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Hope for God’s Creation makes a compelling argument for 
creation care that is consistent with theologically orthodox 
doctrines in a way that suggests kindness, love, and hope. 
Nonetheless, to people who do not need to be convinced, 
some of the book might seem repetitive and defensive. 
Spencer’s repeated defense of Christianity against blame 
for environmental problems, his description of science, and 
his fear of the danger of liberal values may deter people 
concerned about the synergistic effects of environmental 
degradation, poverty, displacement, and other harms to 
human flourishing. 

Spencer does not say much about the Christian mandate to 
care for the poor, typically a major part of any discussion 
about creation care theology. He also does not mention the 
differential effects of environmental degradation on poor 
or racial minorities. Neither does he talk about evangelical 
brothers and sisters around the world. There is no mention 
of the World Evangelical Alliance, Lausanne Movement, or 
the many Christian organizations working globally on cre­
ation care issues.

Spencer cites Francis Schaeffer to represent Christian 
environmental ethics, and Katherine Hayhoe, contempo­
rary climate scientist and Christian, to represent current 
Christian environmental concepts. However, he does not 
cite many prominent theological writers or engage with 
some of the doctrines one might expect in this discussion, 
such as the Kingdom of God or the nature of the Church. 
Perhaps in a follow-up book, Spencer may address how 
orthodox doctrines transpose into action in a world in 
which the majority of Christians are not American. For his 
target audience, evangelical Christian Americans, though, 
this book is a valuable contribution.

Note
1Lynn White Jr., “The Historical Roots of Our Ecologic Cri­
sis,” Science 155, no. 3767 (1967): 1203–7, https://archive.org 
/details/HistoricalRootsOfEcologicalCrisisV.

Reviewed by Dorothy Boorse, professor of biology, Gordon College, 
Wenham, MA 01984.
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ORIGIN STORY: The Trials of Charles Darwin by 
Howard Markel. W. W. Norton, 2024. xii + 352 pages, 
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Howard Markel, a physician and prominent historian 
of medicine, has written several books about pediatrics; 
quarantines; epidemics; cocaine addiction; the Kellogg 
brothers of Battle Creek, Michigan; and the discovery of 
the structure of DNA. Extrapolating from that list, a book 
about Darwin is somewhat surprising; the only obvious 
connection is Darwin’s generally poor health. Origin Story 

is shorter than its pagination implies, with generous mar­
gins, seventy pages of endnotes, wide spacing between 
lines of text, and many low resolution, black-and-white 
images that sometimes add nothing of value. 

The narrative, however, is well written, often engaging, 
and heavily based on primary sources that are the raw 
materials from which historians create history—news­
papers, magazines, published correspondence (especially 
from the massive modern edition of Darwin’s letters1), 
and unpublished manuscripts. Markel draws effectively 
on contemporary descriptions of personality, appearance, 
and character, such as poet William Allingham’s observa­
tion that Darwin was “tall, yellow, sickly, [and] very quiet” 
(p. 169). 

What were Darwin’s trials? His illnesses, concerns over 
how his theory would be received, and a deep anxiety to 
be fully credited for discovering natural selection. Markel 
provides a wealth of detail on each. Unsurprisingly, much 
attention is given to medical history, especially Darwin’s 
famous maladies, which have inspired diverse diagno­
ses by qualified experts. While cautioning readers not 
to expect certainty, Markel favors the view that Darwin 
“likely suffered from systemic lactose intolerance” (p. 171), 
as evidenced by his constant battles with headaches, indi­
gestion, nausea, and flatulence. 

His poor health directly impinged on the legendary debate 
about evolution at Oxford in 1860 between Bishop Samuel 
Wilberforce and anatomist Thomas Henry Huxley, a close 
friend of Darwin whose nickname “Darwin’s Bulldog” 
encapsulated his love of rhetorical conquest. Ironically, 
Darwin himself was absent. Why? “Instead of defending 
his controversial work to his colleagues at Oxford, the self-
proclaimed invalid was at a water cure in Surrey” (p. 175). 
Historical literature devoted to the debate is voluminous. 
Markel has read everything important—one footnote by 
itself runs nearly two pages. His comprehensive narrative 
fairly presents the complexities facing historians. Which 
original sources are most reliable? What were the biases 
of their authors? Can we determine with any confidence 
what actually happened? Many historians have doubted 
the oft-repeated story that Wilberforce impugned Huxley 
by asking whether the ape in his family tree was his grand­
father or his grandmother, inviting an equally insulting 
riposte from Huxley. The report in the influential literary 
magazine, The Athenaeum, did not contain this story, but in 
2017, Richard England found a local newspaper account 
that did, effectively altering the historical landscape.2 

Markel’s emphasis on this raucous exchange as an impor­
tant moment in the reception of Darwin’s theory is fully 
justified.

Equally commendable is his treatment of Darwin’s 
dilemma, when Alfred Russel Wallace sent Darwin an 
essay outlining essentially the same theory of evolution 
by natural selection that Darwin had formulated twenty 
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years earlier—but had not yet published. Markel chastises 
Darwin, Charles Lyell, and Joseph Dalton Hooker for “the 
subtle devaluation of Wallace’s essay” (p. 54) in their care­
fully orchestrated handling of it at a meeting of the Linnean 
Society and the subsequent publication in their journal, all 
designed to ensure Darwin’s priority. However, the state­
ment that “Wallace coined the term Darwinism” (pp. 65–66) 
in 1889 is not correct. According to the Oxford English Dic-
tionary, it was used in 1860 by Huxley and twenty years 
earlier in reference to the views of Charles’s grandfather, 
Erasmus Darwin, not to mention the title of Charles 
Hodge’s 1874 book, What Is Darwinism? 

Just one aspect of this book merits serious criticism: shal­
low and sometimes misleading coverage of Christian 
beliefs and their role in the history of science. Perhaps the 
author’s bias is partly to blame. At one point, he describes 
“the doctrine of materialism” as a “foundational point of 
modern science” (p. 225), ipso facto ruling out any higher 
dimension(s) of reality, even for humans, although neither 
mechanistic neuroscience nor reductionist philosophy has 
solved the mind-body problem. 

I do not begrudge Markel his point of view, but a bet­
ter understanding of religious ideas could have made 
an otherwise excellent book even better. For example, he 
speaks of “the hidebound history of Christianity” (p. 8) 
as if theology never changes or engages changing science 
in productive conversation. Darwin’s critics did not hold 
“that God created each species perfectly, in His image” 
(p. 43), a distinction reserved only for humans. The broad 
assertion that “natural theologists” (Markel’s peculiar term 
for natural theologians) simply “shoehorned the ‘facts’ 
they discovered into awkward explanations of the Holy 
Scriptures,” whereas Darwin and Hooker “were fearless in 
letting the data they collected carry them to logical, fact-
based conclusions” (p. 27), is unwarranted. It has never 
been the job of theologians to discover scientific facts 
(even if some have done so), and the natural theologians 
of Darwin’s day cannot be blamed for drawing specula­
tive theological inferences from the science of the time, any 
more than we can blame Darwin for drawing speculative 
theological inferences from his own theory. 

The most important natural theologian in Darwin’s circle, 
the brilliant Anglican priest, polymath, and Cambridge 
professor William Whewell, was an accomplished math­
ematician with a profound respect for scientific facts, 
a few of which (related to the tides) he helped discover. 
His ideas about philosophy of science and natural theol­
ogy strongly influenced Darwin, who quoted with implicit 
approval a passage from Whewell’s Bridgewater Treatise (a 
major work on natural theology) opposite the title page 
of On the Origin of Species. Nevertheless, in the footnote 
accompanying this very point, Markel speaks dismissively 
of Whewell’s “inner conflict on science and religion” con­
cerning the possibility of life on other worlds, because “he 

argued [in another work] that human life existed only on 
earth, thanks to God’s special relationship with his great­
est creation, and railed against those who tried to usurp 
Judeo-Christian doctrines with unproved scientific theo­
ries” (note 56, p. 284). It is instructive that Michael J. Crowe, 
the leading expert on nineteenth-century debates about 
this issue, offers a very different assessment of Whewell’s 
position. He “drew heavily on widely available scientific 
information,” treating “the question of extraterrestrial life 
as a scientific question, rather than an issue that must be 
decided on religious grounds.”3 

Finally, Merkel’s unqualified claim that Lyell’s ancient 
earth was “blasphemous” (p. 22), when first proposed in 
the early 1830s, contradicts the fact that orthodox Christian 
scientists and clergy had for decades been finding ways 
to embrace it without denying biblical truths. Elsewhere 
he writes unambiguously about Lyell’s “Christian faith” 
being opposed to human evolution (p. 96). This fails to cap­
ture the complexity of Lyell’s religious beliefs. According 
to Martin Rudwick, although Lyell never actually “aban­
doned his earlier nominal allegiance to the liberal wing of 
the Church of England,” by the 1850s Lyell “had become de 
facto a Unitarian after seeing the role of that denomination 
in America,” which he had visited several times start­
ing in 1841–1842.4 He and his wife worshipped often at 
the Little Portland Street Unitarian Chapel in London. At 
the same time, he could not comprehend how the human 
mind could supervene the rest of nature, if it had arisen 
from such primitive forms of life. Even as a Unitarian, 
Lyell continued to believe in human pre-eminence and a 
providentialist interpretation of natural history inspired by 
natural theology, while vociferously attacking the biblical 
literalism of the scriptural geologists (intellectual ances­
tors of today’s young-earth creationists). This theological 
perspective ultimately lay behind his lifelong struggle with 
common ancestry. Yet, Markel fails to mention Darwin’s 
very similar quandary: “With me the horrid doubt always 
arises whether the convictions of man’s mind, which has 
been developed from the mind of the lower animals, are 
of any value or at all trustworthy. Would anyone trust in 
the convictions of a monkey’s mind, if there are any con­
victions in such a mind?”5 Perhaps the author’s materialist 
convictions are also evident here. 

Despite my reservations, I recommend this book to anyone 
interested in Darwin’s trials, which were very important 
parts of his life and career. The wealth of detail and the lib­
eral use of primary sources cannot be ignored.
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Jim Stump has served as the host of the Language of God 
podcast for BioLogos since 2019. Many ASA members, 
including myself, have been interviewed by Stump over 
the past half-decade. I have frequently interacted with 
Stump through our common work with BioLogos, both in 
his role as vice president of the organization and as host 
for its podcast.

In this book, Stump steps from behind his microphone and 
tells his own story. His voice sounds the same written as it 
does spoken. His methods are also the same: he continues 
to gather evidence through interviews. But in this book, 
Stump uses his feet as well as his voice, as he travels to 
about a dozen locations throughout America, Europe, and 
Africa, combining the data-driven experiences of research 
with those of a pilgrim searching for relics. These relics are 
ancient genes and bones, which tell a story of the transition 
from animal to human.

Stump’s travelogue starts in a board room meeting years 
ago, which resulted in his departure from the Christian 
university where he had taught. He writes that his “crime” 
was believing that “human beings evolved over time” 
(p. 2). In the rest of the book, Stump speaks to us outside 
the board room, as he wrestles with the evidence for deep 
time and human evolution, all in the context of his per­
sonal philosophy in which science and faith do not only 
co-exist but also cooperate and co-inhere.

This is a book about a person of faith accepting science, not 
about a scientist becoming a person of faith (for those sto­
ries, turn to Francis Collins and Sy Garte). Stump’s story is 
divided into five parts, with short chapters that read eas­
ily, interspersed with black-and-white illustrations by his 
daughter, Sloan Stump.

The first part is titled “Bible,” although it might be titled 
“Church,” because the first chapter focuses on interpre­
tation rather than the Bible itself. Its centerpiece is not 
quotations, but social science data: for example, a large 
graph showing the increased acceptance of evolution over 
time (p. 20). Stump contrasts this data with a personal visit 

to the Ark Encounter theme park, which is built around a 
young-earth interpretation of Genesis. 

Stump concludes the first part by suggesting that there 
are ways to read Genesis other than with wooden literal­
ism. To support this claim, he quotes C. S. Lewis on how 
the “human qualities of the raw materials show through” 
(p.  54) in scripture. Stump recalls standing over Lewis’s 
grave as a sort of anticlimax: “Nothing mystical or magi­
cal happened. … But a pilgrimage like ours to Oxford put 
flesh and blood on our idea of C. S. Lewis. He was a real 
guy” (p. 56). Likewise, Stump argues that scripture shines 
with God’s truth despite its “human qualities.” 

The patience of the Creator is the subject of the next three 
sections: “Time,” “Species,” and “Soul.” Stump uses vivid 
metaphors to illustrate the depths of time. One of these 
is “God’s Weekly Planner for Creation,” which shows 
the deep timespan of creation—if the billions of years of 
natural history were mapped to a seven-day week in a 
planner, then “all the events that interest us [humans] 
would be packed into the last hour of the week” (p. 67). 
A second metaphor is a stack of baseball cards as tall as the 
Washington Monument, which shows “there are 120,000 
generations between us” and the first ancestors of genus 
Homo (p. 126).

In what becomes almost a running joke, his travel plans 
are repeatedly thwarted. Stump remains “philosophical,” 
almost Stoic, as he retells these events. A vivid section 
in the middle of the book occurs when Stump finally 
reaches one of his destinations in France, seeing for him­
self cave paintings of mammoths in a cave where bears 
had scratched up the walls. “The difference between [the 
paintings] and what the hibernating bears left behind 
is shockingly obvious” (p. 135). The random bear-claw 
scratches are natural—but the graceful pigment-strokes 
left by human artists are something else entirely. 

As a reader, I want to spend more time thinking about 
why the paintings look the way they do, and what it means 
that humans create beauty, while animals can embody it. 
As a scientist, I wonder what it means that the oldest such 
paintings were discovered in Indonesia, not Europe. But 
to address these questions, we are going to need a bigger 
book. As Stump says himself, the goals of his book must be 
more modest, because “the beauty and complexity of art 
and literature have to be experienced in their entirety. That 
experience can’t be summed up in words without massive 
reduction in meaning” (p. 91).

Yet Stump has no choice but to sum up his reactions in 
words. Many of his reactions can be aligned with ancient 
philosophers: he reacts to his woes like Boethius did (who 
wrote philosophically about his unjust imprisonment) 
and Stump builds from a material, even chemical, view of 
the evolution of the universe like Lucretius and Epicurus 
did (although Stump builds to a Christian theology that 
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