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My father was a naturalist.  I never heard anyone call him that, but he was.  He was also a scientist—a physicist, a botanist, a biologist, a zoologist, a hydrologist, a geologist, an astronomer, an engineer and a builder and a teacher.  Well, at least his training and his expertise went in all those directions.  He was a naturalist.  As we celebrate the 200 birthday of Charles Darwin on February 12th, I realize again or maybe even more intensely how much my father’s understanding and exploration of the world effected how I understand the world and my place in it.   


One of my earliest memories with my father is when I was 4 or 5 years old and I was sitting on the kitchen counter and in the kitchen sink my father was cleaning a pheasant he had just shot while out hunting.  He cut open the gizzard of the pheasant so I could see what the bird had been eating and showed me the heart and how the bird breathed.  I wasn’t frightened; I wasn’t “grossed out.”  I was curious and fascinated.  And just wanted to know more and more.


A few years later we moved to the edge of the Sandhills in Nebraska and my father and brother came back from a day of fishing on the Snake River that flows into the Niobrara River with a mammoth jaw bone.  I don’t mean a large jaw bone, I mean a jaw bone from that extinct animal, the mammoth.  Mammoth bones were often found along the sandy banks of that little river.  

And when my parents built their house (and I mean they actually built it with their hands) my father pick out the stone for the center of the mantle because of the fossils that we would be able to see every time we walked by the fireplace.


When we would walk through the fields (and we did that often) my father would tell me the name of each kind of grass and plant and show me what insects were alive just under the surface of the soil.


So you can see it never seemed surprising or startling that Charles Darwin said life evolved throughout the millions of years and even that the plants and animals that were best suited to survive did in fact survive.  Natural selection seemed simply logical to me.  It never seemed to contradict my understanding of God or even the Genesis story because it was always a story for me.  I think I sometimes wondered how long some of those days must have been in the way we counted time today and I remember thinking as a child that evolution itself was probably God’s plan or design.


Part of me was still surprised to read David Quammen in the National Geographic saying, Charles Darwin’s book The Origin of Species is “the most significant single scientific book ever published.”  And he is saying that 150 years after it was published—the most significant single scientific book ever published—and to read in Scientific American, Daniel Dennett saying, "If I were to give an award for the single best idea anyone ever had, I'd give it to Darwin." "In a single stroke, the idea of evolution by natural selection unifies the realm of life, meaning and purpose with the realm of space and time, cause and effect, mechanism and physical law."  I don’t think in my own mind, I gave it such importance, probably because I accepted it as a given.  It takes Darwin’s 200th birthday to cause me to pause at what a significant contribution he made to human understanding.


I want to talk a little about who this man Charles Darwin was and then to spend some time trying to understand why his information was so frightening to some to this very day and to conclude with some of how he has influenced some of what we do in this very sanctuary.


Charles Darwin’s mother was a British Unitarian.  He was related to Josiah Wedgewood, a Unitarian and the founder of that famous English Wedgewood china.  After Darwin’s mother died when he was 8 years old, he says in his autobiography that he was sent to a day-school in Shrewsbury, England.  The school was kept by the Rev. G. Case, the minister of the Unitarian Chapel in the High Street.  Darwin’s father and aunts had also gone to this school, but Darwin and his brother where both christened in and taken to the Church of England.  So you can see Darwin has some close connection with Unitarians.  

He wasn’t an exceptional student, but he was a good observer, and a collector even as a young child.  “The passion for collecting which leads a man to be a systematic naturalist, a virtuoso, or a miser, was very strong in me, and was clearly innate, as none of my sisters or brother ever had this taste,” he reports in his autobiography.

.  His father tried to get him to succeed in a variety of professions.  He showed no signs of becoming a great scholar and could memorize almost anything for 48 hours and then retained nothing.  He and his brother made a chemistry lab which Darwin claims was the best part of his education at school because it showed him practically the meaning of experimental science. “As I was doing no good at school, my father wisely took me away at a rather earlier age than usual and sent me to Edinburg University,” to commence medical studies, reports Darwin.  There Darwin proved to be unable to tolerate the sight of blood or able to be around great pain.  And the instruction was completed mostly through intolerably dull lectures.  Soon Darwin became convinced that his father would leave him property enough to live in some comfort and this fact discouraged his serious study of medicine.  It was at Edinburg University though that Darwin encountered outside of the classroom marine zoologists who were collecting and studying specimens and one of them out of the blue one day started talking about Lamark’s views on evolution, which Darwin recalls, “I listened in silent astonishment, and as far as I can judge without any effect on my mind.”  Darwin had previously heard some of this from his grandfather—again not giving it much importance in his mind at the time.  It is however important for us to realize that the idea of evolution was out there before Darwin and that he didn’t demonstrate any serious fascination about evolution early in his life.  He did demonstrate an interest in the natural sciences outside of his education experience.  He learned taxidermy skills from one who made a living stuffing birds for hunters; paid attention to the geology of Scotland; collected marine mollusca; hiked a great deal and recorded all the birds he shot and he was an avid hunter. 

Well, medical studies were not going well for Darwin so his father sent him to Cambridge to become a preacher.  There it was that he acquired several naturalist mentors who outside his academic education encouraged his curiosity and were important resources throughout his life.   It was at the completion of this program to become a country clergyman that the 22 year old Darwin heard about the proposed journey around the world of the H.M.S. Beagle.  Darwin wasn’t invited as a naturalist or as a clergy to join the voyage, he was invited on the voyage as a dinner companion for the captain, a young aristocrat named Robert Fitzroy.  Though as time went on during the voyage Darwin began to think of himself as a naturalist of the voyage.

There certainly was an evolution of Darwin’s involvement with evolution.  He didn’t join the Beagle voyage to prove a scientific theory of evolution.  He didn’t know enough even to know what his discoveries might prove.  What he did and did well was observe—notice fossils never seen by European scientists before.  He was “just a highly attentive fieldman, greedy for specimens, learning as he went.”
  Sloth, horse and armadillo fossils.  He didn’t really know what these fossils meant, but had the presence of mind to crate them up and ship they back to England to his botanist mentor at Cambridge, John Stevens Henslow and a brilliant young anatomist in London named Richard Owen.  Author Quammen says, “His best qualifications for interpreting the fossils were his intense curiosity, his talent for close observation, and his instinctive sense that everything in the natural world is somehow, connected with everything else.”

In his autobiography Darwin does say that during the voyage of the Beagle, “It was evident that such facts as these (he was referring to great fossil animals covered with armour like that on the existing armadillo), as well as many others, could be explained on the supposition that species gradually become modified; and the subject haunted me.”  

So it seems to me that the idea of evolution was there, but even after it was identified and affirmed by those English scientists receiving his specimens, he wrote about it and studied in great detail, but didn’t go public with it until he realized that a younger man, Alfred Russel Wallace, was about to publish a book on evolution with much the same idea.  Darwin scratched his long, detailed, heavily footnoted treatise on natural selection and published a shorter version On the Origin of Species by Means of Natural Selection a hundred and 50 years ago this year. That “most significant single scientific book ever published” was published in 1859.

The rational criticism of evolution was answered years and years ago.  Reason is not what challenges evolution.  It’s criticism comes from a religious voice carrying the emotion that I think might be simply stated by the question, “Does God love me?” or by the affirmation “God does love me.”  I don’t want to minimize the significance of either that question or affirmation.

If your core understanding is a creator God who loves you personally  and who planned for you personally and who when you die will take you back in his loving arms to heal you from all the hurt you have experienced or even have caused, an evolution theory that says life evolved over billions of years by a natural selection process and must still be doing that—such a theory can easily be interpreted as undermining your sense of purpose and security.

Long after the scientific world of exploration, experimentation and observation corrects our understanding of physical events in this world, rational people hang on to the language and imagery of our earlier understandings.

Our language and attitude of the sunrise and sunset are such examples.  I know that the planet Earth rotates on its axis thus bringing the side of the earth where I live in line for sunshine during what I call “day” and to be shielded from sunshine during the time I call “night.”  It would be more accurate to say the earth turns to the sun this morning and will turn away tonight.  But I don’t say that.  I say, “did you see the sunrise this morning?  It turned the entire sky a glowing red.”  Not only do I say that but I use the word “sunrise” to be a metaphor for new hope, things getting better—a new beginning.  And all that meaning is important to me.  So yes, I believe in the sunrise and yet I too believe the earth evolves around the sun and rotates on its axis.

Some of us in this room believe that God created the universe; set it in place; and all the natural laws and randomness that we perceive are part of that creation.  Some of us believe that we don’t know whether there was a purposeful creator at the beginning of this.  Some of us can find no evidence to think there is such a God.  A smaller number of us believe there is a conscious thinking and planning essence that thinks about each one of us specifically.

Bill Murry, our minister emeritus, has recently written an essay that says Darwin’s work made God a part of nature—not super human.  He says Darwin’s work made human beings a PART of nature, not separate from it.  You can see this concept in our seventh principle –affirming “the interdependent web of all existence of which we are a part.”   This is how Darwin has shaped many of us in this very room and perhaps even why there is a glass wall to remind us that we are a part of nature.

So why after a 150 years are we still arguing about the truth or validity of evolution?  Philip Kitcher in his book, Living with Darwin, Evolution, Intelligent Design and the Future of Faith,” says Darwin’s theory of evolution threatens many believers’ ideas of everlasting life---of their religion’s promises, that if they believe, they will never really die.  

My first instinct is to say, that is a religious understanding of evolution and they have every right to believe whatever they want religiously—as long as they don’t force it on me.  But let’s be honest.  Evolution is a part of my religious understanding.  My Unitarian Universalism not only has always stood up for religious freedom, it has stood up for reason and advocated the scientific method of studying and understanding things.  There is an old Unitarian curriculum called “Human Heritage” that taught evolution.  Children went to fossil sites and dug up fossils.  The curriculum had pictures of embryos of chickens and pigs and human beings and asked children to decide which was which—and it was impossible because early on they looked so much alike. 

When a school board in one of our states ruled that creationism and intelligent design had to be taught along with evolution as science I was appalled.  I thought we might have to go back to our “Human Heritage” curriculum to make sure our children were getting the knowledge they disserved. 

The day after President Barack Obama was inaugurated, the Texas State Board of Education began hearings for requests to require classrooms to be open to “views about the scientific strengths and weaknesses of Darwinian theory.”
  

“These weaknesses that they bring forward are decades old, and they have been refuted many, many times over,” Kevin Fisher, a past president of the Science Teachers Association of Texas, said after testifying. “It’s an attempt to bring false weaknesses into the classroom in an attempt to get students to reject evolution.”

In the past, the conservatives on the education board have lacked the votes to change textbooks. This year, both sides say, the final vote, in March, is likely to be close. 

There is a practical concern here.  Texas standards and requirements set national norms for publishing houses because Texas is the largest purchaser of school textbooks.  That means that the content of the most common textbooks used by public schools in this country need to meet Texas’ requirements.  Thus, what they are arguing about in Texas will show up in most of the science books in public schools in this country.

So here we are in the 21st century still arguing about evolution.  And many of us are trying to use scientific arguments to address what I think is a religious and emotional issue.  


It is time, folks, to seek common ground for the common good.  It is time to stop re-living the Scopes trial.  It is time for us—those of us in this room—to work for the common good in ways that will cause us to brush shoulders with people who may believe in creationism and intelligent design.  And I think we do that by finding “common ground.”  It is time to stop thinking of people who disagree with us as somehow “lesser”—less intelligent, less informed, less generous in spirit.  It is time to look for activities we could do together—to brush shoulders with those we really don’t know except for possibly their attitude about evolution.  And sometimes we just assume we know what their attitude is because of where they worship.


“Easier said than done,” you are thinking?  You are right.  But it is not impossible.  When people were filling sandbags to try to stop the flooding of the Mississippi River, that common concern created a dependence and a support between people who may never have worked together before and who often spoke disparagingly of each other.  Here now in Montgomery County, Maryland, we could choose activities for our “Action Week” that would bring us into contact with many of differing views.  It is important to choose activities where we work with others, rather than just doing good work by ourselves.  The Interfaith Alliance of Montgomery County is beginning a new and concentrated effort to address poverty, here in Montgomery County.  We could become an active part of that. 

We have seen a new awakening within the very conservative religious community on the importance of caring for the planet—environmental issues.  There is common ground here to increase our relationships with people of more conservative religious beliefs while working on something together.

Liberal and conservative alike want small classrooms for their children and access to music and the arts and to physical education experiences—all of which may be threatened by future budget cuts in our community.

Transportation for the elderly is another community issue of common ground.  Even in the immigration issue we find some very religiously conservative people working along with us for human treatment of human beings, including immigrants who have arrived here legally or illegally.  

So what would finding and working in common ground for common good really do to diminish the heated arguments in our society over evolution?  It could cool the argument down.  It would humanize the conversation.  It might sometimes actually become a conversation between people we know and who know us.  We could stop yelling and start listening.  I don’t expect we will change many people’s minds, but we will think of them as whole human beings and they may think of us in that same light.  The conversation will be less heated.  It may be one of the few ways we can create a more civil society; a diminishment of everyone always wanting to be  “right” and perhaps an acceptance of our different beliefs without feeling so threatened by them.  Some might call it recognizing the inherent worth and dignity of all.  Some might call it the work of god through human action.  Right now, I like calling it “common ground for the common good.”  And whatever our religious faith, I think we will find more purpose in our lives, a deeper understanding of ourselves and our relationships, a sense of being more connected to the entire universe and yes, just maybe a clearer understanding of how we might live forever.   It seems like a pretty good birthday present for Charles Darwin.  So, happy 200th birthday, Charles, and thank you.  
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