). They have studied 
(1) nonhuman animals; (2) fossil and ar -
chae ological evidence; (3) the genetics of 
language; and (4) evolutionary models 
and found that despite the explosion of 
research over the last 40 years, ”the rich-
ness of ideas is accompanied by a poverty 
of evidence”. In conclusion they say that 
”the most fundamental questions about 
the origins and evolution of our linguistic 
capacity remain as mysterious as ever” 
(Holm, 2025, pp. 208–209). 

Lewis’ criticism of naturalism as the 
sole cause of man’s ability to reason is 
related to our language ability. The fol -
low ing quotes are from Miracles, in the 
revised chapter 3 from 1960 (Lewis, 
2007b, pp. 313-314, 317). Here Lewis 
says: ”All possible knowledge, then, 
depends on the validity of reasoning. … 

Unless human reasoning is valid no scien-
ce can be true.” Lewis continues by again 
quoting Haldane:  

Thus a strict materialism refutes 
itself for the reason given long ago 
by Professor Haldane: ‘If my men-
tal processes are determined wholly 
by the motions of atoms in my 
brain I have no reason to suppose 
that my beliefs are true … And 
hence I have no reason for suppo-
sing my brain to be composed of 
atoms.’ (Haldane, 1932, p. 209). 

Lewis continues with 

But this, as it seems to me, is what 
Naturalism is bound to do. It offers 
what professes to be a full account 
of our mental behaviour; but this 
account, on inspection, leaves no 
room for the acts of knowing or 
insight on which the whole value of 
our thinking, as a means to truth, 
depends. 

It is noteworthy also that similar 
thoughts, voiced by the ID movement, 
ha ve influenced a prominent atheist phi -
lo sopher to question the power of the 
materialist neo-Darwinian conception of 
nature to explain the human mind 
(Nagel, 2012, pp. 9-11). 

Dealing with progress in evolu-
tion  
It may be debated what is meant by pro-
gress as ”there is no generally accepted 
measure of biological complexity.” 
(Szathmáry & Smith, 1995). That may be 
one of the reasons why some scientists 
shy away from dealing with apparent 
evolutionary progress. This is expressed 
in a popular textbook as follows: 
”Wheth er or not evolution is ‘progressi-
ve’ is a complicated question. The word 
‘progress’ has the connotation of a goal, 
and as we have seen, evolution does not 
have goals” (Futuyma, 1998, p. 299). 
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Here Futuyma also points to a second 
reason, which is the belief in the lack of 
goals in evolution. Smith and Szatmáry’s 
book reminds the reader three times that 
evolution by natural selection lacks fore-
sight (Smith & Szathmáry, 2000, p. 25; 
63; 70).  

It is true that there is an almost com -
plete absence of evidence for foresight, 
purpose, or final causes in evolutionary 
science. It is even doubtful that final cau-
ses can be studied or found by science, 
just as science is also blind to a possible 
immaterial soul and the primary cause for 
why something exists at all (Peters & 
Hewlett, 2003, pp. 169-171). Going back 
to the rise of science in the seventeenth 
century, one of the key ideas was what 
Francis Bacon expressed like this:  

the handling of final causes, mixed 
with the rest in physical inquiries, 
hath intercepted the severe and dili-
gent inquiry of all real and physical 
causes, … to the great arrest and 
prejudice of further discovery, (The 
Advancement of Learning, 1605).  

In essence, he says that the search for final 
causes via natural science will only hinder 
progress in the sciences. Bacon’s argu-
ment was also that of theoretical chemist, 
mathematician, and Methodist lay prea-
cher Charles Coulson in the 1950’s, 
(Coul son, 1955, p. 47). But Bacon also 
said that ”I had rather believe all the fab-
les in the Legend and the Talmud, and the 
Alcoran, than that this universal frame is 
without a mind.” (The Essays of Francis 
Bacon). Despite the decoupling of the 
study of final causes from science, there 
was no doubt that Bacon believed that 
such causes exist. Put another way, the 
”absence of evidence” for final causes in 
science, is not ”evidence of absence” of 
such causes. 

Based on these considerations, there 

seems to be at least three ways to deal 
with the apparent progress in evolution. 
The first and simplest is just to accept that 
the theory of evolution by natural selec-
tion cannot explain progress, and that by 
any reasonable measure of progress the 
question why these transitions happened 
is inexplicable. This may mean that some 
of them will be outside of what is possible 
to study with science as philosopher 
Thomas Nagel describes so well:  

Scientists are well aware of how 
much they don’t know, but this is a 
different kind of problem – not just 
acknowledging the limits of what is 
actually understood but of trying to 
recognize what can and cannot in 
principle be understood by certain 
existing methods (Nagel, 2012, p. 3).  

Nagel seems to be content with a lack of 
explanation and to remain what some 
have called a ”mysterian”. Lewis is also 
of the opinion that this is outside of the 
domain of science and in the essay ”Two 
lectures” from 1945 he asked: ”Is it not 
equally reasonable to look outside nature 
for the real Originator of the natural or -
der?” (Lewis, 2014). This may be taken 
to be an invocation of a God-of-the-gaps 
explanation, but I would rather, in light 
of the Nagel quote above, identify it with 
what mathematician John C. Lennox 
calls a ”good gap” in (Lennox, 2011, 
Appendix E). 

Here, we would do well to learn from 
the humility that Darwin expressed in the 
very beginning (page II) of Origin of 
Species. In all editions from 1859 until 
the final edition from 1876, Darwin sur-
prisingly recommends the reading of two 
books with this quote from Francis Bacon 
(from ”Advancement of Learning,” 
1605): 

To conclude, therefore, let no man 
out of a weak conceit of sobriety, 
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or an ill-applied moderation, think 
or maintain, that a man can search 
too far or be too well studied in the 
book of God’s word, or in the book 
of God’s works; divinity or philo-
sophy; but rather let men endea-
vour an endless progress or profici-
ence in both.  

Lewis, the medievalist, would surely have 
agreed with Bacon and pointed to the 
roots of the idea of the two books in early 
Church history.  

The second way to deal with the appa-
rent progress in evolution is also to accept 
it as a fact but then add a belief that since 
the theory of evolution is so successful, it 
will, sooner or later be possible to explain 
this progress, based on further develop-
ment of evolutionary theory.  

The book by Smith and Szathmáry 
represents this way, at least for some of 
the early evolutionary transitions. They 
are optimists and say for instance that 
”[f]or the present, we have to accept that 
the origin of molecules with unlimited 
heredity is an unsolved problem. But pro-
gress is rapid.” Their hope is also expres-
sed in this way: ”Although we are still far 
from the artificial synthesis of such a 
system [i.e. simple cells] in the laboratory, 
this may happen in a few decades”(Smith 
& Szathmáry, 2000, p. 34; 50). This may 
be a justified hope based on what science 
so far has achieved. It may also resemble 
what Karl Popper in 1984 called ”pro-
missory materialism” – the hope that 
mate rialism someday will explain what is 
now inexplicable (Gendle, 2011). It may 
sound like a scientific point of view due 
to the scientific terminology used, but it is 
an untestable claim which is impossible 
to falsify. Therefore, it really is a philo-
sophical claim.  

The third way of dealing with appa-
rent progress is the most radical one, and 

probably also the most common one. 
Here one denies that there is any progress 
at all. The argument is indirectly that as 
the theory of evolution cannot explain 
any direction in evolution, and such a 
direction anyway is hard to define, there 
isn’t really any progress. Few express this 
more clearly than Richard Dawkins in his 
criticism of the Catholic Church for its 
view of human exceptionalism (Dawkins, 
1999):  

Catholic morality demands the pre-
sence of a great gulf between Homo 
sapiens and the rest of the animal 
kingdom. Such a gulf is fundamen-
tally anti-evolutionary. The sudden 
injection of an immortal soul in the 
time-line is an anti-evolutionary 
intrusion into the domain of scien-
ce. 

It can also be said like this: ”Evolution 
isn’t a race to some cosmic finish line. No 
species are more evolved than the next. 
Every living thing is descended from the 
same common ancestor.” (Krukonis & 
Barr, 2011, Ch. 1). Many non-biologists 
will object instinctively to views like this. 
They find it to be almost obvious that 
there has been progress, especially when 
it comes to man, and then these scientists 
may appear to deny the facts to save their 
theory. 

The biologists cited so far all seem to 
be committed to a materialist and reduc-
tionist view of nature. Explanations of 
the complex are always sought in the pro-
perties of the basic building blocks they 
consist of. This has been a successful app-
roach to science for many centuries, but 
some question it and think that we may 
be nearing the end of its explanatory 
power. In biology, this may mean that, for 
instance, the cell also has causal powers, 
not just genes, as physiologist and biolo-
gist Denis Noble advocates. He also 
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points to this surprising statement by 
Darwin in Origin of the Species: ”I am 
convinced that natural selection has been 
the main, but not the exclusive means of 
modification” and regrets that this cau-
tious humility is not shared by many of 
his followers (Noble, 2016, p. 125).  

Lewis’ paraphrase of a defence of evo-
lution by zoology professor D. M. S. 
Watson (1886–1973) also comes to mind: 

Evolution itself is accepted by zoo-
logists not because it has been 
observed to occur or ... can be pro-
ved by logically coherent evidence 
to be true, but because the only 
alternative, special creation, is cle-
arly incredible (Lewis, 1949).   

Lewis calls it ”an a priori metaphysical 
prejudice” and labels it ”the universal 
evolutionism of modern thought”. But it 
does not have to be either/or between 
belief in a Creator and acceptance of bio-
logical evolution as Lewis himself demon-
strates. This dichotomy creates an imagi-
ned conflict (Holm, 2025). 

Although, the origin of life is not part 
of biological evolution per se, it is inclu-
ded in the first two major evolutionary 
transitions. It is relevant here to read two 
statements that Darwin expressed about 
the transition from non-life to life. The 
first is in a letter from 1871 where Dar -
win speculated that life could have emer-
ged from ”some warm little pond”. 
Today, more than a century later, little 
progress has been made and cautious sci-
entists may state that in this way: ”until 
the principles governing the process by 
which life on the Earth emerged can be 
uncovered, …” (Pross & Pascal, 2013). A 
translation into direct language from sci-
ence writer John Horgan is: ”scientists 
don’t have a clue how life began”.2 

Seemingly Darwin’s speculation about 
a warm pond contradicts what he wrote 

in the very last sentence of Origin of 
Species, where he hypothesizes about the 
origin of life in this way:  

There is grandeur in this view of 
life, with its several powers, having 
been originally breathed by the 
Creator into a few forms or into 
one; and that, whilst this planet has 
gone cycling on according to the 
fixed law of gravity, from so simple 
a beginning endless forms most 
beautiful and most wonderful have 
been, and are being, evolved. 

The three words ”by the Creator”, were 
added in the 2. edition in 1860 and 
remained there in all later editions. In my 
view, there is no contradiction between 
the two statements of Darwin. I may be 
going too far when I combine them, but I 
will anyway give it a try, as a combination 
of the two in the following way may be 
perfectly coherent: ... life having been ori-
ginally breathed by the Creator ... in 
some warm little pond with all sorts of 
am monia and phosphoric salts, light, 
heat, electricity etc., present, so that a 
pro tein compound was chemically for-
med ready to undergo more complex 
changes. 

Theistic evolution 
The constructed statement above is one 
way to express a theistic evolutionary 
point of view. In all editions of Origin of 
Species, Darwin wrote about the Creator 
in a way which many forget: 

To my mind it accords better with 
what we know of the laws impres-
sed on matter by the Creator, that 
the production and extinction of 
the past and present inhabitants of 
the world should have been due to 
secondary causes, like those deter-
mining the birth and death of the 
individual (Origin of Species, p. 488, 
1859). 
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This gives even more reason to wonder if 
Darwin would qualify as a theistic evolu-
tionist. This paper has given some 
examples of people who are considered to 
hold the theistic evolution view: Teilhard 
de Chardin, whose view Lewis characteri-
zed as ”Evolution run mad” and Keith 
Mil ler. They represent one particular 
branch of TE according to (Peters & 
Hew lett, 2003). They put B. B. Warfield 
as a cautious proponent of evolution and 
thus on the other side of the spectrum of 
TE. There are in fact several similarities 
between B. B. Warfield’s views on evolu-
tion and those of Lewis. There is even 
similarity in how B. B. Warfield’s views 
are disputed and now claimed to support 
contradicting views. Warfield is called a 
theistic evolutionist (Livingstone & Noll, 
2000), while others disagree (Zaspel, 
2010).  

In recent years, the term Evolutionary 
Creation (EC) has been given a narrower 
definition than TE. This has been done in 
order to bring more precision to the deba-
te and create distance to a position that 
may be interpreted as deism.  EC in this 
sense is therefore a subset of TE, as defi-
ned for instance by (Lamoureux, 2009):  

It contends that the Creator estab -
lished and maintains the laws of 
nature, including the mechanisms 
of a teleological evolution. In other 
words, evolution is a planned and 
pur pose-driven natural process. 
This position also argues that 
humans evolved from pre-human 
ancestors, and over a period of time 
the Image of God and human sin 
were gradually and mysteriously 
manifested. 

Francis Collins is probably the best-
known scientist who is a proponent of 
evolutionary creationism. He allows for 
purpose in the following way: 

… evolution could appear to us to 
be driven by chance, but from 
God’s perspective the outcome 
would be entirely specified. Thus, 
God could be completely and inti-
mately involved in the creation of 
all species, while from our perspec-
tive … this would appear a random 
and undirected process” (Collins, 
2006, p. 205) 

He also seems to agree that evolution 
cannot account for all properties of 
humans, in agreement with the definition 
of EC above. Collins, however, allows for 
a purely naturalistic origin of life. This 
has led John C. Lennox, due to his allow -
ance of divine intervention in the origin 
of life, to write that he distinguishes his 
view from that of Collins. Lennox is for 
this reason not comfortable in being iden-
tified with TE, but does not discuss the 
EC alternative (Lennox, 2011 Appendix 
E).  

These examples show just how large a 
range of views that exist within the theis-
tic evolution label. It makes it understan-
dable that C. S. Lewis may be interpreted 
to both be for and against theistic evolu-
tion, as it depends on which camp within 
theistic evolution one uses as a gauge  
against which to characterize him.  

The wide range of views within TE 
highlights the need for more precision 
and more nuances. On the one hand, 
more precise terms that have been sugges-
ted in addition to Evolutionary Crea tio -
nism are Providential Creationism and 
Progressive Creationism (Peters & Hew -
lett, 2003, p. 116). They are meant to 
describe different levels of divine inter-
vention in the history of life (Koperski, 
2020), but so far none of them have really 
caught on. On the other hand, Lennox 
finds it ironic to combine a metaphysical 
view, ”theistic”, with a scientific view, 
”evolution” and contrasts it with the 
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meaningless ”atheistic evolution”, thus 
dis  missing this kind of labelling (Lennox, 
2021, Chap. 13). 

Conclusion 
There is much to learn, even today, from 
Lewis’ cautious and conditional accep-
tance of biological evolution. He was gui-
ded by the principle that truth about 
nature has many sources. If scientists con-
sidered biological evolution to be true for 
scientific reasons, who was he to question 
that? This led him to accept biological 
evolution, and at the same time reject 
evolutionism, a philosophical worldview 
where evolutionary science is used to sup-
port naturalism.   

Lewis was careful not to use his own 
layman’s intuitive understanding of evo-
lution as the basis for his view. It was the 
recognized scientist and atheist J. B. S. 
Haldane who was the source and inspira-
tion for Lewis’ statement that ”[i]n the 
science, Evolution is a theory about chan-
ges; in the Myth, it is a fact about impro-
vements ”.  

The status of science today is still that 
progress in evolution, as demonstrated by 
the major evolutionary transitions, for 

the most part is beyond explanation, as it 
was almost a century ago.  

The evolutionary transitions, as well as 
the similar steps in cosmic evolution, 
coupled with the fact that these steps 
have occurred, inspire awe and wonder 
over how the universe has evolved and 
creation has adapted over millions of 
years. In the end, this knowledge may 
point us to the source of ultimate reality. 
This is not an argument for scientific evi-
dence for a Creator, as there are other 
equally valuable ways for providing evi-
dence. Science only explains a subset of 
reality. In Lewis’ own words ”whether 
there is anything behind the things science 
observes – something of a different kind – 
this is not a scientific question.” 

The lack of explanation questions the 
ability of the principle of evolution by 
natural selection to give an all-encompas-
sing explanation, a ”theory-of-every -
thing”, for life. This is the opposite of 
what some of the most passionate belie-
vers in evolution(ism) would say. 
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