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Blurb: It takes a special person who, upon the celebration of his two-hundredth birthday, is still feared, revered, and credited with finding the key to mysteries as varied as how viruses mutate to human behavior. 

“The difference in mind between man and the higher animals, great as it is, certainly is one of degree and not of kind.” -Charles Darwin, naturalist and author (1809-1882) 
Charles Darwin and the Evolution of Faith

Introduction

One day a zookeeper noticed that an orangutan was reading two books: the Bible and Darwin’s Origin of the Species.

Surprised, he asked the ape, “Why are you reading both those books?”

Well,” said the orangutan, “I just wanted to know if I was my brother’s keeper or my keeper’s brother.”

Consider with me a moment two ideas. Try not to carry baggage with you; try not to succumb to polemics or preconceptions. Just think with me a moment. . .

What is more magical; more spiritual; more worthy of our admiration: an all-powerful being who creates a world and the living things on it, then makes one rule. . .one absurd rule that leads to all the world’s suffering.

Or the realization that all living things are related.  Are sisters and brother. That all the world’s living things have one consciousness, one capacity for pain, suffering, and love. 

Which is the more profound answer to the question of the WHY of existence: that we are here to fulfill the expectations of a deity who will reward or punish us according to our actions; or that we. . .each of us. . . must create our own meaning and purpose? 

Which is the more powerful idea—that we are here to have dominion over the earth and all its creatures; or that we are part and partial of this world, part of its essence. . .

Think about it.  

ONE

A recent Pew Research Center poll reveals that forty-two percent of Americans believe that life was created by a god of the type described in Jewish and Christian scripture and postulated by Jewish, Catholic, and protestant religious traditions. 

Twenty-six percent believe that life evolved through the kind of process that Charles Darwin was the first to describe. 

Eighteen percent believe that life evolved with guidance from a deity. And fourteen percent take the safe route of “don’t know.” 

Forty-eight percent of Americans do not believe that fossil evidence supports Darwin’s theory. 

http://people-press.org/commentary/?analysisid=118
With these statistics in mind, allow me to make a couple of points. First: in his works Charles Darwin makes no claims concerning the origin of the universe or of the earth. He was not a physicist, nor a cosmologist, nor more than an amateur geologist. He was a naturalist and described only how life forms change through mutation. Darwin was a man who described the actions of earthworms, not god. 

Second allow me to point out the obvious, though the point is often overlooked in the popular debates on the subject: disproving the theory of natural selection in no way shape or form proves that the earth was created by a deity of the type postulated in Jewish or Christian scripture or any other scripture. Disproving Darwin would merely disprove Darwin. It would not vindicate any creation myths of any kind. 

That’s an important point often overlooked. 

TWO

Previous to the Nineteenth Century—previous to Darwin’s “dangerous idea”—the people of the Western World assumed they existed in a static universe. It was a world believed to be explained from the beginning, a beginning explained in the book of Genesis, to an end, described in the book of Revelation. It was a static world signed, sealed, delivered, and unchanging. A static world with a beginning and an ending, all nicely wrapped up in the Bible. 

Only the most educated had any way of thinking outside of this box. Bishop James Ussher had famously deduced from his study of scripture that creation had begun on the evening of 23 October 4004 BC. That work was published in 1648.  

(And let me remind you that roughly half of the US population STILL believes in what is nowadays called “young earth creationism.”)

But the age of industry and colonialism had some unintended consequences for the Western mind. Mountains were blown apart to build canals and railroads, and what should be inside those mountains but layer upon layer of the fossil remains of plants and animals long gone. And Westerners began to sail the world and discovered plants and animals and human behaviors that just weren’t like what these explorers had ever seen. Charles Darwin was born into this industrialized, hyper-capitalistic imperial world.  

Darwin went to Cambridge to become a physician, but discovered he couldn’t stand the sight of blood. Next he decided on the less bloody profession of ministry, but he discovered he didn’t particularly enjoy theology either. During that time he did, however, become friends with botany professor John Henslow, a proponent of what was then known as natural theology, the idea that studying nature reveals divine design. 

At age 22 Darwin was a college drop-out with few prospects.

Then Darwin managed to get himself assigned the position of naturalist aboard the HMS Beagle, mostly to provide intelligent conversation to the ship’s captain. But Darwin took full advantage of his five year trip around the globe. And the chances he got to look at fossils and exotic flora and fauna. As he was watching and looking and learning and speculating aboard the HMS Beagle, Darwin had some inkling that the earth was older than 6000 years due to the work of  geologist Charles Lyell, but he didn’t know—and never did know in his lifetime—that the earth is old enough to support his theory. 

Yet, as he observed, he was keeping notes. And he began to realized that what we call a species, and what we call race among human beings is really the result of selective breeding. In 1837 Darwin wrote in his notebook

If we choose to let conjecture run wild, then animals, our fellow brethren in pain, diseases, death, suffering and famine – our slaves in the most laborious works, our companions in our amusements – they may partake our origin in one common ancestor – we may be all netted together.

“We all may be netted together.” 

 Darwin famously sat on that insight, sharing it very carefully for more than twenty years. He was too good a scientist to ever ask the question of “why?” but he knew very well that his theory describing the how of living things would be immediately applied to the question of why. 

Darwin's "dangerous idea" revealed a new world, a world that did not appear nearly as nice as we humans had hoped it was. It revealed a world in which humankind, the “crown of creation” suddenly had feet of clay—just like all other living things. And Northern Europeans, who considered themselves the rightful masters of the world with their industry and their capitalism and their democracy, were revealed as the sisters and brothers of people everywhere, exploiting others not because of divine favor but out of pure aggression.

It was a very dangerous idea. But knowledge is not about wish-fulfillment.

THREE

When finally Darwin did publish his ideas, in 1859, many educated clergy embraced the theory immediately.  

Darwin’s theory was immediately misapplied by Herbert Spencer, who famously coined the term “survival of the fittest” and justified the exploitation of the poor by the rich as a natural outcome of the superiority of the rich in a theory now know as social Darwinism. 

Darwin did not agree. As a matter of fact you may heard of a book that just came out called Darwin’s Sacred Cause:  How a Hatred of Slavery Shaped Darwin’s Views on Human Evolution by Adrian Desmond and James Moore.

“We all may be netted together.” 

Despite the fact that nearly fifty percent of Americans claim not to believe Darwin’s dangerous idea, evolution is everywhere. We speak of evolved people; we speak of spiritually evolved people; we say that the strategy of the war in Afghanistan is evolving. It was become a cliché to respond to questions about vague plans by saying “it’s evolving.”  Society evolves; language evolves; concepts evolve. The static world that Darwin was born into is now evolving all the time. 

The very pervasiveness of Darwin’s dangerous idea led writer Daniel Dennett to describe it as “universal acid.”  Dennett says that “it eats through about every traditional concept, and leaves in its wake a revolutionized world-view, with most of the old landmarks still recognizable, but transformed in fundamental ways.” 

Genetics, immunology, sociobiology . . . the list of scientific advances based on the theory of natural selection goes on and on.  Benefitting even those who don’t believe in it. 

FOUR

The damage ignorance does...
In a controversial study published in 2005 Gary S. Paul—best known as one of the people to discover that dinosaurs had feathers—claims that the widespread disbelief in evolution damages the social fabric of the United States.  He compares statistics of predominately secular European nations with the United States. Now, obviously there are other factors involved, but the more secular nations have considerably lower rates of violence, poverty, and divorce.  Allow me to quote just a bit of the study, here concentrating on regional differences in the US: 

There is evidence that within the US strong disparities in religious belief versus acceptance of evolution are correlated with similarly varying rates of societal dysfunction, the strongly theistic, anti-evolution south and mid-west having markedly worse homicide, mortality, STD, youth pregnancy, marital and related problems than the northeast where societal conditions, secularization, and acceptance of evolution approach European norms (Aral and Holmes; Beeghley, Doyle, 2002).

Let’s think about that a moment. Even if Paul is manipulating or exaggerating the statistics, still, we know there is SOMETHING different. What is it? 

Ignorance damages a society.
CONCLUSION

Let’s be very clear: there’s no indication that Darwin ever stopped being a theist. It’s just that his theism, like the theism of Newton before him or Einstein after him, consisted of a particular type, a theism that sees the laws of nature as absolute but discoverable and describable. For God’s plans, Darwin did not look into a book; he looked around him. 
To conclude, allow me to go back to an earlier point: the Why. Darwin sat on his theory for years because he knew very well that, despite the hard science he proposed, the theory of natural selection does indeed propose a WHY to human life and to all life. And that why is the same why that the theory offers for the dodo bird or the platypus or the earthworm: we are all sisters and brothers. 
So, what is our PURPOSE?

One of the runaway bestsellers in recent years has been Rick Warren’s The Purpose Driven Life.  As you probably know, Warren was one of the ministers who offered prayer at Obama’s inauguration. And this caused a bit of controversy because Rick Warren’s life demonstrates one purpose we humans can have: He has worked to prevent the legal marriage of GLBT people in California. 

That is one way to be purpose-driven. And apparently Warren feels driven by god and scripture to deny civil rights to certain people. 

I think Darwin’s dangerous idea has something to say about that. And something to say about purpose. 

If our purpose is not to execute the decrees of a homophobic god on this earth, then perhaps we have the freedom to choose a purpose of love instead. 

Speaking for myself, I say hello to my primate sisters and brothers, and to all the other life forms of which I am a part. Speaking for me, I’m one happy humanoid . . . most of the time. Thanks, Charles Darwin, for showing us that we are all equally important elements in this web of life.  
That is a universal vision of respect and even love.  
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