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Darren Evans’ rejoinder                                                    
Darren Evans, lecturer in conservation biology at the University of Hull 

 

With the world currently hurtling towards what many scientists term the ‘sixth mass 
extinction1_ENREF_1’ of life on Earth, we find ourselves facing enormous global problems. 
For many animals, the future looks particularly bleak. Currently 25% of the world’s mammals, 
13% of birds and 41% of amphibians are threatened with extinction2 (it is almost impossible 
to calculate a figure for invertebrates, many of which have yet to be discovered), mostly as a 
result of human exploits. It has therefore perhaps never been timelier for us to explore The 
place of Animals in the Purposes of God and Rob’s lecture is an excellent attempt at bringing 
together genuine insights from science, history and Scripture. Inevitably such an approach 
will draw controversy both from scientists and theologians, but we must make space for, and 
encourage, intelligent debate. 
 
Rob correctly asserts that it is absurd to ask the question “what are animals for?” and quickly 
reminds us that all life was created for God and not for us. This must surely be our starting 
point as we explore and understand our relationship with creation and the Creator. Moreover, 
God delights in the grandeur of his creatures and thus our response must surely be to 
lovingly tend what has been entrusted to our care (the theology of which is already well 
developed). But it is what we consider the harsh cruelty of nature – what appears to be 
needless death, deformity and suffering -   that sits so uncomfortably with our understanding 
of a loving God. Indeed, my understanding of the response of prominent Anglicans to the 
publication of Darwin’s The Origin of Species in the 19th century was not that they opposed 
the fact that life on Earth had evolved per se, but that it had done so through a harsh, cold, 
‘tooth-and-claw’ process which they could not reconcile to their Victorian worldview.  I 
wonder therefore to what extent Romanticism (or indeed other movements and eras) has 
shaped our current understanding of nature (and how it might possibly be obscuring our 
understanding of God)?  
 
Rob contends that, however uncomfortable it might be to us, death and struggle are intrinsic 
to the universe. This concurs with both my scientific understanding of the world and the 
centrality of suffering in Christianity, yet the processes ultimately lead to staggering creativity 
and new life. 
 
Rob ends his lecture on a conservation theme and warns us against sentimentality towards 
animals. Indeed, with an estimated 9 billion humans living on the planet by 2050_ENREF_2 it 
is likely that conflicts between people and animals will increase as we compete for resources. 
Elephants may well be loved and revered by wealthy westerners, but they are hated by 
farmers who have lost their crops (and even family members) to a hungry herd. It is therefore 
pressing that we re-examine not only our understanding of God’s purposes for animals, but 
also our relationships with them and that we act quickly to prevent losing them. 
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