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One of my science teachers in junior high school was especially memorable. 
His classes and field trips were very interesting, and he was enthusiastic. 
He greatly stimulated my budding interest in science. For these gifts, I 

owe him a tremendous debt of gratitude. He also inadvertently helped me learn a 
valuable lesson in the relationship of science and religion.

One day he introduced my classmates and me to the school’s human skeleton. 
He explained that it was real and came from a young woman whose body had 
been donated. He showed us that the pelvis was broad and explained that this 
was characteristic of female skeletons — facilitating the carrying and delivery of 
children. I was fascinated! He also pointed out the rib cage and told us that men 
and women have the same number of ribs. Hence, he said, that Bible story about 
Eve being formed from one of Adam’s ribs was not true. (He assumed that if the rib 
story were true, human males and females would have a different number of ribs.)

At home, I excitedly told my family about the skeleton. I also proudly explained 
my new understanding of the Adam and Eve story. My devoutly religious 
parents were not impressed with this new perception. They contacted the school 
administration to voice their concern that my teacher’s comment about Adam and 
Eve was inappropriate. Nonetheless, what is most impressive was how my parents 
responded to me.

THE THEORY OF EVOLUTION
IS COMPATIBLE WITH BOTH
BELIEF AND UNBELIEF IN
A SUPREME BEING

David M. Belnap
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Instead of jumping into the scriptures and making 
this conflict a contest between science and religion, 
they only reasoned with me. With the full support of 
my father, my mother pointed out that children are still 
born with arms, legs, eyes, and so forth even if one or 
both parents lost one or more of those body parts before 
conceiving the child. Therefore, she patiently reasoned, 
a rib could have been taken from Adam, and his male 
children would still have the same number of ribs as his 
female children.1,2 As proof of this principle, my parents 
also noted that baby boys are still born with foreskins 
even though many generations of their forefathers were 
circumcised.

My parents were not trained scientists, but their 
arguments were the perfect response. At the time, my 
mother and father convinced me that my teacher’s 
interpretation of the biblical rib story was wrong.3 Now I 
realize, they also showed me that (1) the use of reasoning, 
data, and patience is the best way to handle questions 
between science and religion; (2) these conflicts can 
be resolved to the detriment of neither scripture nor 
science; and (3) faulty assumptions are often the cause 
of such conflicts. My parents’ example was invaluable in 
helping me later reconcile evolution and creation.

The Record of Scripture and the Record of Nature

In the 1850s, Charles Robert Darwin and Alfred Russel Wallace put forth the 
theory of evolution by natural selection. The theory was incompatible with popular 
interpretations of the scriptural record of creation, and in the more than fifteen 
decades since, many have considered the theory an affront to belief in God. Some 
believers in God argue that evolutionary concepts are heretical and that alternative 
models can explain the record of nature (i.e., the observations documented by 
Wallace, Darwin, and many other scientists). Institutions have been set up to promote 
these non-evolutionary ideas. On the other hand, the overwhelming majority of 
scientists attest that the record of nature unambiguously shows that evolutionary 
processes occurred and continue to occur. But because the scriptural account seems 
incompatible, some evolutionists promote the idea that scripture should be regarded 
as fictitious tales from an ancient and unenlightened people. To these evolutionists, 
the theory of evolution validates their belief that God does not exist.

A much quieter group of people — including many scientists — accepts both the 
record of scripture and the record of nature.4 For example, most Americans appreciate 
science and faith in God. Evidence of this duality is the fact that both scientific and 
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religious institutions are well funded and enjoy broad support in the United States. 
In general, people who accept both scripture and science are uncomfortable when 
asked to choose between creation and evolution. Many profess that with advancing 
knowledge, the controversies will eventually be resolved. However, despite this 
“middle ground,” the idea persists that evolution is incompatible with belief in God.

The root of the conflict between creation and evolution is a desire for the “golden 
prize” — physical proof of God’s existence or nonexistence. Therefore, each side in 
this debate stands to win or lose a cherished conviction, but neither side should 
claim dominance because the theory of evolution is compatible with both faith in 
God and faith in atheism.

The Theory of Evolution

Mechanistically, the theory of evolution by means of natural selection can be 
summarized in two simple principles: First, changes occur in inherited traits.2 
Second, changed traits are selected or rejected.

Characteristics passed from parent to offspring can vary randomly. For example, 
changes may be mutations within an existing gene, the insertion or deletion of an 
entire gene or a portion of a gene, or changes to how a gene is regulated. Modifications 
can also result from normal genetic variation among individuals of the same species 
as genes are recombined during reproduction.

Selection of changed, inherited traits occurs. Modifications that give offspring 
advantage are carried forward to successive generations. Unharmful (neutral) 
mutations or changes also are passed forward. Disadvantageous modifications 
result in premature death or diminished reproductive capacity, and hence the trait 
is either not passed on to offspring, or the prevalence of that trait diminishes over 
time.

Genetic change followed by selection allows successive generations of living 
things to be modified compared to their ancestors. This process allows organisms 
to adapt to changing conditions, or the lack of adaptation causes the population 
to become extinct. Different species can arise from a common ancestor after long 
periods of time, many changes in traits, a physical separation, or a combination of 
these events. However, between successive generations, the change may be imper-
ceptible. Rapid changes also have been observed.5 For example, in some cases when 
a new animal species was introduced into an area, significant and rapid changes in 
anatomy, physiology, behavior, or life span have been observed. Adaptations in gup-
pies were observed within only four to eight years (seven to thirteen generations).6 
Studies of lizards showed notable changes within ten to thirty-six years or twenty to 
thirty generations.7

The theory of evolution includes a mechanistic explanation of the diversity of 
life developing from primitive or ancestral life forms. The theory shows how traits 
are related among living things. In addition, evolutionary studies often estimate 
when an organism appeared or disappeared.



372 Science and Mormonism 1: Cosmos, Earth, and Man

Evolutionary principles provide powerful tools for understanding biology, 
including disease. For example, these principles are used to understand and develop 
treatments for drug-resistant pathogens. Genes in pathogenic organisms mutate, 
often conferring resistance to drugs such as penicillin. The often-rapid evolutionary 
response of pathogens prevents many new drugs from being used. Evolutionary 
principles also help researchers understand how a protein from a bacterium, yeast, 
plant, worm, fruit fly, fish, mouse, or other organism is relevant to a similar, but 
mutant and malfunctioning, human protein. Within a person suffering from cancer, 
malignant cells evolve and compete with healthy cells in the same way that whole 
organisms evolve and compete with each other.8

Evolution theory does not explain why the earth was created nor the agent 
responsible, if any. As far as the theory is concerned, the earth and living things 
could have a purpose or they could not. They could have been a random accident 
or the plan of an intelligent Creator. The theory is silent on these matters. Any claim 
otherwise is conjecture.

On the existence of a Supreme Being, the theory of evolution is no different from 
any other scientific principle. For example, atomic theory, laws of motion, germ 
theory of disease, the “Big Bang” theory, and so forth are silent on the question. One 
may argue that scientific principles are compatible with the existence of God who 
made an orderly, complex, precisely tuned universe, but no scientific idea proves 
or requires a Supreme Being. Conversely, one may argue that the universe can be 
explained through random or accidental processes, but no established scientific 
principle proves or requires the lack of a Supreme Being.9 The same reasoning 
applies to the question of whether life on earth has a purpose. Science only describes 
physically observable events. Science cannot answer whether God exists and if life 
on earth has a purpose.10

The Origin of Life and Evolution from Single-Celled Organisms to
Plants, Animals, and Hominids, Christian Jégou, 1959-
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Just a “Theory”

In scientific language, theory means “a well-established set of principles that explains 
observed phenomena.” An explanation that is not well grounded is a hypothesis. 
Therefore, the common use of theory to mean “a guess” or “speculation” does not 
apply to Darwin’s and Wallace’s ideas. The theory of evolution is well justified in 
numerous observations and is a foundation principle of modern biology. Like 
hypotheses, theories can be overturned or modified by new data, but thus far, the 
theory of evolution has stood for over 150 years. One of the most surprising things 
about the theory is how well new discoveries have fit with the ideas that Wallace and 
Darwin proposed in the 1850s.

The Creation

Divine revelation gives us why and who answers. The scriptures say that God is 
responsible and that he created the earth and living things to give humans, his 
children, a place where we could learn to develop faith and show our willingness to 
follow the Lord’s commandments.11

Although the scriptures give a brief, simplified account of what happened during 
the Creation, the emphasis is (1) who was responsible, (2) why the earth was created, 
(3) humans are made in God’s image, (4) humans are to populate the earth and care 
for the Lord’s handiwork, and (5) physical creations have a spiritual counterpart. 
Before relating the Creation to Moses, the Lord explained that he created the world 
(Moses 1:4, 31–34). God also answered Moses’s specific question “why these things 
are so?” (Moses 1:30): to give us immortality and the opportunity for eternal life 
(Moses 1:39). The simple story cannot have been intended as a detailed scientific 
account. The purpose of the scriptures is to explain spiritual concepts, not scientific 
observations.

The Conflict

At one extreme of the creation–evolution debate are people who reject divine creation. 
At the other end are people who reject evolution. Ironically, despite contempt for 
each other’s point of view, both groups interpret scripture and scientific data in 
the same way with regards to the creation–evolution controversy: (1) The Genesis 
account is a literal account of a creation process that took place in six consecutive 
twenty-four-hour periods (as we currently measure time) and occurred only a few 
thousand years ago. No symbolism or metaphor exists in the scriptural account. It is 
a precise description — that is, a scientific document. (2) If the theory of evolution is 
true, then God cannot exist. (3) If the establishment of life on earth can be explained 
only by the use of miraculous (i.e., unexplainable or supernatural) processes, then 
God must exist and must have created the earth. (4) If random processes occur, then 
God cannot be involved.



374 Science and Mormonism 1: Cosmos, Earth, and Man

The conflict is rooted in the assumption that scientific observations can be used 
to prove or disprove God. At stake is the desire to once and for all settle the question 
of God’s existence or nonexistence with physical evidence and scientific proof. The 
biblical declarations that God created the earth have led some to look for evidence 
of his creative hand in nature; essentially, they have tried to use natural phenomena 
to prove that God exists. After the theory of evolution was deduced, some have used 
its postulates to try to prove that God does not exist.

Before the theory of evolution was put forward, scientists assumed that animals 
and plants were formed in their present states. This was the principal idea that 
Darwin’s and Wallace’s work overthrew. Their work and the vast amount of study 
since showed that present animals and plants have changed or evolved from earlier 
forms. The pre-evolution idea that animals and plants were formed in their present 
states was assumed to be consistent with the biblical story. After that conjecture was 
shown to be scientifically incorrect, many have made another assumption — that 
God does not exist because the scientific model supposedly based on scripture was 
found to be erroneous and because evolution involved random events. Consequently, 
the conflict is between (1) extending the biblical record beyond its intended scope 
and purpose to say that animals and plants were created in their present form a few 
thousand years ago or (2) extending the scientific theory beyond its limits to say that 
God does not exist.12

Evolution Is a Constructive Process

One of Darwin’s most effective arguments was his comparison of artificial and 
natural selection. Humans selected domestic animals and plants based on desired 
characteristics, he noted, which led to many varieties with vastly different attributes. 
For example, the dog breeds Great Dane and chihuahua are thought to have a 
common ancestor, the wolf.13 Maize, the common grain also known as corn, was 
domesticated from teosinte. Modern maize looks very different from its wild 
ancestor.14 These types of artificial selection, Darwin reasoned, were analogous to 
what nature did through natural selection.

Similar reasoning, comparing artificial and natural evolution, can help us with 
the creation–evolution controversy. Because random manipulation followed by 
selection can lead to correct solutions for complex problems and can be used to 
design machines and proteins, we can deduce that life on earth could have developed 
via evolutionary processes that were put in place by an intelligent Creator.

The seeming randomness of evolution leads many to conclude that evolution 
must be a godless process. But, must randomness mean godlessness? Is the evolution 
of life analogous, as is commonly suggested, to the production of a dictionary via an 
explosion in a printing shop?

If the complete process were random, then yes, evolution might be like such an 
explosion. However, evolution is not just a random process. Evolution is a random 
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procedure followed by a selection mechanism. The combination of random variation 
followed by selection is a constructive and orderly process. Such a combination is a 
powerful way to solve physical or mathematical problems that have a large number 
of potential solutions.15

For example, antibodies 
are protein molecules that 
recognize and chemically 
attach to foreign objects 
within our bodies (Figure 1). 
Once attached, the antibody 
neutralizes the object 
or signals an additional 
response by the immune 
system. Antibodies can 
be extremely specific. For 
example, an antibody to a 
specific virus will not bind to 
even closely related viruses. 
How is such specificity 
produced? The answer is via a 
random procedure followed 
by a selection mechanism.17

Every day a human body 
manufactures millions of 
B cells; each produces an 
antibody with randomly 
different specificity. To 
make different specificities, 
a random selection is made 
from several antibody genes. 
Then random misalignments 
occur as the genes are 

spliced together, giving additional variety. Finally, random mutations may occur 
within the selected genes. This provides enough different specificities so that the 
variety of foreign antigens (foreign molecules) encountered can be recognized. 
The immune system has no way of knowing what new foreign molecules will be 
present, so randomly generating an enormous number of antibody specificities is an 
efficient way to be prepared. Each B cell that encounters a foreign object is activated 
and copied to fight invaders. Cells that do not encounter foreign antigens die or 
are inactivated. Therefore, the selection process allows “correct” and “incorrect” 
solutions to be determined. Although antibody production includes a random 
process and many of the B cells produced are not selected, the overall production is 
an orderly and efficient way to fight pathogens.

Figure 1. An Example of an Antibody in Action. An antibody 
(blue) bound to poliovirus (orange and white).16 This type 
of antibody is called an immunoglobulin G (IgG) molecule. 
It has two identical binding arms, and the two arms bind 
identically to two symmetry-related sites on the virus. The 
region bound to the virus is the part of the antibody that 
has specificity for an antigen. This small region is the part 
produced by a random process and the only part that varies. 
Otherwise, antibodies are identical.
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In addition to having a selection mechanism following a random event, evolution 
of life or evolution in problem solving is iterative. In other words, each generation 
builds upon the previous one. Complex mathematical problems can be difficult to 
solve because the path to the solution is unknown, or the solution is one number 
in a very large set of  possibilities. Beginning with an initial estimate or random 
number and then iterating until a solution converges can be a productive way to 
find a solution. A key to success is to also have a selective mechanism to choose 
correct answers from incorrect ones.

In three-dimensional electron microscopy, my own field of research, randomly 
selecting a starting point can lead to the correct answer (see Figure 2). Objects lie 
in random, unknown orientations in the electron microscope and are imaged in 
two dimensions (see Figure 2-A, -B). To properly reconstruct the three-dimensional 
object, the unknown orientation angles must be determined. My laboratory and 
other laboratories18 have shown that assigning random starting angles can lead to 
the correct result through an iterative process (see Figure 2-C). However, wrong 
answers are also possible. Proper selection criteria are essential to distinguish 
correct and incorrect results.19

Evolutionary processes can be used to design and build machines.20 Analogous 
to evolution of living things,21 an engineer makes an initial design and then does the 
following:

1.  Random changes (“mutations”) are made in the design. Each random 
change results in an altered characteristic of the machine.

2.  The new machine is constructed and tested. A selection process deter-
mines if the change is advantageous or detrimental.

Advantageous changes are kept and used as a starting point for additional 
“mutations.” Over time, cumulative changes produce an improved machine. Random 
alterations cause a variety of changes,22 and the selection process keeps only those 
modifications that improve or do not debilitate the device. The entire process can 
be automated in a computer. This significantly improves efficiency because many 
“generations” can be produced and tested without physically constructing each one.

In 2000, Hod Lipson and Jordan Pollack used this engineering process to build 
and optimize small machines to crawl across a surface.23 Each machine could have 
bars connected by ball joints to allow flexibility, actuators to change the length of a 
bar to produce movement, and an electrical network (termed “neurons”) to stimulate 
movement. A standard stepper motor provided propulsion. At the beginning, two 
hundred separate machines with no bars or neurons were each given random 
characteristics and allowed to evolve for 300−600 generations. Characteristics 
that were allowed to mutate included length of bars, number of bars, number of 
joints, number of neurons, connecting a neuron to a bar (allowing it to become an 
actuator), and neuronal function. As the authors stated, “Both body (morphology) 
and brain (control) were thus co-evolved simultaneously.” Selection, or fitness, of 
each machine was assessed by locomotive ability — each device was tested for how 
well it could move on a horizontal surface. A machine was selected if it could move
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Figure 2. Use of a Ran-
dom Starting Point Fol-
lowed by Iteration to 
Solve a Complex Math-
ematical Problem. In 
this example, three-di-
mensional (3D) struc-
tures are computed from 
two-dimensional (2D) 
images. Poliovirus par-
ticles (white arrows) 
with protein receptors 
attached (black arrows) 
are shown.

A) Image of poliovi-
ruses recorded in a trans-
mission electron micro-
scope.24 This 2D view is 
analogous to an X-ray 
image of a human body 
part — that is, the 3D 
structures of the viruses 
are superimposed onto a 
2D plane. Inset, example 
of an extracted particle 
image. Each particle im-
age in the micrograph is 

extracted separately and then can be combined with other images to reconstruct the 
average 3D structure of the poliovirus particle. But first, the view orientation (given by 
three angles) of each particle image must be determined.

B) Two views of the 3D structure computed from 2D images.25 Top, a view from the 
outside. Bottom, a slice through the center.

C) A few thousand particle images were used for these two tests.26 In each test, 
each particle image was randomly assigned an initial orientation. A 3D structure 
was computed (top row). This structure is just a round meaningless blob because the 
orientation angles are randomly incorrect. Then, an iterative process was begun, and 
the orientations were allowed to change. After 75 iterations, trial A did not converge to 
the correct orientations, but trial B did. For comparison, the 3D structure solved from 
the same 2D data, but by a different method,27 is shown in panel B.

Panels B and C were adapted from a previous study.28 Poliovirus is 30 nm in 
diameter.
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farther in a certain time than other machines (Figure 3). Interestingly, this artificial 
evolution experiment showed similarities to natural, biological evolution: (1) From 
the similar starting point of the 200 machines, significantly different machines 
were produced. Differences were both structural and functional. (2) Some machines 
diverged into different forms. (3) Other machines that had diverged earlier in the 
experiment converged into similar forms. (4)  Despite never being specified or 
favored, symmetry was found in some machines.

In a process termed directed evolution, evolutionary principles are used to design 
new proteins or alter the functions of existing proteins.30 Just as the sequence of the 
twenty-six letters of the alphabet determines the meaning of words and sentences, 
the sequence of the twenty amino acids determines the structure and function of a 
protein. In directed evolution of proteins, a person starts with an initial amino-acid 
sequence, which may be random or based on a known protein. Next, the sequence 
of amino acids in the protein is altered randomly. All or only some of the amino 
acids within the protein may be allowed to change. The result is tested. Products 

Figure 3. Examples of Selected Crawling Machines Produced by the Lipson and Pollack Evolution 
Experiment.29 The nicknames for these examples are given at the top of each panel. Parts for the 
symmetric tetra machine are labeled. Tetra crawled along a surface by a two-step cycle: (1) A power 
stroke pushed the propulsion bar against the surface propelling the machine forward by a small step. 
(2) A retraction of the power arm so another step could be taken. Power is from a motor that expands 
and contracts along a line.
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with enhanced function are selected, and products with debilitated function are 
rejected. The randomization and selection steps are repeated. In addition, multiple 
trials are necessary to produce the desired output because many runs will not be 
successful.31 In one notable example, directed evolution was used to form proteins 
that could perform an entirely new function.32

A common microbiological method is to use evolution to make bacteria or 
viruses with a desired characteristic. Mutations can be induced by radiation (e.g., 
ultraviolet light) or chemicals. The researcher then sets up conditions to select for a 
specific characteristic. For example, in a technique known as bioremediation, many 
are seeking to use bacteria to clean up toxic chemicals. Commonly, evolution is used 
to induce or generate organisms to tolerate and metabolize these compounds.

If human beings can use evolutionary principles to design machines and 
solve problems, an intelligent Creator also could use random variation coupled to 
selection to produce and maintain life on earth. If humans can use evolutionary 
means to make microbes or proteins with desired characteristics and the selective 
process to get desired traits in animals and plants, then a super-intelligent being 
could have used evolution to physically make people, animals, plants, and microbes.

Evolution is a process that started with simple organisms and then gradually 
increased to more complex organisms and more complex interactions among living 
things. Evolution allowed the complexity of life to increase in a natural, orderly way. 
Evolution allowed, and continues to allow, living things to respond effectively to 
each other and to environmental changes. As with foreign antigens and antibodies, 
the situations each species may face are unknown. Randomly generating mutations 
allows each species to respond to a variety of conditions.33

“Intelligent Design”

The idea that an intelligent Creator could have used evolution to form life on earth 
is much different from the ideas promoted by the “Intelligent Design” movement. 
Proponents postulated that some biological machines and processes are so 
complex that evolution could not produce them. However, others showed that such 
mechanisms could evolve from simpler components.34 Indeed, the vast complexity of 
life suggests that evolutionary processes must be involved to improve functionality, 
allow adaptability, build complexity, and permit trade-offs.

Simple Explanations

Parents, teachers, museum curators, authors, documentary filmmakers, and others 
use simple explanations to enlighten and educate. They do not intend to deceive or 
hide important information. Rather, they exclude or minimize details to explain 
an important principle, process, or event in a way that the intended audience 
understands. Otherwise, the audience may misunderstand or lose interest. Details 
can be learned later.
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If modern teachers, curators, parents, and others use simple explanations for 
their audiences, why do some expect the ancient scriptural record to be correct 
according to our modern understanding of astronomy, geology, and biology? The 
accounts by Moses and Abraham were written thousands of years ago to people who, 
for example, understood nomadic agriculture but had little if any understanding of 
the science that even lay people understand today. The scriptural explanations are 
very simple and should be taken as such.35

When given at different times or to different audiences, simple explanations often 
vary. For example, depending on a child’s maturity, parents give divergent answers 
to the question “where do babies come from?”36 Because of differing elements or 
details, simple explanations given to one audience may seem inconsistent, confusing, 
or even inappropriate when given to another. Details unimportant in one context 
may be important in another. Latter-day Saints have four scriptural accounts of 
the Creation: in the books of Genesis, Moses, and Abraham, and in the temple 
endowment ceremony. The differences in these narratives — and in particular, 
as noted by Elder Bruce R. McConkie, the “different division of events” between 
the temple account and the accounts by Moses and Abraham37 — suggest that one 
should indeed view the four renderings as simple descriptions. All accounts relate 
the most important messages: God was responsible, the divine purpose of Creation, 
and so forth. Only the details differ.38

If we regard the scriptural accounts of the Creation as simple explanations, 
then remarkable parallels exist between those stories and the record of nature. The 
fossil record and scripture indicate that initially the earth was barren of life. Then, 
vegetative life appeared followed by animal life, which began in the sea. Terrestrial 
animals followed, and humans appeared after other animals.39

But, what of the inconsistencies between our current understandings of 
the scriptural and natural records? For example, Genesis states that the creation 
occurred in six days, flowering plants appear on the same day as other plants, and 
whales appear before terrestrial animals. Each of these points disagrees with the 
record of nature.

Some define each creation “day” as a twenty-four-hour period. Yet, for example, 
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the fossil record shows millions of years between the first-known fossilized plants 
and animals. If one imagines teaching the creation to very young children, the use of 
a day as a metaphor for a creative period is perfectly appropriate. The Hebrew word 
for day, used in the Genesis account, can also be interpreted as an indefinite period 
of time.40 Therefore, considering the geologic record, day in Genesis 1 most likely 
means “an unspecified time period.” Because the latter definition is compatible 
with both the Hebrew text and the fossil record, we can assume this is the correct 
interpretation.

The other two examples are not as easy to reconcile. However, if we remember 
the purpose of the story was not to recount a detailed chronology, then the following 
reasonings may be credible.

Flowering plants reproduce sexually 
as pollen from the male anther is placed 
in the female stigma. Genesis states 
that flowering, or fruit-bearing, plants 
were created on the same “day” that 
other plants were created, implying that 
flowering plants were present before 
animals appeared. However, in the fossil 
record, the first-known flowering plants 
appeared after animals were already in 
existence. In addition, although some 
aquatic or terrestrial flowering plants 
are fertilized as pollen drifts through 
water or air, most flowers require an 
animal to transfer the pollen. These 
plants cannot reproduce if animals are 
not present to pollinate them. In other 
words, most flowers are useless without 
animals. So, is the scriptural record in 
error in saying flowering plants were 
formed before animals were formed? 

No, to explain simply, one could group flowers with the other plants because the 
mechanism was in place for flowers to develop. The flowering plants could then 
evolve with the pollinating animals. Explaining this in the simple biblical story 
would be an unnecessary detail.

The record of nature indicates that whales evolved from terrestrial animals, but 
Genesis states that whales were created when aquatic life was created. Rather than 
explain the complex process of aquatic life leading to terrestrial life followed by some 
terrestrial animals adapting back to aquatic life, a simpler explanation would be to 
say that all aquatic life was created on the same “day.” The detail that whales actually 
came after land animals could be omitted — the mechanism was in place for whales 
to develop because land animals developed from aquatic ones. Explaining that 
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whales developed from terrestrial animals would be an unnecessary complication 
that would likely be misunderstood by the people of Moses’s day.

An Imperfect World

One argument for godless evolution is the fact that life is messy and the design 
is far from ideal. The retina of the vertebrate eye has the sensory layer facing away 
from incoming light, not towards it. The plant enzyme that converts carbon dioxide 
to sugars is “notoriously inefficient.”41 The human mouth grows more teeth than 
it has room to hold — forcing people to have wisdom teeth extracted; many of us 
get expensive orthodontic work to straighten the teeth. An intelligent designer, the 
argument goes, would have made things more intelligently.

In addition, incredible suffering occurs in the world. Not only are human beings 
often cruel to each other, but animal brutality abounds. For example, as Darwin 
noted, some wasps are extraordinarily cruel as they lay eggs in living caterpillars 
and the larvae eat their host alive.42 Why would a truly loving God make a world 
with such brutality and inefficiencies? The scriptures provide explanations for these 
apparent inconsistencies. This is another example in which scripture is compatible 
with the record of nature.

The scriptures speak of Adam and Eve leaving the peaceful Garden of Eden and 
entering a world of competing organisms (see Genesis 3:16−19, 23; Moses 4:22−25, 
29). Adam and Eve would have to work for their food and other sustenance. The 
world would contain sorrows. Death would come. Childbirth would be extremely 
difficult. Wasps cruelly enslaving caterpillars and animals brutally killing each other 
are consistent with the world where God sent Adam and Eve.

Scripture speaks of God having a perfected body and humans being made in 
God’s image (see Philippians 3:21; Genesis 1:26−27). Therefore, humans are similar 
to God but not exact copies. Each of us likely has more defects than simply a retinal 
layer on the opposite side of input light and too many teeth. Therefore, one should 
not be surprised that life on earth is not perfectly designed. How could it be perfect 
and be the testing ground that the scriptures say it is? How could you and I develop 
faith if our bodies were perfect, if we were not challenged by physical limitations?

These gospel teachings are compatible with an imperfect world that came to 
be through messy evolutionary processes. The argument that a designer would 
create perfect organs and a perfect world assumes a peaceful, perfect, “Garden of 
Eden” world, not the messy, competitive, cruel, and sorrowful world into which, the 
scriptures say, Adam and Eve were sent.43

Conclusion

Scientists often express frustration that many people do not accept evolution. The 
scientists point out the overwhelming biological evidence and cannot comprehend 
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how anyone can deny that evolutionary processes occurred. On the other hand, 
believers in God point out the order, complexity, and beauty of nature and cannot 
fathom how anyone can claim it arose by accident. Are the only alternatives really 
godless evolution and a “miraculous” six-day process? The creation–evolution 
conflict exists because (1) science has been extended beyond its bounds to say 
God does not exist and (2) scripture has been extended beyond its bounds to say 
evolutionary theory is false.

My former teacher erroneously assumed that males should have fewer ribs than 
females if the Genesis rib story was correct. Likewise, many have surmised similarly 
unfounded ideas about evolution and creation. If these ideas are tied to deeply 
held values of faith (in God or atheism), people are reluctant to give them up when 
confronted with contradictory evidence. Hence, we have conflict. However, data, 
reasoning, humility, and patience can help us resolve the conflict.

At the root, the creation–evolution conflict presumes that God’s existence or 
nonexistence can be proven, but attempts to scientifically verify or refute a Supreme 
Being are futile. The randomness and messiness of evolution does not prove the 
nonexistence of God, just as the existence of God is not proven by the beauty and 
order found in nature. Scientific or mechanistic methods do not have the capability 
to answer questions about God’s existence or the meaning of life. What would be 
the physical test or observation that would confirm or deny his existence? Besides, 
the scriptures are clear that belief in God is a choice and cannot be forced on others 
(e.g., see Alma 30:7−9; Joshua 24:15). People must be free to choose to follow God or 
not. People cannot be free if his existence is proven scientifically because that proof 
would be another way people could be forced to follow him. As the scriptures say, 
faith is hope or belief in “things which are not seen” (Alma 32:21; Hebrews 11:1). 
If scientific observations are “seen” things and if science cannot prove or disprove 
God, then faith in atheism and faith in God should be viewed as equivalent positions 
as far as science is concerned. Logical arguments for either belief can be made.

Therefore, we should call a truce in this war and concede that belief or unbelief 
in God cannot be proven by current scientific understanding, no matter how much 
one may wish it to be otherwise. Believers in God need to renounce the notion that 
evolution must be disproved to save the faith; likewise, atheists need to abandon the 
idea that evolution is evidence of God’s nonexistence.

Also, some have attempted to resolve the concern of God-fearing people by 
noting that many scientists believe in God and accept evolution. Merely pointing 
this out is not enough. Too many believers in God view such people with suspicion. 
The idea that evolution is incompatible with faith in God has persisted for so long 
and the conflict is so deep that many believers in God are convinced that if a person 
starts to accept anything about evolution, the individual will eventually discard his 
or her faith in God. The scientific community needs to acknowledge that science 
is neutral on the existence of God and needs particularly to note that the theory of 
evolution does not disprove the existence of a supreme being.44
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Believers in God must realize that insistence on a creation model that excludes 
evolution facilitates the argument by atheistic evolutionists that God does not exist. 
Believers and prospective believers in God should not have to choose between 
accepting scientific observations and having faith in God.

If humans can use evolution to construct machines, engineer proteins, produce 
living organisms with desired characteristics, or solve complicated problems, then 
certainly a super-intelligent Creator could have used the same principle to create 
life on earth. But this does not prove that God created life by means of evolution; 
this reasoning means that evolution is compatible with belief or nonbelief in God. 
Therefore, faith (in God or atheism) is put back where it should be — on each 
person’s spiritual conviction and choice.

I thank family members, friends, and colleagues who have helped me develop these 
ideas and prepare this essay for publication. I also thank the editors and anonymous 
reviewers for their helpful suggestions.
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have been aboriginally produced by other laws, and that all these laws may 
have been expressly designed by an omniscient Creator, who foresaw every 
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future event and consequence. But the more I think the more bewildered I 
become; as indeed I have probably shown by this letter.” Charles Darwin to 
Asa Gray, 22 May 1860, published in The Life and Letters of Charles Darwin, 
vol. 2, ed. Francis Darwin (London: John Murray, 1887), 311−12.

43.   In his book The Dome of Eden, theologian Stephen H. Webb proposes a way 
to reconcile the cruelty of the world (“natural evil”), creation by a loving God, 
and evolution. Webb, a Roman Catholic, addresses this from a Catholic and 
Protestant perspective.

Imperfection seems to be an inherent property of mortal life — even in a 
precise, well-defined field like mathematics. In a devotional address at 
Brigham Young University, Latter-day Saint mathematician Tyler J. Jarvis 
related solving difficult mathematical problems to people’s personal lives. He 
noted that challenging mathematical problems can only be solved imperfectly 
(or approximated) by current techniques. Often, the perfect answer is not 
possible. Brother Jarvis  urged people to accept imperfection, work to find 
the best approximation, act on that approximation, and try again. See “That’s 
How the Light Gets In,” BYU Speech, 9 July 2013, Provo, Utah, USA, available 
at http://speeches.byu.edu.

44.   An example of this being done is National Academy of Sciences and Institute 
of Medicine, Science, Evolution, and Creationism (Washington, D.C.: The 
National Academies Press. 2008). See my chapter in this volume, “Questions 
and Comments About Evolution,” question 2.



David Michael Belnap was born in Ixelles, Belgium. His American parents, Parley 
and Bona Belnap, were in Belgium while his father was working on a graduate degree 
in music at the Royal Flemish Conservatory in Antwerp. David grew up primarily in 
Provo and American Fork, Utah. Up through his elementary school years, he also lived 
in London; Ann Arbor, Michigan; Boulder, Colorado; and Salzburg, Austria—as his 
father did additional graduate studies and other work assignments. When David was 
ten years old, his family moved from Provo to American Fork, to a home with a large 
backyard. There, David and his parents, brothers, and sister spent many hours tending 
a very large garden and several animals. It was a wonderful way to grow up. Weeding 
the garden provided him and his siblings a lot of time to think. Growing up, David 
loved camping and hiking in the desert and mountains. He graduated from American 
Fork High School in 1981. David served a mission for The Church of Jesus Christ of 
Latter-day Saints in the Cleveland, Ohio area. He also served as an enlisted member of 
the Army National Guard in Utah and Indiana from 1982 through 1989, completing his 
service at the rank of staff sergeant. After returning from his mission, David attended 
Brigham Young University, receiving a BS degree in biochemistry in April 1989. That 
summer he began graduate studies at Purdue University, where he earned a PhD in 
biology in 1995.

While at Purdue University, David began studying the structure of viruses primarily by 
three-dimensional electron microscopy (3DEM). He has continued this research to the 
present day. He has published work on papillomaviruses (human, rabbit, and bovine), 
polyomaviruses (human, mouse, simian, and avian), poliovirus, hepatitis B virus, 
herpes simplex virus, and bacteriophages (bacterial viruses). David has also published 
papers on other biological macromolecules and 3DEM methods. He helped establish 
conventions for 3DEM work, and this aided the development of the EM Data Bank, 
an internet resource for 3DEM data. Following graduate studies, David worked at the 
National Institutes of Health in Bethesda, Maryland from 1995 to 2004 and Brigham 
Young University from 2004 to 2012. He currently is a research faculty member in the 
Departments of Biochemistry and Biology at the University of Utah, where he also 
directs the Electron Microscopy Core Laboratory.

David married Julie Hasting in the Salt Lake Temple in 1986. They are the parents 
of four daughters and one son, and the grandparents of four. David and Julie have 
enjoyed each place they have lived and have especially appreciated the gospel insights 
they have learned and Christ-like love they have felt from associating with brothers and 
sisters in the church, good neighbors, and friends. David enjoys serving in his church 
responsibilities. He has served in teaching, leadership, and secretarial positions. He has 
especially enjoyed working with youth in Scouting and Sunday School. David enjoys 
gardening, playing sports, cycling, running, reading, and especially anything outdoors 
with his wife and family.

DAVID M. BELNAP




