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AND ON THE EIGHTH DAY:  CHARLES DARWIN’S INTELLIGENT DESIGN

EVOLUTION AND OUR FAITH
Richard S. Gilbert – UU Fellowship of St. Croix, VI – February 15 2009

In the late 1960’s when I served our Ithaca congregation, I led a "Seminar for Skeptics" for a small group of non-Unitarian Universalist Cornell University students.  During one session, a PhD. candidate in astrophysics came out of the closet and revealed himself to be a religious fundamentalist.  He believed that with some creative tweaking and interpretation, Genesis was perfectly in tune with modern science.  Keep in mind, Carl Sagan of Cosmos fame was then in the same department.  I was stunned.

This experience, among others, led me to a study of the life and thought of Charles Darwin.  February 12 was the 200th anniversary of his birth and 2009 is the 150th anniversary of the publication of his blockbuster On the Origin of Species.  It may or may not surprise you to know he was raised a Unitarian.  His family was part of the dissenting tradition which included pottery patriarch Josiah Wedgewood and Joseph Priestley, dissenting scientist and Unitarian minister.  His grandfather Erasmus Darwin had a “lacerating wit and a loathing of meddling gods.”  He called Unitarianism “a featherbed to catch a falling Christian.”
  Charles married Josiah Wedgewood’s daughter, Emma, his cousin and a pious Unitarian Christian.  For much of his life he was tormented by the discrepancy between the scientific truths he discovered and the sturdy faith of his beloved wife.

Darwin attended High Street Unitarian Church in Shrewsbury but was taken by his father to the Church of England because Unitarians could not attend university.  Having failed at the study of medicine, his father’s profession, and despite his theological reservations, he studied at Cambridge to become an Anglican priest.  He passed his examination – not so much for the sake of faith, as for the prospect of a quiet country parish where he could explore the natural environment.  As two of his biographers said, “Charles was headed for the Church but unconcerned about his soul.”
  Later Darwin wrote:  “Clergymen from mollusks!  How had he arrived at such damning beliefs?”

Darwin’s spiritual struggle before he published Origin of Species was intense.  When it finally came out he was called The Devil’s Chaplain.  It was, he said, “like confessing a murder.”
  Prior to publication he wrote: “What a book a Devil’s Chaplain might write on the clumsy, wasteful, blundering, low and horridly cruel works of nature.”
  “If life was self-made, what became of God’s delegated power holding together a precarious paternalist society? . . . Darwin was staring heresy in the face.”
  “(His) secret notes left him looking like a radical Unitarian.”
  “If man was only a better sort of brute, where was his spiritual dignity, and if he had self-evolved, what of his moral accountability to God, no more his Creator?  Since moral accountability, with eternal punishment and rewards, was part of the fabric binding society, that too would crash.”
  
What finally moved Charles to reject the Christian religion was the death of his ten-year-old daughter Annie at Easter 1851.  He had learned at first hand the tragic contingency of nature.  But he ultimately concluded that the competition in nature was not between individuals, but the groups themselves.  Mutual assistance was all important.  Therefore, though he was sympathetic to Thomas Malthus’ theories of survival of the fittest, he was a political liberal, supporting reform, and opposing slavery.  
In response to inquiries about his religion, he wrote, “I am sorry to have to inform you that I do not believe in the Bible as a divine revelation, and therefore not in Jesus Christ as the Son of God.”
  In the end he acknowledged that he was an agnostic, a term coined by his friend Thomas Huxley.  Still, his religion was a struggle:  “When I am dead, know that many times, I have kissed and cried over this.”
  In the end, despite his public rejection of conventional religion and the plan of his family for a simple burial in a country churchyard, he was buried in Westminster Abbey and a statue erected.  As it has been put, there was now “an agnostic in the Abbey.”
Darwin was an agnostic, to be sure, but the closing words of Origin of Species show him to be a reverent soul:  “Thus, from the war of nature, . . . the most exalted object of which we are capable of conceiving, namely the production of the higher animals, directly follows.  There is grandeur in this view of life, with its several powers, having been originally breathed by the Creator into a few forms or into one, and that, whilst this planet has gone cycling on according to the fixed law of gravity, from so simple a beginning endless forms most beautiful and most wonderful have been, and are being evolved.”
  
It is interesting to note that the first American clergyman to openly preach evolution from the pulpit was Newton Mann, minister of the First Unitarian Church of Rochester, New York, where I served for 32 years.  The year was 1859.  Then came the seemingly endless struggle between science and religion.
In 1955, under the cloud of Senator Joe McCarthy’s attack on intellectual freedom, Jerome Lawrence and Robert E. Lee wrote Inherit the Wind, a dramatic, but fictional, portrayal of the famous Scopes Monkey Trial.  Football coach and substitute biology teacher John Thomas Scopes was on trial for teaching evolution.  You have heard an excerpt from the climactic confrontation of agnostic defense lawyer Clarence Darrow and former presidential candidate and Bible-believer William Jennings Bryan.  Scopes was convicted and find $100.  That verdict was not overturned until 1967.
We may laugh in 2009, 84 years after the Scopes Trial, but it is no laughing matter as we look at American attitudes toward evolution.  In this enlightened nation a third of the public believes the Bible is literally the word of God; 45% think God created human beings “pretty much in their present form” within the last 10,000 years; 35% believe evolution is just one among many theories.
  One theologian opines that chances are there are more Americans “likely to believe in the Virgin Birth than in evolution.”
  To underscore the silliness of this debate, one wag created a bumper sticker with the words, “If evolution is outlawed, only outlaws will evolve.”

In 1968 the Supreme Court struck down laws prohibiting the teaching of evolution.  In 1987 it declared the purpose of “scientific creationism” was really to teach a religious belief and thus inappropriate in a public school.  The State of Kansas has gone back and forth with this issue to the point that the Kansas State University biology department had trouble filling teaching slots because candidates were leery of the conservative political climate.
  In Dover, Pennsylvania, eleven parents challenged school board policy requiring teachers to talk about “alternatives” to evolution, including intelligent design – the idea the universe is so complicated it could not have evolved by chance, but required an intelligent designer.  Steven Stough, a Republican and life sciences teacher, protested:  “In science class, you don’t say to the students, ‘Is there gravity, or do you think we have rubber bands on our feet?’”  The trial has been called Scopes II.  The parents ultimately prevailed.
Well, what is “scientific creationism”?  What is intelligent design?  And why is it important that we know about and respond to them?  “Scientific creationism” is an attempt, however convoluted, to reconcile the biblical story of creation in Genesis with contemporary science.  It teaches (1) the special creation of the universe and life from nothing, ex nihilo; (2) the distinct ancestry of humans and apes; (3) the relative youth of the earth, less than 10,000 years; (4) the insufficiency of mutation and natural selection in effecting progressive evolution; (5) the Bible as scientifically credible; and (6) geologic catastrophism involving the great flood of Noah in which all fossils were deposited in a 12 month period.  One advocate claimed fossils are but the tricks of the Devil to tempt us to doubt the Bible.
It is not difficult to critique this pseudo-science.  How could the ark hold its vast cargo with its limited specifications? If the creator is omniscient, why didn’t God create everything at once instead of taking six whole days?  Why did an omnipotent God have to rest on the 7th day?  How can one claim evolution is the religion of secular humanists?  You can't have it both ways!  Which of the two Genesis creation stories will be taught?  The late psychologist Ashley Montague once effectively summarized the issue:  "Science has proofs without any certainty.  Creationists have certainty without any proof.”  

Intelligent design (ID) is much more sophisticated.  It contends that biological systems are so complex that the chance they evolve by natural selection – a random process – is nil.  The origins of “structural complexity” cannot be explained other than by an intelligent being.  And while they claim this is a scientific and not a religious position, when pressed, the intelligent designer apparently spells its name with three letters, the first being G; the last D.

There is an intelligent design text, Of Pandas and People: The Central Question of Biological Origins, published by the Foundation for Thought in Ethics located in Texas.
  The ID Discovery Institute in Seattle changed its original logos, Michelangelo’s biblical creation scene in Rome’s Sistine Chapel, to a galaxy called the Eye of God.  Its mission is, “To defeat scientific materialism and its destructive moral, cultural, and political legacies.”

While Pope John Paul II spoke favorably of evolution as consistent with Catholic faith, the current Pope said:  “We are not some casual and meaningless product of evolution.  Each of us is the result of a thought of God.  Each of us is willed, each of us is loved, each of us is necessary.”  Parenthetically I wonder what the Pope would say about Judas, Genghis Khan, Hitler, Pol Pot, and Saddam Hussein.  What was God thinking to create such human beings?  What a God!

How do we critique Intelligent Design?  In the first place, teaching it in public schools is a violation of the separation of church and state.  While different in tactics, here is an attempt to introduce particular religious beliefs into public schools.  Merely substituting intelligent design for God is a Trojan horse that should fool no one.

Then, there is the problem of evil.  The Cosmos is at the same time well designed and chaotic.  If the human eye and the Panda bear are beautiful illustrations of intelligent design, how does one explain AIDS or SARS or Avian Flu and natural disasters like the tsunamis or hurricanes or earthquakes?  This kind of intelligent designer looks as much like a cosmic sadist as a benevolent Creator.  What kind of deity would include these horrors in its cosmic design?  How can one worship such a capricious cosmic puppeteer?

A major concern, of course, is the whole misunderstanding of the “theory of evolution.”  A common definition of theory is as a guess – a mere conjecture.  But in contemporary science, theory is an intellectual construct – a paradigm – which opens the way to increased knowledge.  Biology in particular has found that evolutionary theory is the best design to add to humanity’s store of knowledge – cracking the genetic code being a prime example.  After all, gravity is only a theory, but no one doubts its truthfulness.
Intelligent design simply does not qualify as science.  One basic rule of science is falsefiability.  Any hypothesis must be empirically tested in the real world.  But intelligent design can’t be tested.  How prove there is an Intelligent Designer – unless one presumes to read the mind of God – clearly an act of incredible arrogance?  Intelligence implies a mind – a brain – and so the scientist would become a mind reader.  That is not science.  Once we start playing with the origin of this intelligent design, we are clearly in the field of theology.  

As Eugenie C. Scott, a physical anthropologist from the National Center for Scientific Education, said, “Keep God out of the test tube.  We don’t have a theometer.”
  

So what difference does it make – this ID assault on evolution in science education?  It threatens to compromise the advance of science itself.  The last society to prohibit teaching Darwinism in public schools because of ideological incompatibility was Soviet Russia under the sway of Lysenko in the 1930’s,.  This set back Soviet science with grave consequences for its agriculture.  Scientists ought to be alarmed.

Our culture is compromised.  One IMAX theater has refused to show a movie depicting evolution for fear of upsetting audience members from the religious right.  School boards across the nation struggle with the issue as if evolution and intelligent design were equally plausible scientific theories.  Rangers at Grand Canyon National Park were not permitted to give an official estimate of its geologic age, due to pressure from the appointees of former President George W. Bush 
One Christian theologian predicted:  “I’m not sure who’ll invent the cure for cancer, discover a new energy source, or genetically engineer a plant that will end starvation, but I bet it won’t be an anti-Darwinian Christian.”
  

So, what do we do?  Clearly, as citizens we need to pay much closer to attention to those running for public office everywhere.  There is a political struggle to be engaged here lest this nation further amaze the world with its scientific illiteracy.

But there is also a theological and cultural issue.  The rise of the Religious Right is in part due to a rejection of modern culture – science being a severe challenge to a biblical worldview.  Our challenge is to articulate and celebrate the wonders of the human mind in scientific discovery, at the same time appreciating those mythological creation stories that are the stuff of religious history.  In Sophia Lyon Fahs’ curriculum book Beginnings of Earth, Sky, Life and Death, which I have both taken and taught in church school, she poetically portrayed the great religious creation myths.  Then she told the even more majestic scientific story of creative evolution – clearly distinguishing between religious myth and science.

I think of science and religion as two different disciplines with two different purposes, but with overlaps.  I like Carl Jung’s distinction between objective and subjective truth – science is the former – religion is the latter.  Objective truth is that which can be subjected to testing and verification.  For example, gravity is a force which can be demonstrated to be true in all times and all places.  Subjective truth is what is true for the person – not subject to verification.  To believe God is the source of the law of gravity is not subject to proof.  The ‘how’ of evolution can be discussed in objective terms, but ‘why’ – why is there something and not nothing - is clearly subjective – a theological issue.

Albert Einstein wrote:  “Science without religion is lame; religion without science is blind.”  I find striking parallels between the passion of the scientist and the liberal religionist for truth.  Think of a loose-leaf notebook to which we add new pages as new truths emerge while we file archaic truths in the file boxes of history.  The pages never quite fill the notebook – we just never can place the capital “T” on truth.  Our religious faith, as the faith of the scientist, is in “truth known or to be known.”

In this truth-seeking we need always to leave room for mystery.  Neither we nor the cosmos are machines; we are both living and evolving enterprises.  We need to keep fresh before us our capacity for awe, always resisting the temptation to proclaim a merely matter of fact cosmos, always learning to live in humility before ultimate things, always remembering that our idea of God, if we use that term, is always too small.  
I celebrate that “interdependent web of all existence of which we are a part.”  We are awe-struck observers of the great 12½ billion year history of the Cosmos from the Big Bang, or the Great Radiance, as some would call it – the first great evolutionary epoch; we have inherited the 4 ½ billion year history of life on this planet, a second evolutionary stage.  Now we are engaged in the third great chapter of evolutionary history – humanity’s cultural development – how we create our history on this earth in this cosmos.  As one zoologist said, human beings were not planned.  “Nature chanced to discover us in her somewhat random search for better models.”  We have work to do.  This is the 8th day of creation.
With Albert Camus I believe there is no inherent meaning written in the universe – it is, to use the felicitous phrase of one of his fictional characters, a matter of “benign indifference.”  We write our human meanings in the stars and in the protons, in the vast sweep of evolution – and some do call it God.
And so, here we are on our immense journey, standing in a throbbing cosmos, the meaning of which we cannot comprehend, but the majesty of which we experience.  No gods will call us to bow down and worship; instead we will stand on our own feet and glory in the passing speck of time given to us.  What will we do with this 8th day of creation?  We probe the meaning of our brief days and measure our modest contribution to the ongoing evolution of the race, perhaps pitifully small, but in no sense lost or forgotten in the great scheme of things.  What shall we do with this wonder while it is ours?
Blurb:  The year 2009 is the 150th anniversary of Charles Darwin’s Origin of Species, a scientific tome which sent shock waves throughout the religious world.  Amazingly, the teaching of evolution continues to be a major issue in American education and religion.  We’ll look at the Unitarian faith of Charles Darwin and what evolution and intelligent design mean for us.
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