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Reviewing this course, Dr Brian Robins said: 
The intention of this book and DVD is to develop a Lent Course for churches and their congregations, who 
perhaps struggle with the implications of the theory of evolution for their faith... Tim Heaton is an Anglican 
priest with Army and City experience, but his scientific knowledge is spoken of highly by those who have 
read this book. 
The book includes tips for group leaders, a brief biography of Darwin, the course itself (in 5 sections), and 
discussion of the suffering of God. ... The course focuses on the Lent readings: - 1) “Led by the Spirit” 
outlines the epochs of evolutionary history and looks at the “creationist” viewpoint.  2) “Man does not live by 
bread alone” covers the story of the Bible and how other faiths see scripture.  3) “Worship the Lord, and 
him alone” deals with the role and view of science and religion in Darwin’s own time.  4) “Do not put the 
Lord your God to the test” considers evil and suffering in the world, and the concept of a suffering God.  5) 
“The devil returns” looks at Judas, the Fall and why Jesus died (the Atonement)...and different ways of 
trying to understand this. 
The section of the book on the suffering God draws on the writings of Studdert Kennedy, the First World 
War chaplain who grappled with reconciling (or not) the picture of God remote in heaven with soldiers dying 
in agony impaled on barbed wire. 
 
Whatever our personal perspectives on faith and science, a God of Love and a world with a lot of suffering, 
and the Bible as a record of facts as well as an exploration of meanings, we have to face up to the militant 
atheist view that traditional Christianity is wishful thinking based on myth rather than history, and on a view 
of the world that doesn’t reflect the world as it really is.   Tim Heaton argues that Darwin’s disillusionment 
with the Christianity of his time owed much more to the death of his daughter than to his collection of 
evidence  that the Genesis accounts of Creation leave out rather a lot of detail (and of time). 
 
A starting point for your personal Lent Course journey 
1. What do you recall of the Genesis accounts of Creation?  If you are a bit hazy about what the 

first 3 chapters of Genesis say, you might want to re-read them. 
2. What do you think the theory of evolution [fact of evolution?] means? 
3. Do you have any difficulty personally in fitting together Genesis 1-3 and evolution? 
4. Do you have a problem with reconciling suffering with a loving God?   ( Our Christian 

predecessors faced the same issues...and with rather less means of controlling suffering than we 
enjoy.) 

 
Chapter 1: Introduction 
 
The Christian determined to base his or her understanding of God on the Bible and only the Bible (and to 
treat all apparent inconsistencies and vagueness's in the Bible narrative as the temptations of the devil) is 
probably stuck with a conviction that Creation began at 9a.m. on 20th October 4004 BC.  This puts all 
archaeology and geology and astronomy into the devilish delusion category, and leaves little room for 
discussion... or even for the gentle humour that innocently enquires why Adam and Eve are commonly 
painted with navels!  Other Christians are ready to concede that the history of creation goes back billions, 
not just thousands, of years; and that, in human terms, there were lots of discontinuities (e.g. more than 
one Flood).  However, some of those Christians may accept evolution as a fact, but see God as intervening 
directly and purposefully at each stage in evolution - not relying on a principle such as Natural Selection to 
determine the stages. For many modern Christians, evolution by Natural Selection isn’t a barrier to 



believing in a Creator God - which is an open-minded stance that Darwin himself adopted in some of his 
writings. 
 
The guidance for course leaders suggests a fairly firm structure to 80 minute sessions.  It is up to leaders 
and group members to run with this timing and structure or not.  More important is the emphasis on 
members of the group accepting that we are dealing with mysteries that the cleverest scientist and the 
cleverest theologians struggle with– and therefore being willing to share their personal views and listen to 
the personal views of others.  In other words, everyone in the group is in a modest way a scientist and a 
theologian.   When it comes to the discussion of suffering, individuals need to decide what they wish to 
share.   Any confidences need to be respected by others. 
 
Chapter 2:  A Brief Biography of Charles Darwin 
Darwin was born in 1809 and died in 1882.   He was raised as a Christian/ Unitarian, and studied both to be 
a doctor and to be a priest.  In those days, having a vocation was not an essential part of being either a 
doctor or a priest.  In the event, having to inflict pain (no anaesthetics) put him off medicine.  The five year 
voyage of the Beagle to South America diverted him from ministry to natural history.  In his natural history 
studies, which continued after his return, he found much to challenge his conventional “All things bright and 
beautiful” faith, and the conviction of the period that humankind was unique (both in its relationship with 
God and in its inclination to sin).   His studies shifted him towards a more complex view of creation, and the 
theology of the time did not help him much in coming to terms with a world that was more cruel and more 
“random” than established Bible teaching allowed for.  But, at most, natural history inclined him towards 
theism rather than atheism. 
 
The tilt towards agnosticism (there may be a God, but we really don’t begin to understand God) came more 
from family and personal experience.  He married Emma Wedgwood, his first cousin, who was and who 
remained a devout Christian.  They had 10 children.  Two died in infancy,  One, Annie, his favourite, died a 
wretched and undignified death aged 10, and her death affected him greatly.   He could no longer believe in 
a God of infinite goodness: seeing a God presiding over nature red in tooth and claw and over the slow 
death of his child. 
 
Darwin’s “Origin of Species”, and still more his “Descent of Man”, caused a storm, because they portrayed 
Adam and Eve as a stage in a long process of evolution—a process in which natural variations were 
naturally selected according to their utility to the species.   Genes had yet to be discovered, and their close 
similarity in apes and men (and indeed fruit flies and men); but here was a radical challenge to the concept 
of a unique creature with a unique soul and a unique relationship to God..  This picture of man’s place in 
creation—one stage in a long process— isn’t very comfortable for the humanist either! 
 
Chapter 3: Led by the Spirit (Session 1) 
 
The Spirit of God (the Wisdom of God) is seen as God’s creative power at work: in the beginning of 
creation (in Genesis), in God’s dealings with God’s people, in the conception of Jesus by Mary, in the 
Baptism and Ministry of our Lord, in the formation of the Church, in the end of the old order in the Book of 
Revelation.  Converting a six day creation of one planet with its attendant day and night lights in the 
heavens, and human beings on the scene and (sort of) in charge more or less from the beginning, into a 15 
billion year on-going process involving 300,000 billion billion stars with humankind appearing on one planet 
about 150,000 years ago, does not diminish the splendour of God’s Creation.   It does underline many 
times the recognition in Bible times that humankind is pretty insignificant.  Interestingly, it has been argued 



(recently) that maybe the whole cosmos was, unlikely as it may seem, created for the benefit of humankind. 
 
Creationism and Intelligent Design have evolved (!) to try to resurrect the old certainties about God being in 
charge at every stage.   Like the theory of pre-destination, these attempts to explain how God works keep 
God in the forefront, but at the heavy price of God being made directly responsible in the once case for 
every dead end in the evolutionary story, and in the other case for everyone of my mistakes/offences.    
The Church has felt threatened by scientific discovery, by scientific questioning, and by the reasoning 
based on scientific knowledge,  It isn’t too difficult to picture God being quietly pleased as his creatures 
boldly leave the safety of the garden and venture out with a sense of wonder into the big wide exciting 
world of new discoveries (and new questions). 
 
Chapter 4: One does not live by bread alone  (Session 2) 
 
This session begins with temptations - the temptations Jesus faced, as we face temptations.  It is mainly 
about the place of the Bible; and if you look at “one does not live by bread alone” as against the traditional 
“man does not live by bread alone”; and at “lead us not into temptation” as against “do not put us to the 
test”, you get some sense of the debate about exactly what the Bible says.  Jesus’ response to the devil 
when he is tempted in the wilderness is longer in Matthew than in Luke: Matthew extends the quotation 
from Deuteronomy 8.3.  What precisely did Jesus say? As Christians, we have to balance in our own way 
Scripture (the Bible with or without the books we call the Apocrypha), Tradition (what the Church has built 
on the Scriptures over the years), and Reason (does it make sense to us individually or collectively).  The 
temptation  is to say “The Bible says...” and end the discussion there—even though what Moses thought 
was in a very different context, and what Moses said wasn’t written down at the time in shorthand.  Or the 
temptation is to say that “a 16th Century Pope said...”, and end the discussion there.   Or the temptation is 
to say “I don’t agree....” and to fail to explore why the Bible or Tradition does make sense to other people. 
 
Darwin heard his local vicar telling him that God makes us suffer, for our own good.  Darwin couldn’t 
reconcile this with his own reason... And we might say that in this case the local vicar was misinterpreting 
Matthew 10.26-31.    As a footnote, Islam has a different problem with Scripture: the Qur’an is supposed to 
have been dictated to Muhammad by the voice of God in the 7th Century and written down (Muhammad 
couldn’t write) by a scribe word for word.   So Sunni, Shi’a and Suffi can differ in interpretation, but they 
cannot escape from what is written down.  Christians and Jews can recognise the real history of Bible 
writing. 
 
Chapter 5:  Worship the Lord your God and serve only him (Session 3) 
 
This is in many ways the heart of this Lenten journey.   Pause to ask yourself what difference it would make 
if you had the Worship the Lord text stuck on your TV, radio, and the front page of your daily newspaper.  
Natural Theology, which dominated at the time of Darwin, was about seeing clear evidence for God in 
God’s creation.  Many clergy were amateur scientists...as Darwin might have become.  Nature was 
beautiful, ordered, kindly, and probably ordered for the benefit of God’s favourites: humankind.  It all 
sounds a little 19th Century cosy; but we are all tempted in the same direction.   The latest JW 
“Watchtower” has a very interesting piece about how the double helix in DNA may give us a radically new 
way of economically storing masses of data.   Scientific Christians point out how unique the circumstances 
were that allowed human life to come into being in the cosmos.  These pointers to the Creator in the 
creation may be valid (everybody loves Psalm 8), but if we look at nature to find God we need to recognise 
the apparent cruelty, wastefulness and chaos. 



 
Studdert Kennedy as Chaplain was asked by a wounded soldier with the vague but real C of E faith of his 
time what God was like; and Kennedy pointed to a crucifix..  God is other than his Creation, and Natural 
Theology is not sufficient theology.  Martin Luther said:  “God does not want to be known except through 
Christ; nor can he be known in any other way.” 
 
Chapter 6:  Do not put the Lord your God to the test.  (Session 4) 
 
Jesus did some pretty remarkable things, but quite often he tried to hush them up, and he always (though 
tempted) stopped short of the sign that would clinch it: the leaping off the pinnacle of the Temple sign.  He 
chose the Way of the Cross, the God way.  And while Jehovah did something dramatic at the Red Sea/Sea 
of Reeds, the Exodus was very different from a dramatic happy ending to the first period of exile.  The 
dramatic happy ending would have been straight out of Egypt into the Promised Land and start the new 
good life - not 40 years of testing and then a slow (and incomplete) occupation. 
 
Darwin was influenced by the Rev Thomas Malthus, who explained natural and man-made disasters by the 
need to keep the population explosion in check.  God, having said “Go forth and multiply”, resorting to 
division and subtraction to keep the numbers down.  A Jewish rabbi set out the challenge for all believers 
confronting suffering.  He had the Holocaust in mind.  He said “No statement, theological or otherwise, 
should be made that would not be credible in the presence of the burning children”.  Even setting aside the 
debate about whether God causes suffering or just tolerates it, if God is all-loving and all-powerful, why 
doesn’t he do something?  This was asked during the Holocaust.  It is the question that then then 
Archbishop of Canterbury was asked in the wake of the Twin Towers.  It is the question Studdert Kennedy 
answered by pointing to Christ on the Cross.  A Suffering God? 
Where does evil come from?   How does God deal with evil?  How do we deal with evil? 
 
Chapter 7:  The Devil Returns.  (Session 5) 
 
Luke says the devil entered into Judas.  That raises all sorts of Good Friday questions.  Was the devil the 
key player?  How much should we blame Judas?  What about Pilate and Caiaphas?  Didn’t Jesus know 
exactly what he was doing and what the outcomes would be?  (Though he couldn’t get the disciples to see 
things his way... except maybe Thomas and Mary Magdalene!)   
 
Most important, what do we understand of the Good Friday WHY beyond what “There is a green hill far 
away” tells us?  The atheist critics  caricature it all as God making human beings prone to sin (if not actually 
addicted to sin), then decreeing eternal punishment for sinners; and they don’t really get the bit about Jesus 
being linked into this by dying the sort of horrible death that thousands of others have died before and since 
then.   What is “original sin”, if it means anything?  If human beings are just another species, are they the 
only creatures for whom sin and virtue and punishment and eternal life [or eternal damnation?], mean 
anything?   
 
There is an attractive Eastern Orthodox way of looking at “The Sin of Adam”:  We are born into an 
environment where it is easy to do evil and hard to do good; easy to hurt others, and hard to heal their 
wounds; easy to arouse men’s suspicions, and hard to win their trust.   Another way of describing it is 
“collective brokenness”.  How are we Saved, and what does salvation mean?  How do we run together 
personal responsibility and the freely given grace of God?  What is heaven, and who gets there, and who 
goes to the other place? 



 
A valuable aspect of the Darwin debate is the recognition that actually the Bible isn’t about chosen or self-
selected individuals going off to play a harp somewhere else.  It is about the whole of creation being 
transformed or renewed.  Maybe the childish question “Are there dogs [or cats ... or monkeys] in heaven?” 
isn’t so daft.  Darwin’s daughter Annie (the one who died aged 10) loved to hear about the death of  Jenny 
the Chimp, who died in the arms of her keeper.  Is Annie in heaven?  Is Jenny in heaven? 
 
Last Chapter:  A theology of a suffering God 
 
Even devout Christians can miss an essential point in crucifixion theology.   We talk about God sending his 
only Son to suffer for us—indeed this is among the loveliest passages in the whole Bible.  It reminds us of 
all those parents who down the years have sacrificed their sons and daughters for a greater good -  not as 
Abraham was tempted to do, but to save others.  We remember that famous statue of Mary of Nazareth 
holding her dead son.   We recall how parents and siblings and lovers and friends can experience the pain 
and the death of a loved one in themselves.  C S Lewis speaks movingly of feeling himself the pain of his 
wife, who died of cancer.  But we forget that Jesus was and is God.  What Jesus experienced God 
experienced; and we talk of Christ being crucified from the foundation of the world.  That suggests not God 
the Creator creating in a detached sort of way while enjoying a heavenly breakfast, but God the composer 
Creator living the pain of his Creation.   
 
The last chapter quotes a number of theologians who have grappled with making use of all the words that 
describe God: the comforting words such as  loving, merciful, gracious; the majestic words such as 
powerful, awesome, almighty; and the unexpected words that maybe run better with what Jesus portrays of 
God: weak, powerless, crucified, suffering.  Again perhaps Doubting Thomas and Mary Magdalene got 
there first.  Mary instinctively anointed Jesus for suffering and burial.  Thomas said “Let us go and die with 
him”, while the other disciples seem still to have been looking forward to reigning with him. 
 
Studdert Kennedy isn’t commonly reckoned among the great theologians, and of course he was a 
prominent Christian Socialist at a time when the Church of England was often still seen as “the Tory Party 
at prayer”.  However his earthy Cockney portrayal of God as the God on the Cross made sense to ordinary 
folk who would never read Karl Barth or Jurgen Moltmann, or even Dietrich Bonhoeffer.  He lived as he 
preached, and Archbishop William Temple said of Kennedy, who died aged 45 in 1929:  “If to be a priest is 
to carry others on the heart and offer them with self in the sacrifice of human nature—the Body and the 
Blood—to God the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, then Geoffrey Studdert Kennedy was the finest priest 
that I have known.  
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