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200th anniversary of the birth of Charles Darwin last month was greeted with near-unanimous reverence by the scientific community, but with decidedly mixed feelings in religious circles, depending on degree of closeness to scriptural literalism.

In light of that well-worn discussion, it is worth asking how the man himself expected to be received.

His varying statements on the religious and social implications of his work have left the English genius wide open to interpretation, much like Shakespeare, Marx and the Bible. Liberal religionists can say he left room for God, while demonizers link this fierce critic of slavery to Hitler and hellfire.

What's interesting is Darwin's interest -- his concern over what would be made of his revolutionary offerings to a world that was still in adolescence in terms of understanding nature.

Further interesting is his face-off with orthodoxy -- not so much the sacred as the secular.

"I see no good reason why the views given in this volume should shock the religious feelings of anyone," he wrote in "The Origin of Species."

On the other hand, "I by no means expect to convince experienced naturalists whose minds are stocked with a multitude of facts all viewed, during a long course of years, from a point of view directly opposite to mine."

To one who has studied him closely, "He seems to have been worried about what people thought of him to an incredible extent."

As it happened, says Michael Zimmerman, professor of biology and dean of the College of Liberal Arts and Sciences at Butler University, "both the religious and scientific communities accepted him pretty quickly. Religion was more on board than in the United States in the 1920s."

That was the time of the Scopes trial, in the wake of which skittish textbook publishers avoided evolution for four decades. Today, fundamentalist foes of evolution are very much on the march. Zimmerman is a leader in the counter-attack, having organized an international Clergy Letter Project and annual Evolution Weekend in churches, debunking the "false choice" between science and religion.

Like the Bible, Darwin is subject to selective quoting and mischievous misinterpretation, Zimmerman points out. A key distinction is that he, the good and humble scientist, never claimed infallibility.

My personal take: Perhaps the remarkable degree to which his work has stood up attests to Darwin's very lack of arrogance, and to a sense of awe that his agnosticism could not extinguish. The closing sentence of "Origin" remains a poetic classic:

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

The phrase "by the Creator" was not in the first edition, by the way. It was added by Darwin, sensitive to reaction, fretting for his devoutly religious wife, and reaching across the aisle as well as the ages.

