What Darwin Didn’t Know

x] Feb. 12, 2009 — A sage once said, “It’s not what you know
you don’t know that’s the problem; it’s what you don’t know
that you don’t know.”

When Charles Darwin advanced his theory of biological
evolution, there was a lot of biology he didn’t know. Some of
it he recognized. But there was much he never even thought
about.

During the 150 years since then, scientific advance has
yielded important understanding about life’s origin, history
and characteristics. These accomplishments provide the
framework for modern biology. Even more, they are causing
scientists to question his theory. Learning what scientists
know will equip Christians with a response to the Darwin
anniversaries and his theory of biological evolution that can
change minds and lives.

Darwin didn’'t address life’s start in his seminal work, The
Origin of Species. However, in 1871, while writing to a
friend, Darwin speculated that the first spark of life may
have taken place in a “warm little pond, with all sorts of
ammonia and phosphoric salts, lights, heat, electricity, etc.
present, so that a protein compound was chemically formed
ready to undergo still more complex changes.”

Still, it took until the 1920s before Russian biochemist
Alexander I. Oparin and British geneticist . Haldane
independently provided a comprehensive scientific hypothesis
for abiogenesis (life coming from nonlife) based, in part, on
Darwin’s musings. Providing detailed pathways from inorganic
systems on primordial Earth to the first living entities, the
Oparin-Haldane hypothesis postulated an atmosphere without
oxygen. Instead, reducing gases-hydrogen, ammonia, methane and
water vapor-supposedly dominated. Energy discharges formed
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simple organic (prebiotic) molecules that accumulated 1in
Earth’s oceans to brew the primordial soup. There, presumably,
chemical reactions led stepwise to life’s first forms.

In the 1950s Stanley Miller provided what many considered the
first experimental verification of this hypothesis. By passing
an electrical discharge through a reducing gas mix, Miller
produced amino acids and other organics. His success launched
the origin-of-life research program and became standard
textbook fare.

These now-famous experiments inaugurated a series of
experiments by others that seemingly provided ongoing support
for Oparin’s and Haldane’'s ideas. Giddy with Miller’s
accomplishment, many scientists predicted the origin-of-life
problem would soon be solved. But several recent discoveries
have diminished that confidence.

Miller’s Experiment Didn’'t Matter

Few textbooks acknowledge that today most origin-of-life
researchers consider Miller’s experiment irrelevant. Strong
evidence revealing a primordial atmosphere composed of carbon
dioxide, nitrogen and water has changed the scientific
consensus. This gas mixture does not yield organic compounds
in laboratory prebiotic simulation experiments-a devastating
blow for the evolutionary scenario.

In the May 2, 2003, issue of Science, Jeffrey Bada and Antonio
Lazcano, Miller’s long-time collaborators, commemorated the
50th anniversary of his experiment. While explaining its

historical interest, they acknowledged that “contemporary
geoscientists tend to doubt that the primitive atmosphere had
the highly reducing composition used by Miller in 1953.”"

Equally problematic is the lack of any evidence for a
prebiotic soup. If life arose from a chemical stew, then
Earth’s oldest rocks should bear that soup’s chemical residue.



Yet, according to origin-of-life researcher Noam Lahav 1in
Biogenesis, so far, no geochemical evidence for the existence
of a prebiotic soup has been published. Life could not arise
from a primordial soup that never existed.

Life’'s Amazing Design

Researchers have traditionally maintained that hundreds of
millions of years would be necessary for abiogenesis. They
also claim that the first life to emerge would be extremely
simple, evolving toward complexity.

Darwin embraced the protoplasmic theory-the idea that the cell
consisted of only a wall surrounding a nucleus and a
homogeneous, jellylike protoplasm. This understanding made
early evolutionary explanations of abiogenesis plausible.
Biologists and chemists easily envisioned chemical routes that
could produce the single ingredient believed to form the
cell’s protoplasm.

By the end of the 19th century, however, this concept waned.
With the discovery of enzymes in the cell’s protoplasm capable
of catalyzing a large collection of chemical reactions,
scientists recognized protoplasm as a complex heterogeneous
system.

During the last century, advances in biochemistry continue to
affirm the complexity of life at a molecular level. Even the
simplest bacterium requires nearly 2,000 different proteins in
the “protoplasm” to exist as a living entity. Not only are the
cell’s chemical systems irreducibly complex, but they also
display an extraordinary degree of order undergirded by an
elegant, sophisticated logic.

Biochemists have also discovered that the salient
characteristics of biochemical systems are identical to
features immediately recognizable as the product of human
designers. This close match logically compels the conclusion



that life’s most fundamental processes and structures stem
from the work of an intelligent Agent.

Many of the proteins that operate in the cell function as
molecular-level machines. And many bear a striking resemblance
to man-made machines replete with drive shafts, camshafts,
turbines, clamps, lever arms, bushings, stators and rotors.

Even atheists agree that life’'s chemical systems appear
designed. The late Francis Crick, who shared the Nobel Prize
for discovering the structure of DNA, cautioned in What Mad
Pursuit that “biologists must constantly keep in mind that
what they see was not designed, but rather evolved.” By all
appearances, life’s chemistry looks like the product of a
Creator.

Because common experience teaches that information and codes
always emanate from a mind, new discoveries about the
information systems in the cell and the genetic code refute
Darwin’s theory while providing powerful evidence for the work
of an intelligent Agent.

Necessary to give meaning to the information stored in DNA,
the genetic code supplies rules used by the cell’s machinery
to make proteins that also harbor information. Additionally,
biochemists have recently learned that these rules are
optimally fine-tuned. Given the time scale for the origin of
life, natural selection would have had to evaluate roughly
1055 codes per second to find the genetic code. On this basis
alone, it couldn’t have an evolutionary origin. There simply
wasn’t enough time for natural processes to stumble upon it.

Fossil Record Finds

Darwin knew that the fossil record didn’t offer much support
for his ideas. In The Origin of Species, he devoted a chapter
to the “difficulties,” with two features considered most
troubling: the absence of transitional forms and the abrupt



appearances of biological groups the first time they occurred
in the fossil record.

Darwin lamented that “by this theory innumerable transitional
forms must have existed, why do we not find them embedded in
countless numbers in the crust of the earth?”

Convinced that the fossil record was incomplete, Darwin
expected missing transitional forms and gradual evolutionary
transformations to be uncovered over time by paleontologists.
And indeed they have found fossils that supply two key pieces
of evidence to support biological evolution.

The fossil record shows that past life is different from life
today and simple life preceded complex. For many scientists
these features indicate life must have evolved.

But the work of a Creator, who brought different life forms
into existence at different times, could just as easily
account for these factors. The Genesis 1 and Psalm 104
creation accounts record this pattern.

Despite all discoveries, the overall features of the fossil
record still look the same today as in Darwin’s time.
Transitional forms are scarce. When new biological groups
appear in the fossil record, they show up explosively, then
undergo little change.

Perhaps the chief example of sudden appearances 1is the
Cambrian explosion. About 540 million years ago complex marine
organisms exploded into the fossil record. Instead of
relatively simple organisms originating at the base of the
Cambrian, then evolving toward increased intricacy, complex
animals appeared early and suddenly.

Evolutionary biologists struggle to account for this because
they believe life transitioned from simple to complex in a
gradually branching, treelike fashion. Yet explosive
appearances are exactly what to expect if a C(Creator



orchestrated life.

In The Blind Watchmaker atheist Richard Dawkins admits: “The
Cambrian strata of rocks, vintage about 600 million years, are
the oldest ones in which we find most of the major
invertebrate groups .. many of them already in an advanced
state of evolution, the very first time they appear.”

Such explosive appearances dominate the fossil record. Every
time biological innovation occurs, it happens explosively. A
big bang occurred when life first appeared, when the first
complex cells originated and when animal body plans arose.

The Origin of Humanity

Although Darwin carefully avoided humanity’s start in The
Origin of Species, he detailed it in The Descent of Man. He
speculated that, like all species, humanity evolved. “In a
series of forms graduating insensibly from some ape-like
creature to man as he now exists, it would be impossible to
fix on any definite point when the term ‘man’ ought to be
used.”

Darwin interpreted humanity in a fully materialistic fashion.
According to this view, all of human nature, not just
humanity’s physical makeup, emerged through natural selection.
Lacking direct evidence, Darwin argued that humans must have
evolved from an apelike animal based on anatomical comparisons
and embryological similarities among man and other mammals.

By then, paleontologists had discovered 35,000-year-old Cro-
Magnon fossils. But these human remains and the first
Neanderthal specimen discovered in 1856 did little to support
Darwin’s theory.

The first so-called ape-human intermediate interpreted from



the fossil record wasn’t discovered until 1890, in Java,
Indonesia. It became known as Homo erectus.

In 1924, anthropologist Raymond Dart uncovered a small skull
interpreted to have a blend of ape and human features that
appeared to be humanity’s most primitive predecessor. This
fossil, nicknamed the Taung child, was formally classified as
Australopithecus africanus. In the early 1960s Louis Leakey
unearthed the first Homo habilis specimen in east Africa.
Paleontologists considered this species (the first to use
stone tools) to be the connection between the more primitive
apelike australopithecines and Homo erectus.

Then the floodgates opened. In the ensuing decades,
paleontologists unearthed many hominid fossils that
encompassed a wide range of species and accompanying
archeological remains. Each new hominid appeared to fill in
the evolutionary tree and clarify the pathway that human
evolution took over the last 6 million years.

But some of the most recent advances related to hominid-human
relationships raise questions about evolution’s validity. In
1997 fragments of Neanderthal mitochondrial DNA from a 40,000-
to 100,000-year-old skeleton were found in West Germany. When
scientists compared them with the corresponding fragment of
human DNA, the researchers discovered that Neanderthals made
no contribution to human genetics.

Indirect genetic comparisons now eliminate Homo erectus from
human ancestry also. The discoveries of new fossils caused
evolutionary biologists to eliminate “Lucy” (Australopithecus
afarensis) and the Taung child from the human evolutionary
lineage. The last few years have forced evolutionary
biologists to completely abandon the traditional view of human
evolution presented in biology textbooks.

Scientific consensus confirms that humanity originated about
100,000 years ago in east Africa near the location ascribed to



the Garden of Eden. Mitochondrial- and Y-chromosomal DNA
markers trace that origin back to one man and one woman. Also,
this research indicates that humanity migrated around the
world from in or near the Middle East.

Referred to as the Out-of-Africa hypothesis by evolutionary
biologists, this account of humanity’s origin appears to be
simply an awkward attempt to force the biblical model into an
evolutionary framework. If humanity’'s genesis happened as
Scripture describes, genetic diversity patterns should be
identical to those observed. Science attests to a real Adam
and Eve who gave rise to all humanity.

So, why then would so many people, especially scientists,
celebrate Darwinism? Part of the reason has to do with the
Christian approach to these matters. Often Christians are
quick to point out the many problems. Rightly so. But merely
explaining the difficulties isn’t enough.

In The Triumph of Evolution and the Failure of Creationism,
paleontologist Niles Eldredge explains that creation
scientists have not managed to come up with even a single
intellectually compelling, scientifically testable statement
about the natural world. So there is as little of substance in
the scientific creationists’ treatment of the origin and
diversification of life as there is in their treatment of
cosmological time.

He goes on to complain that creationists refuse to pose
testable hypotheses or make predictions worthy of science.
Instead they devote their efforts to “attacking orthodox
science” to establish “the truth of their own position.”

To be taken seriously, Christians must present a positive case
for creation and offer scientifically testable ideas. Many
scientists and scholars have been involved in developing a
biblically based creation model-one that makes predictions so
the creation theory can be compared with new discoveries and



scientifically tested.

Presenting the biblical account in the form of a testable
model provides a powerful and exciting new approach to
evangelism and apologetics. Not surprisingly, many recent
scientific discoveries validate the biblical description of
the origin and history of life. In sharp contrast, the most
recent scientific data contradicts the predictions motivated
by Darwin’s ideas. If only he had known.
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