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Presentation:
Good Morning!

      
Major scientific realizations (like birth, Copernicus, Atomic theory, Newton’s Gravity) take centuries for society to digest, and change nearly every aspect of our worlds.  All seem simple, even obvious in hindsight, but profound in their implications.  Our society is past the denial stage for the first three, but not for Evolution.  About half of all Americans believe the Bible’s 6 day creation story as being literally true – but even many of those who accept the fact of evolution still miss its profound impact on every aspect of science, our daily lives and our spirituality, as alluded to in the reading by Dr. Wilson.  It’s one thing to intellectually agree that something is true, but quite another to viscerally realize it, to feel it, to see the world through it.  The real world is the proper foundation for any spirituality that gives meaning and purpose, and using real facts instead of fairy tales to base one’s religion on in no way makes those facts less true.  (We are used to equating “religion” with the “supernatural” or with “fairy tales”, but that’s just a left over habit from the past).  Some object to seeing spiritual significance in scientific realizations like evolution, but to do anything else is to have a fake spirituality.  This hesitance only applies to newly discovered facts– for instance, we’ve known for millenia that we grow old.  Nearly all religions find this significant, and have incorporated it into their beliefs – wouldn’t a religion that believed in perpetual youth be silly?  In the same way, denying the impact of evolution on our spiritualities is simply denying reality.  Evolution makes nearly any sermon here at UU more real (mention recent ones) – yet both here and in UU congregations nationwide, Evolution is hardly ever used.  I looked over some of the sermons being given today for Evolution Sunday Nationwide, and nearly every one focused dryly on how one can begrudgingly allow evolution and still be religious.  That’s a start, but it’s only the first tiny baby step in a thousand mile epic of discovery.  We need to move beyond that.  Fully realizing evolution will transform your world and your spirituality as it did mine.  It’s too big to happen overnight, it takes years.   

It can start with a realization of ones’ family tree – here’s part of mine.  Notice that we all have 2 parents, 4 grandparents, and back just 12 generations (to the middle of the 17th century), over 4,000 direct ancestors! Real people who struggled, accomplished, suffered, and succeeded.  But more!  Farther back! The math shows nearly 300 million ancestors just 28 generations ago, in the 15th century!  Its almost certain mathematically that our ggggggg grandparents built the pyramids, invented farming, built Stonehenge, and were pharaohs, kings, slaves, explorers, heroes, and saber-toothed cat fighters!  Once you go back a short time, we are direct descendants of the entire breeding human population. Back farther – Millions more ancestors!  Brave ape like people, crossing the African savannah, lemur like Notharctus’struggling to feed her children, and small furry ggg grandparents swiftly evading snarling velociraptors.  Their lives were as real as ours today, their struggles more harrowing than our lives of comfort.  Farther!  Billions of Ancestors!  The first warm drops of milk to nurture babies, the first animal to struggle onto land, the first fish to swim, the first eye to see the world, the first sexual reproduction – these are our family heritage!  Their Ancestors, clusters of cells and bacteria before that – We share these ancestors with all life on Earth.  I’m grateful every day for this mountain of struggle, of innovation, and of life that I stand on.  I especially take a moment every Tuesday morning to go over some of what I’m thankful for – I call this “gratituesdays”.  I give thanks for life, for these struggles that our family conquered.  I also remind myself that every good feature we have – our incredible brains, our nimble fingers, our astounding gift of vision, our ability to love, the warmth of family, the pleasure of strawberries or of sex, and so much more, are all hard won treasures selected for by evolution only out of the deadly strife and desperate toil of our ancestors in ages past.  If life was handed to our ancestors on a silver platter, we’d still be bacteria!  We benefit from our family’s mountain of pain every day, and that fills me with awe and gratitude.  If you received, as an unasked for gift, a new Jet airplane purchased with the giver’s lifesavings, think of how grateful you’d be.  Our bodies, our minds, our ability to love and be loved, our joy of seeing children grow, even our well tuned livers or our enjoyment of a symphony – are all much more wonderful than any hunk of metal.  I cannot express my gratitude.     

The struggles of our own lives are easier to face when we remind ourselves that we come from a long, long line of noble creatures that succeeded in conquered deadly challenges and nurturing their young billions of times over.  Billions of times makes a pattern - making one more success – my own - seem more likely, even when life is hard.  Evolution makes everyday hardships more bearable – it demonstrates the ubiquity of competition, and so I expect to be challenged, to give my all happily, every day.  Difficulties in life are expected, and they spur me onward as they did my ancestors, they confirm that I’m fully alive.  
Evolution, when more is learned, also makes our everyday lives make more sense.  Evolution shows why we should expect sex to be used to sell cars, expect differences in the minds of men and women, expect rising health care costs, expect sex scandals from televangelists & congressmen, expect the immigration controversy, and expect many aspects of modern life.  Evolution is the owner’s manual to the human mind – so many people don’t even read it (some even deny evolution exists!).  Evolution is reality, and without it, my life would be a cacophonous mess, and my spirituality would be a dry list of doctrines based on Bronze Age fairy tales.  I invite each of you to draw from this bottomless well of meaning, purpose, gratitude, and understanding - Evolution.  Thank you.
Jon Cleland Host

**************************************
Toxic Communion:
More than 700 million years ago, plants evolved the ability to grow on land.  Facing the open land, briefly free from competition and from animals eating them, the plants multiplied with abandon.  Then, the animals followed them onto land, and some evolved to stuff themselves full of plants.  Vegetarians, from a plant’s perspective, are predators!  Mutations in the plants caused toxic chemicals to form in some plants, and they briefly were able to kill or injure the predators.  The plants further evolved warning chemicals that the predators could taste, and stop eating after the first bite. Then mutations in the animals caused them to first withstand some of these toxins, then to be able to neutralize them (there is a reason why the liver is second only to the skin in size – it defuses many of these chemical pipe bombs).   In fact, some animals evolved to like the taste of the warning chemicals – and today, we eat many of them on purpose: the spices.   You are holding pieces of concentrated plant alkyloid chemical warfare agents (hold up piece of chocolate).  They are still poisonous to many animals (such as dogs), but we have evolved defenses.  Another such chemical is Caffeine – you can see from the cards attached to the chocolate that the two molecules are nearly identical, and both are tempting to humans (drink from pop can).  Go ahead, and if you dare, eat your chocolate.  We are blessed by the intoxifying taste of chocolate, benefiting from millions of years of this war, and untold casualties on both sides.  Today we have reached a joyful truce, where we enjoy eating these chemical weapons, and the plants that produce them benefit more than their ancestors ever did! – cultivation by humans means huge fields of these plants are tended and grown by us humans, who are now the happy slaves of our old foes.  Evolution often leads to cooperation, and then, everyone wins!  You may never see chocolate the same again!   (Jon Cleland Host)
*******************************************************

Reading, from David Sloan Wilson:


During the period 2000-2004, 31 % of the BBS target articles used the word evolution in the title or as a keyword, for topics as diverse as religion, schizophrenia, infant crying, language, food transfer in hunter-gather societies, facial expression, empathy, vision, brain evolution, decision making, phobias, mating, cultural evolution, and dreams.  In other words, using evolution to study our own species is not a future event or fringe science. It has already arrived.



I am a teacher in addition to a scientist.  Every year I teach a course called “Evolution for Everyone” that is open to all students.  Last year they came from the following departments: anthropology, art, biology, business, chemistry, cinema, computer sickness, creative writing, economics, education, engineering, English, history, human development, linguistics, management, mathematics, nursing, philosophy, physics, political science, and physcology.  

The majority of students learned to think about evolution as a powerful way to understand the world in general and especially their own concerns and interests.  


The course succeeded across the entire range of political and religious beliefs, from feminists to young republicans and from atheists to believers.


Learning about evolution is like walking through a door and not wanting to return.  Using it to think about their concerns and interests becomes second nature, like riding a bicycle.  


There is already a path around the two walls of resistance, the first denying evolution altogether (creationism), and the second denying its relevance to human affairs today.  It is not a narrow path accessible to only a courageous few, but a thoroughfare regularly traveled by many.  

******************************************************



Order of Service Feb. 10th, 2008
Announcements                        Jon       

 

Prelude:  Melanie provides

 

Opening Words                        Heather

 

Chalice Lighting: From Henry David Thoreau

“We are enabled to apprehend at all what is sublime and noble only by the perpetual instilling and drenching of the reality that surrounds us.”  As we light this candle, we acknowledge and  embrace the reality of the world around us 

 

Reading : Clearing the Deck 

            (“Evolution For Everyone” David Sloan Wilson)

 

Hymn# 354: We Laugh We Cry

 

Joys & Sorrow

 

Meditation: The Universe is Expanding 

            (“Mesons, Motes, and Miracles” Jeff Chamberlain)

 

Reflections: Blessings of Evolution, Jon 

 

Toxic Communion

 

Reflections: The Divine Spark, Heather

 

Hymn #19: The Sun that Shines

 

Congregational Response

 

Closing

 

Postlude: All Creatures of the Earth and Sky (Instrumental)

