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1)

2)

3)

4)

5)

6)

Untangling Evolution

RABBI NATAN SLIFKIN

PART ONE: SCIENTIFIC ANALYSIS

Key point: The term “evolution” causes confusion, as it covers a
variety of different points that need to be considered separately.

Pre-biological evolution — The first simple life-form developed through naturalistic
means from primordial soup.

Status in the Scientific Community: Tentative Theories.

Change - Different creatures exist now than used to exist in the past.

Status in the Scientific Community: Universally Accepted

Common ancestry — All creatures are related on a family tree, descended from a
single common ancestor.

Evidence:
a) Genetic similarities — not entirely convincing,.
b) Homologous similarities — suggestive.
¢) Fossil record — very suggestive.
d) Vestigial similarities — extremely convincing, although responses are possible.
€) Where else did the new ones come from — powerful, even theologically.

Status in the Scientific Community: Universally Accepted
Evolutionary mechanisms — Naturalistic explanations exist for how new species
arise.

Status in the Scientific Community: Broadly Accepted.

Popular candidate for evolutionary mechanism: Neo-Darwinist Theory —

Random genetic mutation combined with natural selection (“survival of the fittest”).
Status in the Scientific Community: Somewhat Debated.

Human evolution — Not really a separate aspect, except from religious

perspective.

Status in the Scientific Community: Universally Accepted
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PART TwoO: RELIGIOUS CONFLICTS

Key point: Must clarify (a) which aspect of evolution is being discussed,
(b) what precisely the presumed conflict is, and (c) if it really is a conflict.

1) “Don’t scientific explanations of the complexity of life remove the need to invoke a
Creator in order to account for it?

Answer: Based on a flawed understanding of God and of science.

2) “There is no tradition of explaining the creation of life by way of evolution — how can
we provide an explanation that differs from that of the Sages?”

Answer: There is a tradition of explaining matters differently from traditional
explanations when new evidence arises.

3) “Evolution requires an old earth — isn’t that incompatible with a universe that is only
a few thousand years old as the Torah indicates?”

Answer: Classical commentaries discuss that Genesis is not supposed to be literal.

4) “Pre-biological evolution states that life arose through naturalistic means from
primordial soup — doesn’t that contradict the Torah’s account?”

Answer: Religious view probably requires open input from Creator, but not
necessarily.

5) “Surely the literal reading of the Torah indicates that animals were created
separately, from the ground!”

Answer: Classical commentaries discuss that Genesis is not supposed to be literal.

6) “Isn’t the idea of man’s descent from monkeys antithetical to the concept of man
being created in the image of God?”

Answer: “Image” refers to soul, not body. Essential difference from popular theory.

7) “Isn’t the idea of man’s descent from monkeys contradicted by the text of the
Torah?”

Answer: Classical commentaries discuss that Genesis is not supposed to be literal.
Conceptual importance of Torah’s account.

8) “Darwinian evolution accounts for ‘bad design’ in nature — isn’t that incompatible
with a perfect Creator?”

Answer: Atheistic evolutionists often claim that Darwinian evolution disproves God —
but all it disproves is their conception of God.

9) “Doesn’t Darwinian evolution show the animal kingdom to be a chance and unguided
process with no purpose?”

Answer: Even if true, no different from Purim; seemingly chance events show by their
result that they were planned all along. Essential difference from popular theory.
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1)

3)

4)

5)

Rambam, Guide of the Perplexed, Introduction — Now, on the one hand, the subject of
Creation is very important, but on the other hand, our ability to understand these
concepts is very limited. Therefore, God described these profound concepts, which His
Divine wisdom found necessary to communicate to us, using allegories, metaphors, and
imagery. Our Sages put it succinctly, “It is impossible to communicate to man the
stupendous immensity of the Creation of the universe. Therefore, the Torah simply says,
‘In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth’ (Genesis 1:1).” Thus they
pointed out that the subject is a deep mystery, as Shlomo said, “It is elusive and
exceedingly deep; who can discover it?” (Ecclesiastes 7:24). It has been outlined in
metaphors so that the masses can understand it according to their mental capacity,
while the educated take it in a different sense.

Rambam, Guide For The Perplexed 2:29 — The account of creation given in Scripture is
not, as is generally believed, intended to be literal in all its parts.

Rambam, Treatise Concerning the Resurrection of the Dead - ...Our efforts, and the
efforts of select individuals, are in contrast to the efforts of the masses. For with the
masses who are people of the Torah, that which is beloved to them and tasty to their
folly is that they should place Torah and rational thinking as two opposite extremes, and
will derive everything impossible as distinct from that which is reasonable, and they say
that it is a miracle, and they flee from something being in accordance with natural law,
whether with something recounted from past events, with something that is in the
present, or with something which is said to happen in the future. But we shall endeavor
to integrate the Torah with rational thought, leading events according to the natural
order wherever possible; only with something that is clarified to be a miracle and cannot
be otherwise explained at all will we say that it is a miracle

Ramban, commentary to Genesis 9:12 — “This is the sign of the covenant that I give” — It
would seem from this sign that the rainbow which appears in the clouds is not part of
the acts of creation, and only now did God create something new, to make a rainbow
appear in the sky on a cloudy day... But we are compelled to believe the words of the
Greeks, that the rainbow is a result of the sun’s rays passing through moist air, for in
any container of water that is placed before the sun, a there can be seen something that
resembles a rainbow. And when we look again at the wording of the verse, we will
understand it thus. For it says, “I have set my rainbow in the cloud,” and it did not say “I
am setting it in the cloud,” (in the present tense) as it said, “this is the sign of the
covenant that I am giving.” And the word “My rainbow” indicates the rainbow
previously existed.

Rabbi Hirsch, The Educational Value of Judaism, in Collected Writings, vol. VI, p- 264
— Even if this notion (evolution) were ever to gain complete acceptance by the scientific
world, Jewish thought, unlike the reasoning of the high priest of that nation (Thomas
Huxley), would nonetheless never summon us to revere a still extant representative of
this primal form (an ape)} as the supposed ancestor of us all. Rather, Judaism in that
case would call upon its adherents to give even greater reverence than ever before to the
one, sole God Who, in His boundless creative wisdom and eternal omnipotence, needed

&



6)

7)

8)

9)

to bring into existence no more than one single, amorphous nucleus, and one single law
of “adaptation and heredity” (Darwinian evolution) in order to bring forth, from what
seemed chaos but was in fact a very definite order, the infinite variety of species we
know today, each with its unique characteristics that sets it apart from all other
creatures.

Rabbi Kook, Orot HaKodesh p. 559 — The evolutionary way of thinking, so popular as a
result of recent scientific studies, has caused considerable upheaval among many people
whose thought had been wont to run in certain regular, well-defined paths. Not so,
however, for the select, hard-thinking few who have always seen a gradual, evolutionary
development in the world’s most intimate spiritual essence. For them it is not difficult to
apply, by analogy, the same principle to the physical development of the visible world. It
is indeed fitting that the emergence of the latter should parallel the spiritual
development of all being, where no step in the gradually unfolding pattern is ever left
vacant. Ordinary people, on the other hand, find it very hard to embrace a complete and
comprehensive evolutionary view and are unable to reconcile such a view with a
spiritual outlook on life. These hesitations have nothing to do with any difficulty in
reconciling the verses of the Torah or other traditional texts with an evolutionary
standpoint. Nothing is easier than this. Everyone knows that here, if anywhere, is the
realm of parable, allegory and allusion.

Rabbi Menachem Kasher, “Shabbos Bereishis VeShabbos Sinai,” Talpiot II p. 385 —
-..With regard to matters connected to the acts of Genesis, there are many details for
which we have no clear tradition from our Sages, and permission is [therefore] give to
everyone to explain and expound the explanation of the verses, for there are seventy
facets to Torah.

Rav Dessler, Michtav Me-Eliyahu, vol. 11, p. 151 — All that the Torah recounts of matters
relating to the period before the completion of creation is conveyed to us by Moshe from

the mouth of God in terms of concepts which we can grasp. Just as one attempts to give

a blind person some idea of that which he cannot see by making use of analogies with
the sense of touch and so forth, so does the Torah present to us that which is essentially
spiritual in a material guise, with some points of similarity and analogy to the spiritual
message, so that we may be able to grasp it to the best of our ability.... in the simple
meaning of the text — that which is conveyed to us in accordance with our own
conceptual capacity — we are to understand actual days made up of hours and minutes.
But in its real essence, that is to say, in its inner meaning, the text has quite a different
connotation. It refers to the six sefiros, which are modes of revelation of the divine
conduct of the world. Only for our benefit does Scripture present them to us in the form
of six days. As for the relevance of the six days in their allusion to the six modes of
revelation — this is something sublime and concealed from us, as Ramban says.

Rabbi Gedalyah Nadel, BeToraso Shel Rav Gedalyah - ...The expression “one day” that
the Torah uses, according to its literal translation, refers to one [conventional] day.
Maimonides and the other early authorities truly held of this view, that each of the six
days of creation lasted for one [ordinary] day, because they had no reason to believe
otherwise. However, for us, there are indeed such reasoms... Maimonides, in his
introduction to the Guide, describes the heartaches of someone who knows with clarity,
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from rational proofs, that the Creator does not posses physical form, and yet he finds
expressions of physical form in Scripture. Maimonides tells him: Do not be confused —
explain the verses by way of borrowed terminology, by way of parable and allegory,
according to that which the rule and styles of language permit, and this is the correct
explanation, according to the truth of Torah. There is no doubt that the verses did not
intend that which is proved to the contrary by the intellect. So, too, we say: There are
many different scientific proofs, by exacting methods that are tested by experience,
which happen by natural processes, that from the time they began to happen, millions of
years have elapsed... What is the problem — that in the Torah it writes “six days”? For
this, Maimonides wrote his book, in order that you should know that it is possible to
explain the Torah’s expressions differently from their literal meaning. And if the
intellect requires it, and the styles of language permit it — it is obligatory upon you to
explain it in borrowed meaning, by way of allegory... You are not able, and it is
prohibited for you, to throw your intellect behind you.. Human knowledge is
developing, and there are things that were once considered true, and were later
overturned... In general, no person has definitive knowledge regarding anything in the
physical world... Even regarding certain things that Rambam thought to be correct from
a scientific perspective, these are known today as mistaken, and he would certainly
admit this to us... That which convinces the intellect, according to the knowledge and
givens of a person in his respective situation, force a person.

Rabbi Aryeh Kaplan, The Science of Religion, in Faces and Facets, pp. 94-96 — How
great is the concept of God when looked at in this light. He is seen not merely as the
Creator of life forms, atom by atom, molecule by molecule. Here He is seen as creating
within matter the potential of life and thought. The chemistry of carbon, the uniquely
life-sustaining properties of water, are nothing less than miraculous. God created matter
so that life, culminating in man, leading to the ultimate recognition of God, would be
inevitable.

Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik, The Emergence of Ethical Man, p. 6 - Our task now is to
investigate the cogency of the almost dogmatic assertion that the Bible proclaimed the
separateness of man from nature and his otherness. It is certain that the fathers of the
Church and also the Jewish medieval scholars believed that the Bible preached this
doctrine. Medieval and even modern Jewish moralists have almost canonized this
viewpoint and attributed to it apodictic validity. Yet the consensus of many, however
great and distinguished, does not prove the truth or falseness of a particular belief. I
have always felt that due to some erroneous conception, we have actually
misunderstood the Judaic anthropology and read into the Biblical text ideas which stem
from an alien source. This feeling becomes more pronounced when we try to read the
Bible not as an isolated literary text but as a manifestation of a grand tradition rooted in
the very essence of our God-consciousness that transcends the bounds of the
standardized and fixed text and fans out into every aspect of our existential experience.
The sooner Biblical texts are placed in their proper setting — namely, the Oral Tradition
with its almost endless religious awareness — the clearer and more certain I am that
Judaism does not accent unreservedly the theory of man’s isolationism and separatism
within the natural order of things.
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Malbim to Tehillim 8:6 — Man stands in a single category with the Higher Beings, due to
his being similar to them in that he possesses an intellect as they do. When you ask on
this: ...Since he is only similar to the Higher Regions in his possessing a communicating
intellect, and is different from them in possessing life like the physical life of animals,
which are in his category, then how can he be grouped together in the category with the
Higher Regions, when his category is different from theirs? It is for this reason that I
prefaced this with saying that the true definition of man is that he is a living
communicating being. My intent was that the true, fundamental essence of man is in his
intellectual soul. That is to say, 2 human being, from the aspect of his essence and
source, has no relevance to the lower regions at all, but rather to the Higher Regions.
His physical body is peripheral to his identity and is not the essence of it.

Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik, The Emergence of Ethical Man, p- 7 - The Hebrew Bible is
cognizant of man as a natural being found on the same plane as the animal and the
plant. Indeed, such an idea is a motivating force in Jewish ethics and metaphysics. The
nihility, instability, helplessness and vulnerability of man — human life and death — are
popular themes of prophets who contrast him with the eternity, unchangeability,
everlasting life and omnipotence of the Creator. All those negative traits suggest the
naturalness and immanence of man rather than his spirituality and transcendence.

Letters of Rav Kook, Letter 134, pp. 163-164, - I necessarily find myself obligated to
awaken your pure spirit in regard to the theories that have emerged from new research,
which for the most part contradicts the literal meaning of the Torah. My opinion on this
is, that anyone with common sense should know that although there is no necessary
truth in all these new theories, at any rate, we not in the least bit obligated to decisively
refute and oppose them, because the Torah’s primary objective is not to tell us simple
facts and events of the past. What is most important is the [Torah’s] interior — the inner
meaning of the subjects, and this [message] will become greater still in places where
there is a counterforce, which motivates us to become strengthened by it. The gist of this
was already been recorded in the words of our Rishonim, headed by The Guide for to the
Perplexed, and today we are ready to expand more on these matters. It makes no
difference for us if in truth there was in the world an actual Garden of Eden, during
which man delighted in an abundance of physical and spiritual good, or if actual
existence began form the bottom upwards, from the lowest level of being towards its
highest, an upward movement. We only have to know that there is a real possibility, that
even if a man has risen to a high level, and has been deserving of all honors and
pleasures, if he corrupts his ways, he can lose all that he has, and bring harm to himself
and to his descendants for many generations, and that this is the lesson we learn from
the story of Adam’s existence in the Garden of Eden, his sin and expulsion.



