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1 The Task of Theodicy 
Intelligent design—the idea that a designing intelligence plays a 

substantive and empirically significant role in the natural world—no 
longer sits easily in our intellectual environment. Science rejects it for 
invoking an unnecessary teleology. Philosophy rejects it for committing an 
argument from ignorance. And theology rejects it for, as Edward Oakes 
contends, making the task of theodicy impossible.1 I want in this lecture to 
address all these concerns but especially the last. For many thinkers, 
particularly religious believers, intelligent design exacerbates the problem 
of natural evil—intelligent design makes natural evil not an accident of 
natural history or a price exacted by evolution or a necessary consequence 
of creation’s freedom but an outcome fully intended by a sadistic designer. 
Or, as Robert Russell put it to me on the PBS program Uncommon 
Knowledge, “The notion of intelligent design is incoherent because it’s 
either a natural cause, in which case you don’t go anywhere, or it’s a 
divine cause, in which case you don’t have the biblical God.”2 The biblical 
God, presumably, would not design the rabies virus, the bubonic plague 
bacterium, or the mosquito.  

I want in this lecture to address Russell’s concern, sketching why 
intelligent does not too brutally violate the current intellectual 
environment and can indeed be squared with a specifically Christian 
theodicy. My foil throughout the ensuing discussion will be Edward 
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Oakes. Oakes, a Catholic theologian, is a trenchant critic of intelligent 
design. According to Oakes, intelligent design attempts to foist a crude 
interventionist conception of divine action on Christian theology and to 
boot call it science. Intelligent design advocates, according to him, “claim 
that both the universe and biological systems have been intelligently 
designed (by God presumably, although some authors are annoyingly coy 
about saying so).”3 “Advocates of Intelligent Design share the 
metaphysical presuppositions of their [Darwinian] opponents.”4 “One 
should not seek to refute the (admittedly improper) extrapolations of 
evolutionary theory in the work of such Darwinian bulldogs as Richard 
Dawkins and Daniel Dennett by using the same tiresome and jejune 
positivism they use, for then the argument descends to fossil dating or how 
flagella got attached to bacteria and the like. This is the mistake of the 
advocates of Intelligent Design.”5 Intelligent design advocates start out by 
urging “the blatantly obvious truth, which no one has ever denied, that 
contraptions require assembly. But then ... comes the whopper: and 
therefore God is the Artificer of the universal artifact.”6 

“If God was supposed to have intervened so directly 3.5 billion years 
ago to construct a well-designed cell, and if He is needed to design new 
Baupläne at irregular intervals, why does He not intervene when a fire 
breaks out in the cockpit of an airplane flying over the Atlantic? Or when 
stray radiation from the sun affects the sequence of a DNA molecule, later 
causing birth defects?”7 To identify the Designer as the Logos of God in 
John’s Gospel “force[s] us to claim that the Logos of God directly 
attached the flagellum to the first bacterium, that the Second Person of the 
Trinity explicitly toggled a complex molecule to bring about the first act of 
self-replication, and that the Deity immediately altered the architecture of 
one species, say a tiger, to lead to another conspicuously different species. 
For each and every one of these hypotheses (when they are not downright 
preposterous) the scientific evidence is exactly zero, the logic fallacious, 
and the theological implications grotesque.”8 Intelligent design makes “the 
task of theodicy impossible.”9 

“Paley did far more damage to nineteenth-century Christianity than 
Friedrich Nietzsche ever managed to do to twentieth-century religion. 
Design is the founding axiom of Deist religion; and as Darwin’s own life 
attests, nothing more rapidly congeals into atheism (or agnosticism) than 
Deism.”10 Intelligent Design is “either Creation ‘Science’ on the 
installment plan, or (more likely) Deism put under a stroboscope. If one 
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must conceive of the universe as an artifact (and how odd that materialist 
Darwinians and Intelligent Designers both hold that life is a mechanical 
artifact), then the idea of a Clockmaker God who winds it all up and then 
departs the scene has a certain plausibility.”11 The God of Intelligent 
Design is “one who, with disconcerting inconsistency, intervenes every 
now and again. As I say, Deism under a stroboscope.”12 “The design 
argument will only end up becoming a breeding ground for atheism, a 
fetid terrarium for a whole new brood of Richard Dawkinses (not a 
pleasant thought, that).”13  

These quotes by Edward Oakes, culled from his writings in First 
Things and Commentary, sum up and state forcefully the most common 
theological objections to intelligent design. If his characterization of 
intelligent design is correct, then intelligent design is theologically 
hopeless and does indeed render the task of theodicy impossible. But 
Oakes’s characterization of intelligent design is deeply flawed, indeed so 
much so that his concerns about intelligent design undermining the task of 
theodicy in the end prove groundless.  

According to Oakes, the task of a Christian theodicy is to “show that 
an omnipotent and benevolent God can coexist with evil in His finite 
creation.”14 The key to resolving the theodicy problem for Oakes is 
Augustine’s insight that God would not allow evil to exist unless God 
could bring good out of evil.15 Nevertheless, to speak of God bringing 
good out of evil could just be a fancy way of dressing up a 
consequentialism in which the means justifies the end. To avoid this 
charge, Oakes requires that the world be viewed “both as a totality and 
under the aegis of eschatology.”16 Accordingly, God-bringing-good-out-
of-evil must be judged not on the basis of isolated happenings but on the 
basis of the totality of happenings as they relate to God’s ultimate 
purposes for the world. All of this is sound Christian theodicy as far as it 
goes. I’m going to argue that intelligent design, rightly understood, is 
companionable with such a theodicy. 

 
 

2 Interventionism 
Let’s begin with Oakes’s concern that intelligent design is an 

interventionist theory. For intelligent design the crucial question is not 
how organisms emerged (for example, by gradual evolution or sudden 
special creation) but whether a designing intelligence made a discernible 
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difference regardless how they emerged. For a designing intelligence to 
make a discernible difference in the emergence of some organism, 
however, seems to require that an intelligence intervened at specific times 
and places to bring about that organism and thus seems to require some 
form of intervention. This in turn raises the question: How often and at 
what places and in what manner did a designing intelligence intervene? 
According to Oakes, intelligent design draws an unreasonable distinction 
between primary and secondary causation; it claims that secondary 
causation is fine most of the time but then on rare (or perhaps not so rare) 
occasions a designing intelligence (God) needs to act directly to get over 
some hump that secondary causes can’t quite manage (“deism under the 
stroboscope,” as Oakes puts it).  

This criticism is misconceived. The proper question is not how often 
or at what places or in what manner a designing intelligence intervenes but 
rather at what points do signs of intelligence first become evident. To 
understand the difference, imagine a computer program that outputs 
alphanumeric characters on a computer screen. The program runs for a 
long time and throughout that time outputs what look like random 
characters. Then abruptly the output changes and the program outputs 
sublime poetry. Now, at what point did a designing intelligence intervene 
in the output of the program? Clearly, this question misses the mark 
because the program is deterministic and simply outputs whatever the 
program dictates.  

There was no intervention at all that changed the output of the program 
from random gibberish to sublime poetry. And yet, the point at which the 
program starts to output sublime poetry is the point at which we realize 
that the output is designed and not random. Moreover, it is at that point 
that we realize that the program itself is designed. But when, where, and 
how was design introduced into the program? Although these are 
interesting questions, they are ultimately irrelevant to the more 
fundamental question whether there was design in the program and its 
output in the first place. Similarly in biology there will be clear times and 
locations where we can say that design first became evident. But the 
precise activity of a designing intelligence at those points will require 
further investigation and may indeed not be answerable. As the computer 
analogy just given indicates, the place and time at which design first 
becomes evident need have no connection with the place and time at 
which design was actually introduced. 
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Intelligent design is not a theory about the frequency or locality or 
modality by which a designing intelligence intervenes in the material 
world. It is not an interventionist theory at all. Indeed, intelligent design is 
perfectly compatible with all the design in the world coming to expression 
by the ordinary means of secondary causes over the course of natural 
history, much as a computer program’s output comes to expression simply 
by running the program (and thus without monkeying with the program’s 
operation). In fact, one way to think of the secondary causes responsible 
for biological evolution is as intelligently designed programs whose 
computational environment is the universe and whose operating system is 
the laws of physics and chemistry. This actually is an old idea, and one 
that Charles Babbage, the inventor of the digital computer, explored in the 
1830s in his Ninth Bridgewater Treatise (thus predating Darwin’s Origin 
of Species by twenty years).17  

Of course, there are other ways to think about secondary causes that 
leave room for genuine teleology in nature. Programming is one option, 
but it implies a highly mechanical or algorithmic view of secondary 
causation. Augustine, by contrast, thought of design in the world as 
coming to expression through seeds planted by God at creation.18 Here we 
have an organismic rather than algorithmic view of secondary causation. 
Physical necessity can also be the carrier of teleology through laws of 
form that channel evolution along certain preset paths. Late nineteenth and 
early twentieth century orthogenesis is an example. More recently Michael 
Denton has been exploring laws of form in the context of protein folding.19 
And then there are the more frankly vitalistic options, like Aristotelian 
entelechy, the Stoic world-soul, and more recently morphogenetic fields 
(as in the work of Rupert Sheldrake).20 Now all these options, and others 
as well, are compatible with intelligent design. Intelligent design’s only 
concern is that secondary causes leave room for teleology and that this 
teleology be empirically detectable. 

 
 

3 Material Mechanisms 
Nevertheless, a design-theoretic view of evolution would be very 

different from evolution as it is now conceived. Evolution, as currently 
presented in biology textbooks, operates not just by secondary causes but 
by material mechanisms. And while material mechanisms are perfectly 
acceptable secondary causes, secondary causes need not be material 
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mechanisms. It is a huge and unwarranted assumption to identify the two. 
And yet many scientists and philosophers make this identification. The 
reason is easy to see. Material mechanisms allow for a reductive science in 
which the complex can always be explained in terms of the simple. This is 
convenient as far as it goes. The problem is that it doesn’t go very far, at 
least not in evolutionary biology. 

Lord Kelvin summed up the attraction of material mechanisms thus: “I 
never satisfy myself until I can make a mechanical model of a thing. If I 
can make a mechanical model I can understand it. As long as I cannot 
make a mechanical model all the way through, I cannot understand.”21 
This mechanistic approach to science, which last was appropriate to the 
physics of the nineteenth century, has become de rigueur for many 
contemporary evolutionary thinkers. Thus Richard Dawkins will write, 
“The one thing that makes evolution such a neat theory is that it explains 
how organized complexity can arise out of primeval simplicity.”22 To this 
Daniel Dennett adds that any scientific explanation that moves from 
simple to complex is “question-begging.”23 Dawkins explicitly equates 
proper scientific explanation with what he calls “hierarchical 
reductionism,” according to which “a complex entity at any particular 
level in the hierarchy of organization” must properly be explained “in 
terms of entities only one level down the hierarchy.”24 

A mechanism is a well-defined process where each step of the process 
leads predictably to the next. A mechanism can be deterministic, in which 
case one step leads with certainty to the next. Or it can be stochastic, in 
which case one step leads with a given probability to the next. 
Mechanisms are often embodied in objects but need not be. Hilbert’s 
program for “mechanizing” mathematics attempted to show that all 
mathematical truths could be proven by mechanically applying logical 
rules of inference to manageable sets of axioms (manageable sets being 
those that are “recursive” as defined by mathematical logic). Hilbert’s 
program failed (at the hands of Kurt Gödel), but the point I wish to stress 
here is that the program’s underlying mechanism was a consequence 
relation on an abstract class of symbol strings, and thus not located in any 
material object but rather in an abstract computational space.25  

The mechanism in Hilbert’s program was deterministic. Other 
mechanisms are stochastic. Preeminent among stochastic mechanisms is, 
of course, the Darwinian mechanism of natural selection and random 
variation. The Darwinian mechanism is supposed to make it possible to 
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get from anywhere in biological configuration space to anywhere else 
provided one can take small steps. How small? Small enough that they are 
reasonably probable. But what guarantee is there that a sequence of baby-
steps connects any two points in configuration space? There is none. 

The problem gets worse. For the Darwinian selection mechanism to 
connect point A to point B in configuration space, it is not enough that 
there merely exist a sequence of baby-steps connecting the two. In 
addition, each baby-step needs in some sense to be “successful.” In 
biological terms, each step requires an increase in fitness as measured in 
terms of survival and reproduction. Natural selection, after all, is the 
motive force behind each baby-step, and selection only selects what is 
advantageous to the organism. Thus, for the Darwinian mechanism to 
connect two organisms, there must be a sequence of successful baby-steps 
connecting the two.  

Richard Dawkins compares the emergence of biological complexity 
through the steady improvement of fitness to climbing a mountain—
Mount Improbable, as he calls it.26 He calls it Mount Improbable because 
if you had to get all the way to the top in one fell swoop (that is, achieve a 
massive increase in biological complexity all at once), it would be highly 
improbable. But Mount Improbable does not have to be scaled in one leap. 
Darwinism purports to show how Mount Improbable can be scaled in 
small incremental steps. Thus, according to Dawkins, Mount Improbable 
always has a gradual serpentine path leading to the top that can be 
traversed in baby-steps. But such a claim requires verification. It might be 
a fact about nature that Mount Improbable is sheer on all sides and getting 
to the top from the bottom via baby-steps is effectively impossible. A gap 
like that would reside in nature herself and not in our knowledge of nature 
(it would not, in other words, constitute a god-of-the-gaps). 

Consequently, it is not enough merely to presuppose that a fitness-
increasing sequence of baby-steps connects two biological systems—it 
must be demonstrated. For instance, it is not enough to point out that some 
genes for the bacterial flagellum are the same as those for a type III 
secretory system (a type of pump) and then handwave that one was co-
opted from the other.27 Anybody can arrange complex systems in a series. 
But such series do nothing to establish whether the end evolved in a 
Darwinian fashion from the beginning unless each step in the series can be 
specified, the probability of each step can be quantified, the probability at 
each step turns out to be reasonably large, and each step constitutes an 
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advantage to the organism (in particular, viability of the whole organism 
must at all times be preserved). Only then do we have a mechanistic 
explanation (in Darwinian terms) of how one system arose from another. 

Convinced that the Darwinian mechanism must be capable of doing 
such evolutionary design work, evolutionary biologists rarely ask whether 
such a sequence of successful baby-steps even exists; much less do they 
attempt to quantify the probabilities involved. I attempt that in chapter 5 of 
my book No Free Lunch.28 There I lay out techniques for assessing the 
probabilistic hurdles that the Darwinian mechanism faces in trying to 
account for complex biological structures like the bacterial flagellum. The 
probabilities I calculate—and I try to be conservative—are horrendous and 
render natural selection entirely implausible as a mechanism for 
generating the flagellum and structures like it. 

 
 

4 A Gödelian Argument Against Darwinism 
According to intelligent design, Darwin’s theory fails for essentially 

the same reason that Hilbert’s program failed. Hilbert’s program for 
mechanizing mathematics failed because Gödel was able to demonstrate 
that logical rules of inference could not connect all mathematical truths 
back to a reasonable set of starting points (that is, a recursive set of 
axioms). Likewise Darwin’s program for mechanizing biological 
evolution fails because it can be demonstrated that the Darwinian 
mechanism lacks the capacity to connect biological organisms exhibiting 
certain types of complex biological structures (for example, irreducibly 
complex or complex specified structures) to evolutionary precursors 
lacking those structures.  

Note that to attribute such an incapacity to the Darwinian mechanism 
isn’t to say that it’s logically impossible for the Darwinian mechanism to 
attain such structures. It’s logically possible for just about anything to 
attain anything else via a vastly improbable or fortuitous event. For 
instance, it’s logically possible that with my very limited chess ability I 
might defeat the reigning world champion, Vladimir Kramnik, in ten 
straight games. But if I do so, it will be despite my limited chess ability 
and not because of it. Likewise, if the Darwinian mechanism is the conduit 
by which a Darwinian pathway leads to an irreducibly complex 
biochemical system, then it is despite the intrinsic properties or capacities 
of that mechanism. Thus, in saying that irreducibly complex biochemical 
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structures are inaccessible to Darwinian pathways, design proponents are 
saying that the Darwinian mechanism has no intrinsic capacity for 
generating such structures except as vastly improbable or fortuitous 
events. Accordingly, to attribute irreducible complexity to a direct 
Darwinian pathway is like attributing Mount Rushmore to wind and 
erosion. There’s a sheer possibility that wind and erosion could sculpt 
Mount Rushmore but not a realistic one. 

Gödel’s demonstration of the failure of Hilbert’s program was strictly 
deductive. Intelligent design’s demonstration of the failure of Darwin’s 
program is a combination of empirical and theoretical arguments. In both 
cases, however, the issue is one of connectivity—can the mechanism in 
question supply a step-by-step path connecting two otherwise disparate 
elements (distinct mathematical propositions in the Hilbert-Gödel case, 
distinct organisms in the Darwinian case). Of course, while Gödel’s anti-
mechanistic argument for mathematics is entirely uncontroversial, 
intelligent design’s anti-mechanistic argument for evolutionary biology 
has yet to win the day. I’ve argued in a number of my writings that the 
logic underlying this argument is sound.29 Whether it is, however, is not 
the issue here. Our concern in this lecture is whether intelligent design 
smuggles in dubious theological assumptions that are inimical to the task 
of theodicy.  

 
 

5 Mechanism as Process and Function 
According to Edward Oakes, intelligent design smuggles in at least 

one dubious theological assumption. Thus he charges intelligent design 
with presupposing the same positivism and mechanistic metaphysics that 
drives Darwinian naturalism. But the only way to make this charge stick is 
by arguing that both intelligent design and Darwinian naturalism entail the 
same mechanistic view of causality. Oakes argues that they do by casting 
intelligent design as an interventionist theory of divine action in which 
mechanism rules the day except for the sporadic poke of a divine finger 
here and there. Although Oakes may be correct that some proponents of 
intelligent design have interpreted it this way, it hardly follows that 
intelligent design must be interpreted this way. Intelligent design makes 
few demands on theology. It is committed to an ontological claim and an 
epistemological claim. The ontological claim: Material mechanisms are 
incomplete—they are not coextensive with secondary causes. The 



 10

epistemological claim: Design is empirically detectable. Note that 
intelligent design does not merely assert these claims but attempts to 
justify them.  

But if intelligent design is theologically undemanding and eschews a 
mechanistic metaphysics, why does it continually emphasize mechanism? 
Why is it constantly looking to molecular machines and focusing on the 
mechanical aspects of life? If intelligent design treats living things as 
machines, then isn’t intelligent design effectively committed to a 
mechanistic metaphysics however much it might want to distance itself 
from that metaphysics otherwise? Such questions confuse two senses of 
the term “mechanism.” Michael Polanyi noted the confusion back in the 
1960s: “Up to this day one speaks of the mechanistic conception of life 
both to designate an explanation of life in terms of physics and chemistry 
[what I’ve been calling “material mechanisms”], and an explanation of 
living functions as machineries—though the latter excludes the former. 
The term ‘mechanistic’ is in fact so well established for referring to these 
two mutually exclusive conceptions, that I am at a loss to find two 
different words that will distinguish between them.”30 For Polanyi 
mechanisms, conceived as causal processes operating in nature, could not 
account for the origin of mechanisms, conceived as “machines or 
machinelike features of organisms.”31 

In focusing on the machinelike features of organisms, intelligent 
design is not advocating a mechanistic conception of life. To attribute such 
a conception of life to intelligent design is to commit a fallacy of 
composition. Just because a house is made of bricks doesn’t mean that the 
house itself is a brick. Likewise just because certain biological structures 
can properly be described as machines doesn’t mean that an organism that 
includes those structures is a machine. Intelligent design focuses on the 
machinelike aspects of life because those aspects are scientifically 
tractable and precisely the ones that opponents of design purport to 
explain by material mechanisms. Intelligent design proponents, building 
on the work of Polanyi, argue that material mechanisms (like the 
Darwinian mechanism of natural selection and random variation) have no 
inherent capacity to bring about the machinelike aspects of life. This is for 
now where much of the debate is focused. I look forward to the day when 
intelligent design moves beyond the machinelike aspects of life and, as a 
discipline, starts to focus explicitly on the higher-level design features of 
living systems such as elegance and beauty.32 
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6 Kant’s Framing of the Theodicy Problem 
I’ve now addressed Edward Oakes’s main criticisms against intelligent 

design. In particular, I’ve shown that intelligent design is compatible with 
the Augustinian theodicy sketched by Oakes, which permits evil because 
of the good that God ultimately brings out of it. Mere compatibility with 
an existing theodicy (albeit the one I find most persuasive) is, however, 
not all that exciting. I therefore want to switch gears and examine next 
what positive contribution intelligent design makes to the theodicy 
problem. The positive contribution, I take it, is this: Intelligent design 
restores to nature the artistic wisdom that Darwin banished from it and that 
Kant regarded as necessary to any theodicy.  

Kant’s discussion of theodicy occurs in a hard-to-find essay titled “On 
the Failure of All Attempted Philosophical Theodicies.”33 Kant wrote this 
essay in 1791, ten years after the first edition of his Critique of Pure 
Reason and four years after the second edition of that work. His essay on 
the failure of philosophical theodicies therefore represents the thought of a 
mature Kant. As he saw it, for a philosophical theodicy to succeed, it must 
prove one of three things: 

Either that what one deems contrary to the purposefulness in the 
world is not so; or that while it is indeed contrary to purposefulness 
it must be considered not as a positive fact but as an inevitable 
consequence of the nature of things; or finally that, while a positive 
fact, it is not the work of the supreme Creator of things, but of 
some other responsible being, such as man or superior spirits, good 
or evil.34 

Kant imagines that a defense attorney must plead “God’s cause” and that 
“to win the case, the so-called advocate of God must prove one of [these] 
three things.”35  

The operative word here is “prove.” Kant requires of a philosophical 
theodicy that it provide apodeictic certainty. But that seems to be precisely 
the one thing that no theodicy can provide. The problem is that theodicies 
by definition attempt to correlate the evil in the world, which is known by 
experience, with the moral wisdom of God. But, as Kant remarks, “The 
proof of the moral wisdom of God is completely a priori and cannot at all 
be based upon experience of what happens in the world.”36 After playing 
the role of defense attorney and trying to plead God’s cause in each of the 
three ways just described, Kant concludes: “The result of the trial before 
the tribunal of philosophy is that no theodicy proposed so far has kept its 
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promise; none has managed to justify the moral wisdom at work in the 
government of the world against the doubts which arise out of our 
experience of the world.”37   

In the current intellectual environment, God is guilty until proven 
innocent. Hence the failure of philosophical theodicies shows that God, if 
there is a God, cannot be a good God. And since, as Kant rightly observes, 
“the concept of God must be the concept of a moral being”38—by which 
he means a holy, good, and just being39—from the failure of philosophical 
theodicies it follows that there is no God at all. Given a presumption of 
guilt, the modus tollens here is conclusive. In my view, this anti-theodicy, 
more than any other, justifies atheism within the current intellectual 
environment.40  

Nevertheless, for Kant God was not guilty until proven innocent. For 
one thing, Kant allowed that some philosophical theodicy might still 
achieve apodeictic certainty. The title of his essay after all was “On the 
Failure of All Attempted Philosophical Theodicies.” Kant didn’t think that 
he had necessarily attempted or exhausted all possible philosophical 
theodicies. As Kant remarked: 

Will it be possible in time to find better grounds of justification so 
that the supreme wisdom under attack will not be simply absolved 
on lack of evidence but will be positively vindicated? This 
question remains undecided, since we cannot demonstrate with 
certainty that reason is completely powerless when it comes to 
determining the relationship between this world, as we know it 
through experience, and the supreme wisdom.41  

Yet even without a successful philosophical theodicy to quell the doubts 
that experience urges against the moral wisdom of God, Kant saw no basis 
for a successful philosophical anti-theodicy. As he put it, “It is also true, I 
must add, that, in the light of the limits of our reason, these doubts cannot 
disprove such moral wisdom either.”42 To which he added, “We are 
capable at least of a negative wisdom. We can understand the necessary 
limits of our reflections on the subjects which are beyond our reach. This 
can easily be demonstrated and will put an end once and for all to the trial 
[that is, the trial of God before the tribunal of reason].”43  

Even so, the question remains, What are we to make of our doubts that 
experience urges against the moral wisdom of God? Do we give up on all 
theodicy and embrace either fideism (if we are religious believers) or 
atheism (if we are inclined the other way)? Having shown the failure of 
philosophical theodicies, Kant does not give up on theodicies as such. 
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Theodicies still have their place. According to Kant, “All theodicy must be 
an interpretation of nature and must show how God manifests the 
intentions of his will through it.”44 To illustrate this view of theodicy, Kant 
examines the case of Job. Despite all his trials, Job in the end accepts the 
moral wisdom of God—that God is holy, good, and just. Why?  

Crucial here, according to Kant, was God’s artistic wisdom displayed 
in nature. Kant writes:  

When art shows itself capable of achievements the possibility of 
which lie beyond all human reason, for instance, when ends and 
means bring each other out reciprocally, like in organic bodies, this 
divine art may not without reason be also called wisdom. 
Nevertheless, to avoid confusion we shall call this kind of wisdom 
the Creator’s artistic wisdom, to keep it distinct from his moral 
wisdom. Teleology (physical theology) finds in experience 
abundant proof of [God’s artistic wisdom].45 

It’s not widely advertised these days that Kant was quite sympathetic 
to teleology in nature and even in biology. Kant even admitted the 
legitimacy of natural (or physical) theology: “We have in fact a concept of 
an artistic wisdom manifested in the arrangement of the world. The 
objective reality of this knowledge is adequate and our speculative reason 
can develop a physical theology.”46 In fact, Kant’s criticism of the 
teleological proof for the existence of God was simply that it tried to 
accomplish too much. In his first critique, Kant wrote: “The utmost, 
therefore, that the [teleological] argument can prove is an architect of the 
world who is always very much hampered by the adaptability of the 
material in which he works, not a creator of the world to whose idea 
everything is subject.”47 The point to appreciate is that Kant found the 
teleological argument, and in particular its conclusion of an architect or 
designer, compelling. Moreover, he saw no difficulty assigning to this 
architect, who for Kant was God, an artistic wisdom based not on a priori 
principles but on experience of nature, a wisdom remarkably illustrated in 
the reciprocal adaptation of means to ends in organisms. 

 
 

7 Restoring Artistic Wisdom to Nature 
For Kant any successful theodicy required that nature exhibit God’s 

artistic wisdom. Kant illustrated the role of such wisdom in theodicy with 
his analysis of the book of Job. What convinced Job of God’s holiness, 
goodness, and justice (that is, of God’s moral wisdom) was a reflection on 
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nature. When God finally appeared to Job, God did not defend himself or 
try to rationalize Job’s sorrows. Instead, God asked Job to consider the 
wonders of creation. Kant writes:  

God honored Job by showing him the wisdom of his creation and 
its unfathomable nature. He let him see the beautiful side of 
creation, where man can see in an indubitable light (and 
understand) the purposes of the Creator and his wise providence. 
But he also showed the horrible side, by naming the products of his 
might, among which there are harmful and terrible things. These 
things by themselves can serve some purpose but in relationship to 
other beings and especially to man, they are destructive, run 
against all purposes, and do not seem to agree with the idea of a 
plan established with wisdom and goodness. Even through these 
things, God showed to Job an ordering of the whole which 
manifests a wise Creator, although his ways remain inscrutable for 
us, already in the physical ordering of things but even more in the 
connection between this order and the moral one (which is even 
more unfathomable to our reason). The conclusion is this: Job 
confessed not that he had spoken sacrilegiously, for he was sure of 
his good faith, but only that he had spoken unwisely about things 
that were above his reach and which he did not understand.48 

Kant offers here a richer understanding and vision of theodicy than 
either William Paley or Charles Darwin. For Paley, the natural world was 
a happy place in which organisms frolicked and lived in delicate harmony 
and balance.49 Only such a world could sustain a successful theodicy for 
Paley. For Darwin, on the other hand, the natural world was a cruel or 
indifferent place in which organisms took part in, as he put it, “the great 
battle of life.”50 Such a world led Darwin to despair of the possibility of 
any successful theodicy. For Kant the beauty and horror of creation 
coexist and still allow a successful theodicy (as in the case of Job). 
Nevertheless, it is a theodicy that depends fundamentally on there being an 
artistic wisdom manifest in creation, one we cannot fathom entirely but 
one we cannot discount either. Paley’s understanding of God’s artistic 
wisdom in nature was shallow and incomplete. Darwin, by contrast, in 
propounding his theory, banished artistic wisdom from nature.  

From the vantage of Darwinian evolutionary theory, the emergence of 
biological complexity and diversity is as much to be expected as the 
emergence of twenty heads in a row among a crowd of a million coin 
tossers (imagine each person in the crowd tosses a coin and keeps standing 
so long as he or she tosses heads but must sit down otherwise). The 
science of coin tossing (probability theory) tells us that out of a million 
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coin-tossers one person will on average be left standing who has tossed 
twenty heads in a row. So too the science of Darwinian evolution tells us 
that the cumulative effect of natural selection and random variation over 
several billion years is likely to produce the degree of biological 
complexity and diversity we observe now. Just as the science of coin 
tossing does not justify attributing to the person who tossed twenty heads 
in a row any special skill or wisdom at coin tossing, so too the science of 
Darwinian evolution does not justify attributing to the evolutionary 
process any special skill or wisdom at generating biological complexity 
and diversity. In each case the outcome is properly regarded as expected 
or predictable and not, as Kant put it, an artistic achievement “the 
possibility of which lie[s] beyond all human reason.”51 

For Kant one such achievement that lay beyond all human reason was 
the reciprocal adaptation of means to ends in organisms. He referred to 
this achievement as an instance of “divine art” that “may not without 
reason be also called wisdom.”52 He then identified this wisdom with 
God’s artistic wisdom: “We shall call this kind of wisdom the Creator’s 
artistic wisdom.”53 What’s more, for Kant this wisdom was exhibited in 
nature and provided a sound basis for teleology: “Teleology (physical 
theology) finds in experience abundant proof of [God’s artistic 
wisdom].”54 Elsewhere in his essay on theodicy Kant calls this wisdom 
“unfathomable.”55  

Unfathomable. Beyond all human reason. A source of wonder and 
awe. Darwin’s theory evacuates biology of all of these. Within Darwinism 
the reciprocal adaptation of means to ends in organisms (which Kant 
found so conclusive as signaling God’s artistic wisdom) is eminently 
fathomable—Darwin’s theory purports to provide a complete accounting. 
Richard Dawkins even wrote a book to stress this point and palliate the 
loss of wonder that Darwin’s theory entails. It was titled Unweaving the 
Rainbow. Note the subtitle: Science, Delusion, and the Appetite for 
Wonder.56 Whereas for Kant wonder sprung from discerning God’s artistic 
wisdom in creation, for Dawkins wonder is an appetite that becomes 
delusory as soon as it seeks fulfillment in God. What makes it delusory? 
As Francisco Ayala put it, Darwin showed us how organisms could arise 
“without any need to resort to a Creator or other external agent.”57 Ayala 
hit the nail on the head. A creator God might resort to creating life by 
means of the Darwinian mechanism, but the Darwinian mechanism need 
not resort to a creator God to bring about the diversity of life. It follows 
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that the Darwinian mechanism does not, and indeed cannot, make manifest 
the artistic wisdom of God in creation. Granted, that wisdom might still be 
there, but it is not there to be discerned. 

Intelligent design, by finding clear signs of intelligence in nature, 
makes plausible that an artistic wisdom underlies nature. Ayala’s remark 
therefore needs to be contrasted with the following by Thomas Aquinas: 
“By his natural reason man is able to arrive at some knowledge of God. 
For seeing that natural things run their course according to a fixed order, 
and since there cannot be order without a cause of order, men, for the most 
part, perceive that there is one who orders the things that we see. But who 
or of what kind this cause of order may be, or whether there be but one, 
cannot be gathered from this general consideration.”58 Aquinas here was 
not doing first philosophy or metaphysics. He was simply noting that our 
natural reason readily infers some sort of “orderer” or “designer” behind 
nature. Whereas Darwinism short-circuits this inference, intelligent design 
restores and clarifies it. Indeed, the various aspects of nature to which God 
drew Job’s attention and which helped convince Job of God’s artistic 
wisdom—and therewith of God’s goodness—would continue to convince 
Job in light of intelligent design. Not so for Darwinism. As with Aquinas’s 
orderer, intelligent design cannot, without drawing on philosophy and 
theology, specify who or what the designer is. But whatever its ultimate 
nature, this cause is demonstrably a designer. It may be more than a 
designer, but it is at least a designer. The unique contribution of intelligent 
design to current theodicy discussions is restoring artistic wisdom to 
nature.  
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