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By the Reverend Robert A. Keefer
PASTCF Board Member

Part One of Four

A recent study of offi cial reaction by the Pres-
byterian Church to Darwin’s The Origin of 
Species led me in several directions. Over 

the next few issues of SciTech† I will look at late 
nineteenth-century Presbyterianism and how the 
church responded to Darwinism and the materi-
alistic worldview that accompanied it. Under its 
original title, On the Origin of Species by Means 
of Natural Selection was published in November 
1859. Consequently, I examined minutes of the 
General Assemblies from 1859 through 1900, 
as well as other sources, to gauge the offi cial 
response of the northern Presbyterian Church 
to Charles Darwin’s theory. In this fi rst article, 
I will set the context for later discussion.

From 1859 to 1861, there were two annual 
General Assemblies: Old School and New 
School. After the secession of the Confederate 
States of America from the Union, the Presby-
terian Church likewise divided between North 
and South. Even after the end of the War, the 
Presbyterian Church continued its north-south 
division until 1983. However, the Old School 
and New School northern churches reunited in 
1869. Since this series focuses on the North, I 
considered Old School and New School minutes 
for the years 1859 to 1869 and reunited Northern 
minutes for the rest of the century.

However, the best known offi cial action by 
the American Presbyterian Church with respect 
to Darwinian evolution happened in the South: 
the so-called “Woodrow Affair.” James Woodrow 
was the Perkins Professor of Natural Science in 
Connexion with Revealed Religion at Columbia 
Theological Seminary. An Englishman with a 
natural science doctorate (possibly chemistry) 
from Heidelberg, Woodrow was also a Presby-

terian minister. He was appointed the Perkins 
professor in 1861.

For twenty-four years, Woodrow, who 
described himself as a biblical inerrantist, taught 
that although Earth was indeed ancient and the 
Flood was probably a local, not global matter, 
evolution was still probably not true. By 1884, 
however, he had changed his mind and concluded 
that it probably was true. That is, the human body 
results from evolutionary processes under divine 
guidance, although human souls are immediately 
created by God. He published these views in the 
Southern Presbyterian Review and set off a fi re 
storm of controversy. Political maneuvering by 
his enemies, including reconstituting the board 
of Columbia Seminary, resulted in forcing him 
from his teaching post in September 1884.

Ecclesiastical trials did not succeed in remov-
ing him from the ministry, however, and he went 
on to teach at the University of South Carolina. 
In response to the Woodrow Affair, the General 
Assembly of the Presbyterian Church in the 
United States adopted a strong antievolution 
statement in 1886, emphasizing that the body 
and soul of Adam and Eve were created by 
immediate acts of divine power. The Assembly 
affi rmed that the Scriptures and the Confession 
of the Church taught these things; consequently 
the human race is perfectly one.1

The Northern Church did not have a parallel 
case to the Woodrow Affair, but it is interest-
ing to compare a case from a decade later, since 
the question of the authority of the Scriptures 
was at issue then — as it still is. The Rev. A. C. 
McGiffert was the subject of an overture from the 
Presbytery of Pittsburgh in 1898. A member of 
the Presbytery of New York (he taught at Union 
Theological Seminary), McGiffert suggested in 
his book, A History of Christianity in the Apostolic 
Age, that the Scriptures were not historically 
accurate in every respect. The General Assembly 
enumerated this and other points for McGiffert 
to consider and he replied that he conformed 
in belief and teaching to all the standards of 
the Presbyterian Church. The 1899 Assembly 
affi rmed several points to be clear, including, “To 
hold that the Holy Scriptures are in any respect 
historically inaccurate, is to oppose the teaching 
of the Confession, Chapter I, Section 4.”2

Evolution was not a factor in McGiffert’s 
work or in the Church’s response to it. I mention 
the controversy, partly because of the concern 
for the historicity of the Scriptures, and partly 
because when the Northern Assembly did take 
action directly concerned with evolution, it paired 
evolution with higher criticism, as we shall see 
in a later article. This controversy demonstrates 
the sort of theological confl ict over Scripture that

“Origin” continues on page 6 >>>
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PRESIDENTʼS CORNER BY   DEREK PURSEY

We are the Presbyterian Association on Science, Technol-
ogy and the Christian Faith. What does it mean for us 

to be Presbyterian?
Most obviously, we are Presbyterian because of our close 

connection with the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.). We are 
in covenant relationship with the Congregational Ministries 
Division of the PC(USA) and the Offi ce of Theology and 
Worship names a staff member to be an ex offi cio member 
of the PASTCF Board. However this does not really get to 
the heart of the matter. Looking at the mission of PASTCF 
might help.

In 2001, the PASTCF Board adopted a two-fold mission 
statement that encapsulated the detailed goals1 in the PASTCF 
Bylaws. The mission of PASTCF is:

1. To present issues of science and technology for integra-
tion into the life of the church, and

2. To present issues of Reformed theology for integration 
into the lives of Presbyterian scientists and technical 
professionals.

Through SciTech†, we frequently “present issues of science and 
technology,” although there is little evidence that these are 
getting integrated into the life of the PC(USA). However, to 
what extent do we “present issues of Reformed theology”?

This question was brought home to me last fall. At my 
church, I volunteered to lead an adult class based on the 
book Presbyterian Beliefs by Donald K. McKim.2 McKim’s 
book presents basic Presbyterian theology, as understood in 
the mainstream of our denomination. The main themes are 
identifi ed by McKim’s chapter headings: Revelation, Trinity, 
Creation, Providence, Humanity, Sin, Christology, Holy Spirit, 
Election and Predestination, Salvation by Grace, Church, 
Christian Life, and The Future Life. It is not obvious how 
to “present issues of science and technology” in language that 
would make sense in the context of this theology, or to express 
“issues of Reformed theology,” as presented in McKim’s book, 
in ways that would seem relevant in a science laboratory. A 
communications engineer might liken this to an “impedance 
mismatch” that inhibits the fl ow of a signal from one device 
to another.

Don’t get me wrong. PASTCF is doing many excellent 
things. I receive many comments on the high quality of SciTech†. 
The website <www.pastcf.org> is outstanding. Bill McIvor 
deserves praise for his efforts as SciTech† editor and PASTCF 
webmaster. Complimentary copies of SciTech† are sent to all 
presbytery executives, to all chaplains of Presbyterian-related 
colleges, and to all members of the PC(USA) Congregational 
Ministries Division Committee. The PASTCF booth at Gen-
eral Assembly attracts a great deal of interest, and the PASTCF 
luncheon is always well attended. PASTCF has recognized 
twenty-eight individuals since the 1998 inception of the Daniel 
W. Martin ‘Science as Christian Vocation’ program. PASTCF 
members present issues of science and faith in churches and at 

conferences wherever and whenever an opportunity occurs.3 
Three PASTCF chapters sponsor local or regional events. 
Several more local groups have expressed interest in forming 
chapters. Nationally, PASTCF will sponsor a mini-conference 
in the Santa Barbara, CA area in the summer of 2005. The 
PASTCF Resource Catalog and the PASTCF Introductory 
Bibliography list many resources (mostly for adults but some 
for youth and children) that can be used in church education 
classes. We are indeed doing many good things.

The problem is that, for all our efforts, we do not seem to 
be reaching the main body of Presbyterian believers. I believe 
that PASTCF must make greater efforts to reach the large 
majority of Presbyterians whose faith would fi nd theological 
expression (whether they realize it or not) as that presented 
in McKim’s book.

Among McKim’s topics, science can be especially relevant 
to revelation, creation, providence, and humanity, but not 
necessarily in ways that are either welcome or helpful to faith. 
For example, science can contribute to what theologians call 
general revelation. However, for most Presbyterians, special 
revelation based on the Bible, “the Word of God written,” is 
what really counts. Presbyterians understand the biblical cre-
ation stories to tell that God created the universe. That science 
may tell how God did it seems largely irrelevant to salvation. 
Sociobiology can agree with the Presbyterian doctrine of sin 
that humans have innate tendencies to selfi shness and other 
antisocial characteristics, but offers no hope for redemption. 
That’s how we evolved through natural selection, so live with 
it. Providence includes not only God continuously sustaining 
creation, but also, as the Bible attests, God’s direct intervention 
in human affairs. Science is decidedly uncomfortable with 
the latter. Yet, at the very least, Christians believe that God 
intervened in history through Jesus Christ.

This brings us to the heart of the Christian gospel. We 
humans, created in the image of God, have fallen away and 
are incapable of overcoming sin through our own unaided 
efforts. But God came to earth in the person of Jesus of 
Nazareth, who was/is “fully human and fully divine in one 
person,” and through his death and resurrection we are offered 
redemption — forgiveness of sins, and (with the help of the 
Holy Spirit) the opportunity to grow into a new life in tune 
with God’s will. What can science say, except that no scien-
tifi c criteria have been established for recognizing divinity, 
and that no resurrections4 have been reported in reputable 
scientifi c journals?

This, it seems to me, is the crux of the problem. Squabbling 
about creationism versus “big bang” cosmology and Darwin-
ian evolution really misses the point. Scientifi c research, with 
“methodological naturalism”5 as its philosophical underpin-
ning, can never fi nd evidence to support the theological claims 
at the center (rather than the periphery) of the Christian faith. 
It is easy to slide into “ontological naturalism”5 that denies the

“Presbyterian” continues on page 5 >>>

We Are Presbyterian!
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By history, name, and purpose the Presbyterian 
Association on Science, Technology and the Christian 
Faith is related to the Presbyterian Church (USA). 
However, PASTCF is neither funded nor directed by 
denominational staff but works within a covenant 
relationship with the Congregational Ministries 
Division through its Theology and Worship Office. 
Each year CMD requests reports from its covenantal 
partners and the following was prepared by Derek 
Pursey for this year’s CMD committee meeting. It 
is reprinted here so that association members can be 
more fully aware of both our relationship with CMD 
and the work that PASTCF is doing. — Ed.

History
PASTCF is a direct descendent of two previ-
ous initiatives within the Presbyterian Church 
(USA). A Task Force on Theology and Cosmol-
ogy was formed in 1983 in response to an overture 
passed by the 194th General Assembly (1982). 
The Task Force presented its final report to the 
200th General Assembly (1988), which then 
established a Work Group on Christian Faith, 
Science, and Technology. The Work Group 
operated from 1988 through 1993.

The Work Group organized PASTCF as a 
membership organization at the 204th General 
Assembly (1992). Through careful stewardship of 
resources, the Work Group continued operating 
into 1993, providing essential support for the 
nascent association. PASTCF is now a non-
profit corporation, incorporated in the state of 
Pennsylvania, and is recognized by the IRS as a 
tax-exempt charitable organization under Sec-
tion 501(c) of the Internal Revenue Code.

Goals
The Association’s Bylaws define a general 
purpose and a number of specific purposes for 
the organization. The general purpose is “to 
challenge and assist the Presbyterian Church 
(USA), at all levels, to study, understand, dis-
cuss and act on the implications of science and 
technology as they affect the theology, worship, 
practice and moral actions of the church; and to 
challenge and assist Presbyterian scientists, engi-
neers and other technical professionals to study, 
understand, discuss and act on the implications 
of the Reformed theological tradition for their 
scientific and technical vocations.”

This and the specific purposes are summa-
rized by the Mission Statement adopted by the 
Board in 2001: “to present issues of science and 
technology for integration into the life of the 
Church, and to present issues of Reformed theol-
ogy for integration into the lives of Presbyterian 
scientists and technical professionals.”

Present Status
Currently, PASTCF has a little over 300 mem-
bers and affiliate members, in 39 states, the 
District of Columbia, and Canada. The largest 
concentrations are in Maryland (32), Colorado 
(27), California (26), Pennsylvania (26), and 
Iowa (23). Affiliate membership is offered to 
individuals who are not PC(USA) members. At 
present, there are 11 affiliate members.

PASTCF has no employees. Board members 
perform all of the administrative and program-
matic work of the Association at the national 
level (three local Chapters organize their own 
programs). Board members are recompensed 
for legitimate expenses, but receive no remu-
neration.

Financially, PASTCF has received a small 
annual grant from the Theology and Worship 
budget. This was crucial in PASTCF’s early 
years, and is still a significant contribution to 
the financial wellbeing of the organization. This 
grant continues to have symbolic significance as a 
tangible affirmation of the work of PASTCF.

PASTCF receives unrestricted income 
from membership dues, unrestricted gifts, the 
Theology and Worship grant, and a small 
amount of miscellaneous income. PASTCF 
also receives gifts restricted to specific purposes. 
Most PASTCF expenses need to be financed 
through the unrestricted income. In recent years, 
Association’s unrestricted income has fluctu-
ated between about $14,200 and $16,200. By 
careful stewardship, PASTCF has managed to 
live within its income, with little to spare. The 
Jeremiah fund is the largest of the restricted funds 
not available as part of the regular operating 
budget. The Jeremiah Project is a fundraising 
campaign intended to provide seed money to 
help attract foundation grants. About $35,000 
has been pledged over a three-year period. So 
far, attempts to obtain foundation support have 
been unsuccessful.

Programs
1. The PASTCF journal/newsletter 

SciTech† is published quarterly, with a distri-
bution of approximately 650 copies per issue. 
Complimentary copies are sent to all presbytery 
offices, chaplains of all Presbyterian-related 
colleges, CMD Committee Members, past 
participants in the Ecumenical Roundtable on 
Science, Technology and the Church, and a select 
group of major “players” in the field of science 
and religion. Additional copies are printed for 
promotional uses. Each issue costs between 
$1,100 and $1,200 to print and mail. SciTech† 
is not offered on a subscription basis except by 
joining as a member or affiliate member.

2. The website <www.pastcf.org> has 
been greatly expanded and improved during the 
past year. There is evidence that it is reaching a 
considerable audience.

3. Each year, PASTCF recognizes up 
to five Presbyterian scientists, engineers, sci-
ence teachers, or technology professionals, in 
the Daniel W. Martin ‘Science as a Christian 
Vocation’ program. Details of the program and 
a list of all who have been recognized since its 
beginning, are listed on the website.

4. We have a presence at each General 
Assembly of the PC(USA), in the form of a 
booth in the exhibit hall and a luncheon with

“Report” continues on page 5 >>>

Goals, Status, Programs, Future
A Report Prepared for the Congregational Ministries Division Committee 

Presbyterian Church (USA) January, 2005.
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RUSSELL STANNARD     Book

Review
By Derek L. Pursey, Ph.D.

PASTCF President

Science and the Renewal of Belief by Russell Stannard , Templeton 
Foundation Press, 2004

Of making many books there is no end, and much study is a weari-
ness of the fl esh. (Ecclesiastes. 12:12)

When one surveys the multitude of books on science and 
faith written from many different and often contradic-
tory perspectives, it is hard not to share the cynicism 

of the writer of Ecclesiastes. However there are always some 
books worth reading, and for many PASTCF members Rus-
sell Stannard’s new book could be among them.

Russell Stannard is a professor emeritus of physics at 
Britain’s Open University. He edited the essay collection God for 
the 21st Century, wrote a delightful book for teenagers entitled 
www.Here-I-Am and the children’s book The Curious History 
of God, all published by Templeton Foundation Press. He also 
supervised the production of the videotape The Question Is 
… The book under review is a completely revised version of 
a book fi rst published in Britain twenty years ago.

What makes this book especially enjoyable is its personal 
style. While many books are written as if they were academic 
treatises, putting science and religion under a microscope 
almost as if they were disease organisms, this book is different. 
Stannard’s career has been in scientifi c research and teaching, 
while his religion is a living faith. Both of these aspects of 
his life deeply infl uence his writing. This does not mean that 
his book is yet one more attempt to trim science to fi t the 
Procrustean bed of conservative theology, or to make theology 
subservient to the latest scientifi c research. Rather, Stannard 
has written a refreshingly honest book about his own struggle 
to make sense out of his faith without abandoning the insights 
he has gained from his scientifi c career.

Each of the 22 chapters in this relatively short (217 pages) 
book introduces enough ideas to justify a whole book in itself. 
As a result, Stannard’s treatment lacks the theological depth 
that one fi nds, for example, in books by Ian Barbour, John 
Haught, Nancey Murphy, Ted Peters, and others. However, 
even though most of the ideas that Stannard presents are 
treated with more sophistication in other books, Stannard 
presents them in a fresh and thought-provoking way.

Because of the vast range of topics covered in the book, 
it is not possible in this review to discuss everything in detail. 
Instead I shall comment only on a few points that struck me 
as particularly interesting.

Stannard uses several chapters to discuss the origin of life, 
from both biblical and scientifi c perspectives. Much of what 
he says — about how to understand scripture, the signifi cance 
of myth, etc. — is a well-written and clear exposition of ideas 
that most of us are already familiar with. However, I found it 
unusual to use both evolution and developmental psychology 
in support of the doctrine of original sin. Stannard’s point is 
not that science has “proved” the truth of this doctrine, but 
that the story of the fall in Genesis chapters 2–3 expresses 
a profound truth about human nature whose origins can be 
understood scientifi cally as a result of natural selection and 
early childhood development. However, the religious under-
standing goes farther than the scientifi c one by holding out 
hope of redemption.

A chapter entitled “Superhuman Life Forms?” speculates 
on a number of topics. Is there extraterrestrial intelligent life 
in other star systems? (Stannard thinks this likely.) Would 
such life also be subject to original sin? (Yes, because of natural 
selection.) Would God have sent Christ to offer salvation 
to such extraterrestrial beings? (Probably so — why not?) 
Will humans continue to evolve? (Inevitable if life on Earth 
is not destroyed fi rst. But may be guided by us as much as 
by natural selection.) Will 
life on Planet Earth survive 
long enough for signifi cant 
human evolution? (Probably 
not. Stannard fully expects a 
nuclear holocaust within the 
next millennium or two.) It 
is unusual to fi nd such topics 
discussed from a committed 
Christian perspective.

Stannard looks critically 
at the New Testament stories 
of miracles attributed to Jesus 
without trashing them or 
assuming that they have no 
foundation. He reads them 
instead with awareness of the 
cultural conventions in terms 
of which they are written. 
There is nothing new here for 
biblical scholars, but the pre-
sentation is very clear and may 
be helpful to anyone who sees 
no middle ground between 
the stories’ literal truth and

Continues on page 6 >>>
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>>> “Report” continued from page 3
a guest speaker. The Daniel Martin awards are 
announced and certifi cates presented during the 
luncheon. Also, the PASTCF Annual Meeting 
is held during the Assembly.

5. In “off years” when there is no General 
Assembly, PASTCF will organize mini-confer-
ences to include the Annual Meeting and the 
Daniel Martin recognitions. In 2005, this will be 
in Santa Barbara on August 5-6. The program 
for the conference is not established at the time 
of writing.

6. When resources (both personal and 
financial) allow, PASTCF has a booth in 
the exhibit hall at the annual meeting of the 
Association of Presbyterian Church Educators 
(APCE).

7. We encourage the formation of local 
chapters. Currently, there are Chapters in the 
greater Denver area, in Gaithersburg, Maryland, 
and in Central Iowa. Chapters are responsible 
for their own programs.

8. PASTCF offers leadership to the Pres-
byterian Church in a number of ways. PASTCF 
members have led Ghost Ranch seminars, taught 
classes at the Lakes and Prairies Synod School, 
conducted workshops at the annual meeting 
of the Association of Presbyterian Church 
Educators (APCE), led events for presbyteries 
and churches, and helped local congregations in 
dealing with science and religion issues.

9. The PASTCF Board participates in 
the annual meeting of the Ecumenical Round-
table on Science, Technology and the Church. 
PASTCF will host the 2005 meeting in April at 
the Ghost Ranch Santa Fe Campus. The Ecu-
menical Roundtable is an informal gathering of 
the governing bodies of groups concerned with 
issues of science and faith that are established 
within several major denominations. The stron-
gest groups are Episcopalian, Presbyterian, and 
Lutheran (ELCA). The group within the United 
Church of Christ was strong at one time, and is 

trying to reorganize.
10. PASTCF tries to have at least a minimal 

presence at the annual meeting of the American 
Association for the Advancement of Science 
(AAAS). We cannot afford a booth in the exhibit 
hall, but we can and do interact with people at 
the reception hosted by the AAAS Dialogue on 
Science, Ethics, and Religion.

11. We make available a number of resources, 
including an introductory bibliography of books 
and videos on issues of science and religion, and 
a number of articles reprinted from SciTech†. The 
catalog of resources is available on the website.

Hopes for the Future
In the short term, we hope to increase member-
ship, extend the outreach of SciTech† and the 
website, hold a successful mini-conference in 
Santa Barbara in early August, have a presence 
at this year’s meetings of APCE and the Asso-
ciation of Retired Ministers, Their Spouses or 
Survivors (ARMSS). The Association will also 
be present at the 2006 meeting of APCE and 
at the 2006 General Assembly. We also hope to 
be able to afford a stronger presence at the 2006 
meeting of the AAAS, possibly with a booth in 
the exhibit hall.

We hope to sponsor a seminar at Ghost 
Ranch in summer 2006. We hope for more speak-
ing invitations in churches, presbytery events, and 
other appropriate venues (PASTCF speakers are 
on the programs of the 2005 and 2006 APCE 
conferences and the 2005 ARMSS conference). 
We believe that it is essential for the long-term 
health of PC(USA) that the Church becomes 
actively involved in theological discussion about 
issues of faith in a technologically dominated 
world, in local congregations as well as in the 
ivory towers of academe, and we hope to fi nd 
new ways of stimulating such discussions. We 
also hope to develop and support more local 
chapters.

In the longer term, we hope to fi nd foun-

dation support to jump-start the kind of major 
expansion of our work that will be impossible 
without the fi nancial resources to employ one 
or more professional staff persons. PASTCF 
is close to the size limit that can be effi ciently 
managed entirely by volunteers. The hope is that 
by the end of foundation support, membership 
will have grown to a level suffi cient to support 
the expanded work of PASTCF entirely through 
membership dues.

Among the additional things that we would 
like to do, but cannot at present because of lack 
of resources, are:

1. Provide assistance to CMD in fulfi lling 
the requests of Overture 01-55 of the 213th 
General Assembly and Item 07-07 of the 214th 
General Assembly. Implementation of Overture 
01-55 was delayed by action of the 214th General 
Assembly pending the availability of suffi cient 
funding, while the action on 07-07 was recom-
mended, not mandated, and is also on hold due 
to insuffi cient funds.

2. Distribute complimentary copies of 
SciTech† to all Presbyterian-related campus 
ministries, not just Presbyterian-related col-
leges. Encourage the formation of campus-based 
groups affi liated with PASTCF.

3. Develop age-appropriate Christian 
education materials suitable for use in Sunday 
school.

4. Develop at least one local Chapter of 
PASTCF in each state that has a signifi cant 
number of Presbyterians.

5. Provide a signifi cant level of logistical 
support for local chapters.

6. Develop “science/technology advocates” 
in all presbyteries.

7. Increase PASTCF membership to at 
least 2,000 (this is less than 1% of the number of 
Presbyterians believed to have at least a bachelor’s 
degree in some fi eld of science or technology, 
according to a Presbyterian Panel conducted in 
November 1998).

>>> “Presbyterian” continued from page 2
reality of anything not amenable to scientifi c 
investigation. How can PASTCF fulfi ll its 
two-fold mission, affi rming both the scientifi c 
understanding of nature and the Christian gospel 
of salvation through Christ?

Let’s return for a moment to the analogy 
of an impedance mismatch. If two electronic 
devices cannot communicate with each other 
because of an impedance mismatch, an electri-
cal engineer can design a capacitor which, when 
incorporated in the circuit linking the devices, 
adjusts the impedance “seen” by each so that 
free communication can take place. Perhaps the 
function of PASTCF, as defi ned by our mission 

statement, is to act as such a “capacitor” facilitat-
ing free communication between the scientifi c 
and faith communities (especially Presbyterian 
faith communities).

I would not remain as President if I thought  
our mission were impossible. However, construc-
tive suggestions must wait for later columns.

Meanwhile, I invite you — PASTCF mem-
bers and friends — to write articles for SciTech†
with your suggestions for how to reach the large 
majority of Presbyterians with our concerns. If 
that seems too daunting to you, then at least you 
could send me your thoughts, either by “snail 
mail” or by email to me at <dlpursey@mchsi.
com.>

1The detailed goals are printed in every issue of SciTech†. 

2Donald K. McKim, Presbyterian Beliefs (Louisville: Geneva 
Press, 2003).

3The Board knows only a fraction of what members do in their 
churches and communities. Please tell us, by writing or emailing a 
letter to me or to any Board member, or (better yet) by writing a short 
article for SciTech†.

4I mean “resurrections” in the New Testament sense, occurring 
after the corpse has been entombed for several days. I am not referring 
to “near death” experiences, or resuscitations from a coma, or patients 
reviving after relatively brief heart stoppages.

5Methodological naturalism is the view that all “acceptable methods 
of justifi cation and explanation are commensurate, in some sense, with 
those in science.” Ontological naturalism goes further: it is the view that 
“everything is composed of natural entities — those studied in the 
sciences (on some versions, the natural sciences) — whose properties 
determine all the properties of things, persons included.” (Defi nitions  
from The Cambridge Dictionary of Philosophy, (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1995) 517.
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>>> “Origin” continued from page 1
the Northern Church was considering in the 
same era that the Southerners were responding 
to Woodrow.

McGiffert’s book was an attempt to dem-
onstrate the work of the Holy Spirit through 
Christians in the apostolic age. In the preface 
to the revised edition he noted the controversy 
that had resulted over the first chapter, in which 
he treated only briefly and, in the minds of 
some, inadequately of Jesus.3 McGiffert clearly 
was willing to question scriptural accounts of 
particular events. For example, he noted that in 
the light of Galatians 1.19-22, Paul could hardly 
have done the sort of public evangelistic work 
in Jerusalem that is represented in Acts 9.28.4 
The 1899 Assembly received eleven overtures 
with respect to McGiffert’s work.5 The mind of 
Presbyterianism of the age was to hold fast to the 
absolute historicity of the Scriptures.

But what of evolution? Presbyterian thinkers 
and writers were hardly silent on the matter. In 
the abstract to his doctoral dissertation, D. R. 
Davis wrote:

“Darwin and his successors placed human-
kind squarely within an interrelated, and evolving, 
animal kingdom. This assault certainly effected 
(sic) traditional notions concerning the age of the 
earth, the Genesis account, and the antiquity and 
unity of the race, but its primary impact seriously 
called into question the providential principle 
of a well-designed and well-ordered universe. 
The reaction of the Presbyterians, encompass-
ing both conservative and liberal elements for 
most of this seventy year period, was swift and 
evident in the events in the church, the views 
of prominent individuals, the reflective thought 
in the theological journals, and the relationship 
between the two main Presbyterian institutions 
of higher education: Princeton University and 
Princeton Theological Seminary.”6

In my next article, I will review the thought 
of some of these prominent individuals, before 
turning in later articles to the work of the Gen-
eral Assemblies. I realize that my study is less 
complete than I would like, in that I did not 
review minutes of the Presbyterian Church in 
the United States, the Cumberland Presbyterian 
Church, or the United Presbyterian Church in 
North America. The focus on the Northern 
Church was partly out of personal interest — the 
Woodrow Affair has been written on widely, but 
little has been written on evolutionary concerns 
in the Northern Church — and partly out of 
time constrictions.

In closing, I want to call attention to a fea-
ture noted above in the statement by the PCUS 
General Assembly in response to Woodrow. The 
assembly made the point that the human race is 

one. A common objection to evolution was that 
it opened the possibility of various “races” of 
human beings deriving from separate origins. For 
theological and ethical reasons, it was important 
to Presbyterians of the late nineteenth century to 
affirm that all human beings are descended from 
a common ancestor and therefore all share the 
same origin, the same nature, the same predica-
ment, and the same salvation.

That affirmation continues to be important, 
whatever the evolutionary history of the human 
race. The possibility of monogenism (that we are 
all descended from the same pair) remains a lively 
one; it is virtually certain that we are all descended 
from the same group, if not a particular couple. 
Teilhard believed the question to be unanswer-
able in principle, although genetic research 
unknown to him sheds light on the possibility.7 
In any event, it remains of theological and ethical 
concern to affirm the commonality of the human 
race. The generation of Presbyterians that was 
dealing with the end of slavery and massive 
immigration had particular need to affirm that 
all human beings, despite apparent differences, 
share a common heritage.

Robert A. Keefer is a minister in the Presbytery of 
Cincinnati, a doctoral candidate in theology and 
science at Union Institute & University, and a 
member of the Executive Board of PASTCF.

Notes
1My comments on the Woodrow Affair are mostly from Ronald L 

Numbers, Darwinism Comes to America (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1998) 60-65. Also Frank Joseph Smith, The Philosophy of Science in 
Late Nineteenth Century Southern Presbyterianism, Ph.D. dissertation for 
the City University of New York, 1992; from the Abstract.

2Minutes of the General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church in the 
United States of America. New York: Presbyterian Board of Education, 
1898 (Henceforth: Minutes 1898) 29, 107. Minutes 1899, 96-97. This 
was also the publishing house for the Minutes of the New School General 
Assembly through the Reunion of 1869.

3Arthur Cushman McGiffert, A History of Christianity in the 
Apostolic Age, revised edition (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1925) 
ix. The original edition was published in 1897 and the preface to the 
revised edition is dated March 30, 1899.

4McGiffert, 165 note.

5Minutes 1899, 96-97.

6Dennis Royal Davis, Presbyterian Attitudes Toward Science and the 
Coming of Darwinism in America, 1859 to 1929, Ph.D. dissertation for the 
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, 1980; from the Abstract.

7Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, The Phenomenon of Man, trans. by 
Bernard Wall (New York: Harper & Row, 1959) 186 note.

“Stannard” continued from page 4
their absolute falsehood.

When it comes to the central miracle of 
the Christian faith, the resurrection, Stannard 
presents arguments for believing that true events 
lie behind the accounts in scripture, but acknowl-
edges that the biblical accounts are insufficient to 
convince a true skeptic. This leads to a series of 
three chapters in which he relates his experience 
in high-energy physics research to his personal 
conviction of the truth of the resurrection. Does 
this seem far out to you? Read it and judge for 
yourself! Nowhere else in the book does the depth 
of Stannard’s own faith show more clearly than 
in these three chapters.

It is a common saying that the whole is 
greater than the sum of its parts. Stannard writes 
an excellent chapter on this topic, illustrated by 
several good examples. While a reductionist 
description of an object (such as a painting) in 
terms of the distribution and interaction of atoms 
and molecules, or at a deeper level, electrons 
and nuclei, can be complete and accurate at 
its own level, Stannard points out that the full 
meaning of the object can only be appreciated 
by observing it in its entirety. Applying the 
same reasoning to people, he argues (correctly, I 
believe) that the value and meaning of a human 
being and a human life cannot be determined by 
a reductionist analysis, for example, by sequenc-
ing DNA, or by regarding a human as no more 
than a collection of cells, but is a property of 
the whole person.

There are, of course, some weak sections. 
Chapter 6 on the emergence of the human 
spirit is, in my opinion, the weakest in the book. 
Stannard seems to hold a dualist view that 
each human has an immortal spirit as well as 
a mortal physical body, and also to believe that 
this immortal spirit may have evolved through 
natural processes. For me, this argument does 
not survive serious scrutiny.

These are just a few of the topics discussed 
in the book. While many of the ideas that Stan-
nard presents can be found in other books, he 
always has a fresh and thought-provoking way 
of expressing himself. So long as one is not look-
ing for a profound theological or philosophical 
treatise, this is an excellent book well worth 
reading. It would be an excellent book to use in 
a church setting for adult discussion groups or 
Sunday school classes.

The late George Neal likened much of the 
writing on science and faith to virga, a meteo-
rological term for rain that leaves the clouds but 
evaporates before it reaches the ground where 
people live. “Let the rain reach the grass,” he 
would proclaim. Stannard’s book is rain that 
reaches the grass.
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POST HOC, ERGO PROPTER HOC BY   BILL MCIVOR

Post hoc, ergo propter hoc, typically abbreviated 
“post hoc,” is the logical fallacy of “coinci-
dental correlation.” The Latin translates as 

“after this therefore because of this.” One likely 
falls afoul this fallacy whenever one assumes 
that because one thing follows another, the one 
thing was caused by the other.

This means that post hoc connects intimately 
with causality, itself a weighty subject occupy-
ing thinkers’ attentions from Aristotle to David 
Hume to A. J. Ayer and a host of lesser lights.

Most people assume (this is, of course, the 
logical fallacy of “hasty generalization” — see 
<www.fallacyfi les.org> for an extensive list and 
detailed discussion of fallacies) that determin-
ing causation is relatively simple. But even 
cursory refl ection shows this not to be the case. 
For example, consider that strictly speaking, if 
A causes B, then we would have to agree that 
A must always be followed by B. But then sex 
does not cause pregnancy nor does smoking 
cause cancer. So in everyday usage, we are on 
safer ground to say that “A causes B” means “A 
causes an increase in the probability of B.” In 
other words, “A causes B” means A is a necessary 
but not a suffi cient condition for B.

Post hoc simply asserts that if one event 
happens after another, then the fi rst must be the 
cause of the second. It is a particularly tempting 
error because temporal sequence is integral to 
causality — it is true that a cause always happens 
before its effect. The fallacy lies in coming to a 
conclusion based only on the order of events.

The fallacy shows up in fairly common, 
everyday examples from popular culture, advertis-
ing, campaign rhetoric, and religion. The fallacy 
also raises serious questions in the philosophy of 
science concerning empirical evidence as “proof ” 
of hypothetical causal relationships. Using the 
scientifi c method, scientists set up experiments 
to determine causality in the physical world. But 
even the most rigorous methodology cannot 
guarantee that all possibilities of post hoc are 
eliminated and the problem of post hoc reasoning 
is many times greater in fi elds where controlled 
experiment is impossible or unusually diffi cult.

The post hoc fallacy appears so frequently 
because it is notoriously diffi cult to determine 
cause and effect no matter how they are defi ned. 
It is generally regarded as true, as Wikipedia 
points out (Don’t know about Wikipedia yet? 

Check it out at <http://en.wikipedia.org>) that 
“correlation does not imply causation.” For 
instance, the observation that smokers have a 
dramatically increased lung cancer rate does 
not prove that smoking causes increased cancer 
rates. Maybe there exists a certain genetic defect 
which causes both cancer and a yearning for 
nicotine. Therefore, because cause is so hard to 
prove, post hoc is so prevalent. (Can you fi gure 
out all the possible logical fallacies of this last 
assertion?)

Recognizing the diffi culty of determining 
causality, Aristotle defi ned four types of cause: 
Material, Effi cient, Final and Formal. Martin 
Heidegger used Aristotle’s types to describe the 
cause of creating a silver chalice for a religious 
ceremony. The material cause would be the 
silver used to create the chalice; the raw matter 
required by the event. The formal cause would 
be the chalice design itself — the shape in which 
to form the silver; the design for the use of the 
raw matter. The effi cient cause would be the 
silversmith who took the silver and formed it into 
shape of the chalice; the actual agent required 
in turning the raw matter into the desired form. 
The fi nal cause would be the religious ceremony 
which required a silver chalice in the fi rst place; 
the ultimate reason behind the event, what 
compels the agent to make the raw matter into 
its form.

I got started down this philosophical path by 
the recent uproar over a seminar presentation by 
Dr. Lawrence Summers, president of Harvard 
University. (Did Dr. Summers “cause” the uproar? 
Did he “cause” my musings?)

Dr. Summers made his remarks in a paper 
presented on January 14th at a National Bureau 
of Economic Research (NBER) conference on 
“Diversifying the Science & Engineering Work-
force.” His comments touched off widespread 
debate and comment in editorials, news articles, 
weblogs, and various other media including radio 
and television. Because I live in the greater-
Boston area, I’m exposed to daily articles or 
editorials in The Boston Globe.

Summers suggested three possible causes 
for the small and underrepresentative numbers 
of women in math and science departments at 
top research institutions. First, women have a 
harder time succeeding in “high-powered jobs” 
because the demands of intense work schedules 

confl ict with their own lifestyle preferences (e.g., 
childbearing). Second, women have lesser innate 
aptitudes at the high end. Third, women continue 
to suffer the effects of discrimination and prior 
role expectations.

Is Larry Summers guilty of post hoc 
ergo proper hoc? Has he confused the effect 
(underrepresentative numbers of women in 
certain academic and research fi elds) with the 
supposed cause (interest/choice, genetic/biologi-
cal difference, discrimination)?

The answer one gives to this question seems 
to mostly depend on where one begins. If one 
thinks academia is controlled by P.C. Gestapo, 
one tends to view Summers’ remarks as a “brave” 
speaking of truth. If one thinks that any hypoth-
eses about innate differences between genders 
exacerbate and perpetuate discrimination, then 
Summers is, as one commentator wrote, a C+ 
student who needs remedial attention and must 
see the teacher after class. Go to the blogs and 
chat rooms of the Web and you’ll fi nd every 
hue of critique in between. In the dozens of 
comments I read, I found nary a one that sug-
gested “Dr. Summers presented an interesting 
idea; I’m going to rethink my views in light of 
his hypothesis.”

In other words, every response I read was 
in one way or another a kind of post hoc fallacy. 
The responses correlated the effect (Dr. Sum-
mers’ remarks) with a cause. But the cause was 
in the eye/ear/mind of the commentator. For 
some, Summers was insuffi ciently rigorous in 
his argumentation or marshalling of evidence. 
For others, he was insuffi ciently aware of the 
discriminatory effects of gender bias. Others saw 
him as the victim of irrational, intolerant outcries 
that forced him to make groveling apologies 
to the Harvard faculty, a signifi cant portion of 
whom appear to want him ousted.

So my question isn’t about Summers or 
gender discrimination. I’m wondering what 
causes our “preconclusions.” Dr. Drew Westen, 
professor of psychology at Emory University, 
conducted an experiment about whether or not 
an American soldier in Iraq should be prosecuted 
for an offense. Some were given little evidence 
and others overwhelming evidence. But “facts” 
made little difference. A person’s response was 
predicted correctly 84% of the time depending on 
just three feelings unrelated to the case. Adding 
the “facts” allowed an increase from 84% to 85% 
accuracy! (NPR, 11/23/04)

So in a different form, I’m asking the same 
question as is Derek in his Presidents Corner in 
this issue. How do we facilitate free communica-
tion between science and faith when everywhere 
we look there is some form of post hoc fallacy? 
Let us know what you think.=
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By the Reverend Robert A. Keefer
PASTCF Board Member

Part One of Four

A recent study of offi cial reaction by the Pres-
byterian Church to Darwin’s The Origin of 
Species led me in several directions. Over 

the next few issues of SciTech† I will look at late 
nineteenth-century Presbyterianism and how the 
church responded to Darwinism and the materi-
alistic worldview that accompanied it. Under its 
original title, On the Origin of Species by Means 
of Natural Selection was published in November 
1859. Consequently, I examined minutes of the 
General Assemblies from 1859 through 1900, 
as well as other sources, to gauge the offi cial 
response of the northern Presbyterian Church 
to Charles Darwin’s theory. In this fi rst article, 
I will set the context for later discussion.

From 1859 to 1861, there were two annual 
General Assemblies: Old School and New 
School. After the secession of the Confederate 
States of America from the Union, the Presby-
terian Church likewise divided between North 
and South. Even after the end of the War, the 
Presbyterian Church continued its north-south 
division until 1983. However, the Old School 
and New School northern churches reunited in 
1869. Since this series focuses on the North, I 
considered Old School and New School minutes 
for the years 1859 to 1869 and reunited Northern 
minutes for the rest of the century.

However, the best known offi cial action by 
the American Presbyterian Church with respect 
to Darwinian evolution happened in the South: 
the so-called “Woodrow Affair.” James Woodrow 
was the Perkins Professor of Natural Science in 
Connexion with Revealed Religion at Columbia 
Theological Seminary. An Englishman with a 
natural science doctorate (possibly chemistry) 
from Heidelberg, Woodrow was also a Presby-

terian minister. He was appointed the Perkins 
professor in 1861.

For twenty-four years, Woodrow, who 
described himself as a biblical inerrantist, taught 
that although Earth was indeed ancient and the 
Flood was probably a local, not global matter, 
evolution was still probably not true. By 1884, 
however, he had changed his mind and concluded 
that it probably was true. That is, the human body 
results from evolutionary processes under divine 
guidance, although human souls are immediately 
created by God. He published these views in the 
Southern Presbyterian Review and set off a fi re 
storm of controversy. Political maneuvering by 
his enemies, including reconstituting the board 
of Columbia Seminary, resulted in forcing him 
from his teaching post in September 1884.

Ecclesiastical trials did not succeed in remov-
ing him from the ministry, however, and he went 
on to teach at the University of South Carolina. 
In response to the Woodrow Affair, the General 
Assembly of the Presbyterian Church in the 
United States adopted a strong antievolution 
statement in 1886, emphasizing that the body 
and soul of Adam and Eve were created by 
immediate acts of divine power. The Assembly 
affi rmed that the Scriptures and the Confession 
of the Church taught these things; consequently 
the human race is perfectly one.1

The Northern Church did not have a parallel 
case to the Woodrow Affair, but it is interest-
ing to compare a case from a decade later, since 
the question of the authority of the Scriptures 
was at issue then — as it still is. The Rev. A. C. 
McGiffert was the subject of an overture from the 
Presbytery of Pittsburgh in 1898. A member of 
the Presbytery of New York (he taught at Union 
Theological Seminary), McGiffert suggested in 
his book, A History of Christianity in the Apostolic 
Age, that the Scriptures were not historically 
accurate in every respect. The General Assembly 
enumerated this and other points for McGiffert 
to consider and he replied that he conformed 
in belief and teaching to all the standards of 
the Presbyterian Church. The 1899 Assembly 
affi rmed several points to be clear, including, “To 
hold that the Holy Scriptures are in any respect 
historically inaccurate, is to oppose the teaching 
of the Confession, Chapter I, Section 4.”2

Evolution was not a factor in McGiffert’s 
work or in the Church’s response to it. I mention 
the controversy, partly because of the concern 
for the historicity of the Scriptures, and partly 
because when the Northern Assembly did take 
action directly concerned with evolution, it paired 
evolution with higher criticism, as we shall see 
in a later article. This controversy demonstrates 
the sort of theological confl ict over Scripture that

“Origin” continues on page 6 >>>

The Origin of Controversy 
Official Presbyterian Response to Darwinism


