Teleological Argument (Intelligent Design)

The adjective “teleological” comes from the Greek term telos, which means “goal.”  The thrust of this argument is that the order and harmony seen in nature’s operation proves God’s existence.  Kreeft, for example, speaks of the “overwhelming pervasiveness of order and regularity” in the world.
  He notes that how the elements of the universe “exist and coexist display an intricately beautiful order and regularity that can fill even the most casual observer with wonder.”
  Believers in God conclude that random processes cannot explain the order and harmony seen in nature, but their presence requires faith in a “Great Designer,” who ordered all things according to a predetermined plan. 

Like the cosmological argument, the origins of the teleological argument trace back to antiquity – to the philosophies of Plato and Aristotle.  In the Middle Ages, a prominent adherent was Thomas Aquinas.  In 1804, William Payne wrote the book Natural Theology, in which he introduced the now-famous illustration of a man finding a watch in a field and immediately concluding that a watchmaker had constructed it.  In a similar way, any person observing the mastery of creation order would naturally conclude that someone had designed it.
  In modern times, Moreland echoes this argument from analogy: “The world or some facet of it resembles human artifacts in order and movement toward an end, and since the latter are also designed by a mind, it is reasonable to see the former as designed by a mind as well.”

Nonetheless, there exist two competing views to explain order in the universe.  Either this harmony and mutual interdependence developed spontaneously, or a Great Designer created this order.  These two views correspond to an atheistic and theistic worldview respectively.  The latter is often known as the theory of “intelligent design.”

In defense of intelligent design, it seems clear that our planet was created for a specific goal – to support life.  Numerous factors support this claim, such as the distance of the earth from the sun, the earth’s gravitation force, the speed of earth’s rotation, the composition of the atmosphere, and many others.  The slightest deviation in these variants would make life on this planet impossible.  Even atheist Richard Dawkins admits, “Physicists have calculated that, if the laws and constants of physics had been even slightly different, the universe would have developed in such a way that life would have been impossible.”
  Consequently, Moreland claims, “The accidental coalescing of these factors is immensely improbable.”
 

We may cite still more examples of order on the planet itself.  Plants and animals seem perfectly adapted for their surroundings and are able not only to survive, but also to thrive.  Plants receive their energy directly from the sun and release into the atmosphere oxygen, essential for the survival of animals and humans.  Animals also demonstrate amazing abilities.  A bat, for example, utilizes an ultrasound signal to identify its prey.  The system works with such precision that a bat can distinguish a flying insect from a falling leaf.  It appears that practically everything that we observe in nature fulfills some function: sometimes practical, sometime esthetical.  Even simple items, such as a snowflake, are masterpieces of design.   

Believers in God claim that God determined a plan for His creation, including a function for each element in it, and then created objects and creatures to fulfill those functions.  In other words, first came the function, and then came the corresponding form.  Non-believers, however, claim the opposite: first came the form, and then the function.  They hold the view “natural selection,” which claims that through multiple random mutations new forms appeared.  If these forms possessed features that enabled their survival, then they persisted (“survival of the fittest”).  Dawkins writes, “Evolution by natural selection produces an excellent simulacrum of design, mounting prodigious heights of complexity and excellence.”

However, several factors force us to conclude that “function” preceded “form.”  First, nearly everything that we see in nature exactly corresponds to its conditions.  If these forms spontaneously evolved, then we should expect to see, along with positive features, a large number of non-beneficial features, which have appeared, but have not yet been eliminated by natural selection.  Yet, such features are rarely encountered, if at all. 

Second, the science of taxonomy supports the preeminence of “function” over “form.”  Taxonomists classify all organisms by specific genera and species.  However, if all organisms spontaneously and progressively evolved, then we would see a large number of intermediate forms as one genus or species evolved into another.  Yet, one rarely discovers intermediate forms, even in fossil remains.   

Third, atheistic evolution encounters a serious setback in regard to probability.  In light of the incredible complexity of the universe, it is highly unlikely that all these intricate processes and interactions, which proceed in perfect balance and harmony, spontaneously evolved, even in the course of billions of years.  The statistical improbability of the evolution of even one feature, such as the human eye, boggles the mind. 

In response to the question of probability, adherents of natural selection appeal to the so-called “anthropic principle.”  According to this theory, the improbability of atheistic evolution makes no difference.  The fact that conditions conducive to life exist and life itself exists proves that, though improbable, natural selection is not impossible.  If it were not possible, we would not be here.  Our existence proves that it is possible.  Dawkins claims, “However improbable the origin of life might be, we know it happened on Earth because we are here.”

The anthropic principle, however, proves nothing.  The fact that we are here and exist in these ideal conditions in no way address the crucial question of how these conditions ensued.  Believers in God also freely admit that conditions on our planet are ideal for life, but offer an entirely different explanation as to how they came about.  Concerning the question as to how this all happened, Dawkins himself admits the improbability of natural selection when he writes, “However improbable the origin of life might be…”  In addition, in spite of the scientific axiom that the option with the highest probability is preferred, he still claims, “…we know it happened on Earth” (italics mine). 

Critics attempt another approach by proposing that the universe contains a nearly innumerable number of planets.  If the number of planets approaches the statistical probability of natural selection, then one would expect that at least one of them would produce life by that means.
  On the other hand, although we have observed a multitude of stars, we have no data confirming how many of them have planets, if any.  Also, even if billions of planets do exist, can we assume that this number is sufficient to overcome the statistical improbability of atheistic evolution? 

Maybe for this reason, some atheists propose an alternative explanation.  They assume the existence of billions of universes that exist parallel to one another or sequentially in an oscillating universe.  They further assume that the exact number of these “parallel universes” is sufficient to overcome the statistical improbability of natural selection.
  Dawkins comments, “With so many universes, it is not unlikely that one would just happen to have the precise conditions needed for the evolution of intelligent, civilized life forms.”
  Yet, this borders on the absurd.  The only reason atheists imagine the existence of billions of universes is to avoid the obvious fact that our planet was specially designed to support life.  No scientific data exist to support such a fabrication. 

Natural selection encounters still another serious logical dilemma.  According to this theory, inanimate objects gave rise to animate life forms, non-cognitive forms to cognitive, impersonal forms to personal.  It is far more logically compelling to claim that an animate, cognitive, personal Being gave rise to other animate, cognitive, personal beings.
  

The molecular structure of DNA provides extremely strong support for intelligent design.  DNA contains a specific code that, when translated, sets in motion the production of protein in the cell.  However, for DNA to function it must work in tandem with a molecule of RNA that precisely corresponds to its DNA-partner’s code.  This means that to begin the process of protein production, a molecule of RNA, in exact correspondence to a DNA molecule, must spontaneously evolve in the same cell at the same time.  Such a combination of factors cannot occur by chance.  Moreland rightly concludes, “The information in the genetic code existed prior to and outside the parts of that code, and that information was imposed on those parts by a Mind.”
    

Serious thinkers also marvel at the origin of language.  Even atheistic evolutionists wonder how animals learned to talk.  Between the language of animals and human language, a huge gulf exists.  In addition, how can one explain the appearance of multiple languages?  The spontaneous evolution of only one language would be an incredible miracle.  Additionally, one cannot claim that more “primitive” human languages are closer to animal talk.  Their complexity far exceeds the most complex sub-human communication. 

One must also consider that nature not only supplies us with the necessities for survival, but also provides abundant opportunities for enjoying pleasure.  It is difficult to ascribe the awesome beauty of nature and the manifold pleasures it affords to impersonal, random processes.  It is more logical to posit the existence of One, who loves His creation and endows it with every good thing.

Moreland offers the following scientific evidence for intelligent design – the second law of thermodynamics.  According to that universal natural law, every system moves towards equilibrium, which means that in the process of time every system becomes less orderly and, consequently, less efficient.  Without external support, every system will eventually cease to function.  This means that in the course of 14 billion years, the supposed age of the universe, we would have expected its cessation by now.  Yet, the universe continues to operate, which testifies of the influence of an external Power.
   

Furthermore, Moreland raises the question of the dualistic nature of human beings.
  In other words, how does the evolutionary model account for the human soul?  Atheists reject dualism and embrace monism, the conviction that humans possess only a body and that all psychological processes are functions of the brain.
 Consequently, when the body dies, the human “soul” ceases to exist.  

Yet, Moreland challenges this view.  First, the quality of “self-awareness,” that is, the ability to look at oneself as an object, detached from the self, is hard to explain by purely physical processes.  Second, evolution struggles to explain human free will.  How can the ability to choose between options, not instinctively, but intentionally, arise through spontaneous processes?  What about moral decisions?  If we concede that physical processes predetermine human decisions, we encounter another problem.  This would equal a denial of free will.  A person’s choices are already “fixed” by the physical composition with which that person was born. 

In conclusion, we will make quick mention of a hotly disputed item in the debate over design: the question of “irreducible complexity.”  This means that certain systems in living organisms are so complex that the gradual development of their component parts is thought impossible.  They must have been created in their entirety, that is, in their fully functioning form.  Yet, Dawkins objects, “Do not just declare things to be irreducibly complex; the chances are you haven’t looked carefully enough at the details, or thought carefully enough about them.”
  So, the debate on this point continues. 
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