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I do thank God for Charles Darwin, and for others like him. Following in the steps of William of Ockham, a Christian philosopher, Darwin encouraged us to keep filling in the gaps in our picture of the world without inserting some utterly discontinuous force. He added his voice to people who keep counseling us not to settle for cheap shortcuts if we want to understand anything, what Lutheran pastor Dietrich Bonhoeffer ridiculed as “God-of-the-gaps” thinking.
Darwin discerned and documented a pattern in the way life develops. In a limited network of relationships, novelties give rise, not just to competition (which is no surprise), but sometimes to novel forms of cooperation, where some forms of life flourish and others gradually fade away. From this we can trace how our particular form of life arose over time from earlier forms, all the way back to the earliest. That, at least, is how I’ve come to describe “natural selection,” with some input from a few biologists.
It doesn’t mention God, but so what? It’s not a theory about God. It’s a theory about limited networks of relationships. But according to ancient Christian creeds, God is an unlimited network of relationships, an infinite interplay of mutual love, said St. Augustine. If you want to talk about an unlimited network you’ll change the subject from biology to theology, or at least something like it. Both the new atheists and the intelligent design crowd could benefit from a basic theological education. There’s not much evidence that they’ve had any.
The wider implications of natural selection have been open to debate by fans and critics from the day the idea was first introduced. Many Christians and atheists saw it as a direct attack on any meaningful idea of God or the Bible. Popular histories always mention an early debate between T. H. Huxley and Bishop Samuel Wilberforce. The actual story of that encounter is more complex. 
In fact, in his objection to Darwin Wilberforce appealed mostly to the science of his day and even argued that you should never reject a theory just for clashing with your view of the Bible. 
While most in the Church of England were at first hostile, some of its most influential bishops and priests thought they could integrate Darwin’s findings into ideas about God and the Bible that they had already begun to explore. Hoosiers might be interested to know that an early pastor of Indianapolis’s own Second Presbyterian Church, Henry Ward Beecher, later became one of the most famous Christian advocates for Darwin in the United States.
The Church of England itself has felt it necessary to apologize to Darwin for not being more appreciative 150 years ago.  There’s even a Pentecostal evangelist now, Michael Dowd, who’s started his own sort of preaching circuit on behalf of evolution and God. 
Yes, we still have atheistic preachers like Richard Dawkins on one side, and scientific creationists, now disguised as promoters of intelligent design, on the other. They make most of the headlines. But if you look past the popular press and the exaggerated posturing of the headline grabbers, there’s a very creative and fruitful dialogue happening among religious, spiritual and secular thinkers who are all grateful for Darwin. 
Michael Zimmerman, dean of Butler’s College of Liberal Arts and Sciences, has been bringing religious and scientific leaders together to support and explore that dialogue through his Clergy Letter Project. Grace Unlimited observes “Evolution Weekend” every February around Darwin’s birthday. And this year, the Center for Faith and Vocation is sponsoring a series of seminars on “Darwin, Religion and Society” in honor of the 200th anniversary of Darwin’s birth and the 150th anniversary of The Origin of Species. Don’t miss them.
Why do I thank God for Darwin? I thank God for any honest and critical thinker. People who search for truth at all costs are no enemies of a God worthy of the label. They help wean us away from childish longings for a magical-sounding God-of-the-gaps who will deliver us from having to think through things. They help open our eyes to new ways of thinking about God that may in fact have more in common than you might think with the God of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob and Jesus (and of Sarah, Rebekah, Rachel and Mary). 

Darwin’s thinking may seem a threat if you think you’re supposed to have all the answers already, whether in your head or in a holy book. But if you follow a God who’s not so easily domesticated, then you can thank God for Darwin and for that professor who just upset you.
