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Locals celebrate Darwin's life and work
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National celebrations to recognize the life and work of Charles Darwin will be observed this week on Cornell's campus, at the Museum of the Earth and at least one local church.

Darwin Days and Evolution Weekend are scheduled to fall on or around Darwin's Feb. 12 birthday every year. A list of events at Cornell and the Museum of the Earth for Darwin Days will celebrate the history of the theory of evolution and span a range of topics including the fossil record, religion, creationism and teaching.

The Rev. Nelson Reppert of Jacksonville Community United Methodist Church will have a special sermon on the topic of the evolution of religion this Sunday as a part of Evolution Weekend.

"Evolution has been believed in for a long time," Reppert said. "Darwin merely helped us understand how it happened. I don't think it's controversial for mainline congregations, though it is still controversial for fundamentalists, who have taken over what it means to be called Christian."

Having the church make a point of accepting the concept of evolution is important, Reppert said, because "otherwise, people start to say that science and religion are separate and not compatible. I don't see it as controversial. I want the rest of world to know that Christianity accepts evolution."

A not-for-profit called Darwin Day Celebration started Darwin Days nationally around 2000 and has been observed in Ithaca since 2006.

The local events got started by popular demand and have grown in popularity and scope, said key organizer Warren Allmon, director of Paleontological Research Institution, which runs the Museum of the Earth.

"The big addition this year is a two-fold temporary exhibit at the Kroch library and the Museum of the Earth, based on the book 'Charles Darwin: After the Origin,'" Allmon said.

Most scientists don't have such a devoted following that would plan a week of events in their honor, Allmon said.

"I think for sure it's a reaction from Darwin fans, scientists and humanists, to creationism," he said. "Most people don't know anything about Darwin, but they think they disagree with him. Creationism never actually decreases. It stays at an appalling 50 percent. It's a genuine fundamental paradox. Unlike Einstein, unlike Newton, unlike - pick your favorite scientist - Darwin did something really important in science and 50 percent of the people in the most advanced country in the world don't accept it."

Not only that, Allmon said, but Darwin was just a likeable guy.

"There is a great deal of genuine affection for Darwin as a man," he said. "He's one of those historical characters who the more you learn about him the more likeable he becomes."

