First Annual Celebration of Darwin Week in Lynchburg
Invitation to Thought: Very Gradual Change We Can Believe In
Don Manning, February 5, 2012, First Unitarian Church of Lynchburg, Monument Terrace
The goal of Darwin Week in Lynchburg is all about this quote from Michael Shermer.  Michael Shermer is the author of THE BELIEVING BRAIN: How We Construct Beliefs and Reinforce Them as Truths.  And this is the quote that I think we’re getting at with Darwin Week:


Darwin matters 


because evolution matters, 

Evolution matters 


because science matters, 

Science matters 


because it is the preeminent story of our age, 

An epic saga about 


who we are, 


where we came from, and 


where we are going.

Before Charles Darwin, Newton, in a nutshell, opened the cosmos from its finiteness, proposing that only an infinite universe could be stable against gravitational collapse.  But in an infinite universe, Heaven which defined the people’s spiritual goal was lost, because heaven was supposed to be just beyond the stars.
The purpose of earthly life was to pave the way to the final ascendancy into Heaven.  In other words, people's lives and ambitions mirrored, in a direct way, the geometry of their perception of the universe.

Furthermore, the Newtonian cosmos was static.  Space was simply the background arena, the stage wherein natural phenomena unfolded.  Later with Einstein, space and time are now a single entity called spacetime.

This being a fact, a secondary goal of “Darwin Week in Lynchburg” is for us to continue to change the way we perceive the world.

Here’s the present problem.  Our civilization is threatened by changes that are hard to see because they take place over many years and decades.  And changes over years or decades are too slow for us to perceive readily.

Bearing this in mind, the question is whether there must be a change in the way we perceive our world, in the way we live, in the values we set for what it means to be human and to live a good life, and in how we go about reassessing our existence.
We are the one creature to whom natural selection has given a brain complex enough to comprehend the laws that govern the universe.  So it falls to our species to make use of this knowledge.
Darwin’s Theory of Evolution provides no goal other than the goal of survival, or adaptation.  On the surface, it appears that evolution just happens.  Each step along the way of “very gradual change we can believe in” is beneficial.
Let me illustrate how evolution is beneficial by what unfolded between an evolutionary neurobiologist teacher in Boise, Idaho, and his students, together engaged in critical thinking in an Internet chat.
One post asked, “Why Do Fingers Wrinkle When They Get Wet?”
Common knowledge dictates that the reason your fingers look pruney when you're in water for too long is that the skin absorbs water.  Well, Mark Changizi, thinks he has a better theory.

Changizi, the neurobiologist in Boise, said, "I stumbled upon these nearly century-old papers, and they immediately suggested to me that pruney fingers are functional.”  He discussed the mystery with his student Roman Weber, who said, 'Could they be rain treads?'  [Long pause]  ‘Brilliant!' was the instructor’s reply.
Changizi thinks that the wrinkles act like rain treads on tires.  They create channels that allow water to drain away as we press our fingertips (and toes) onto wet surfaces.  This allows the fingers to make greater contact with a wet surface, giving them a better grip.

In another post on the website, a fascinating question was asked:  Why does it take so long for the 'treads' to emerge and become active?
Changizi said the only part he has fully worked out theoretically is that fingers form nearly optimal drainage networks and that by comparing pictures of pruney wrinkles, he's shown that they truly do transport the water away, leaving a tighter grip.
His thought on the question about why it takes some time for the treads to become active, though, is that the time it takes for treads to emerge seems reasonable in that it wouldn't be ideal to have them come out when you have incidental contact with something wet, like when you're eating a fruit.

Rain treads come out when it is more likely that it's really raining and/or has just rained, when one will get sustained water contact for many minutes at a time—and thus sustained benefit from rain treads.

In another post, a person added that he would imagine this sort of thing would have been likely to evolve while our ancestors were still in trees—hanging from vines—because this would be the most likely place where individuals without the trait would be actively selected against.  A gruesome thought!
The next post said that water absorption into the skin alone is insufficient to explain the finger wrinkling phenomenon.

And then this post:  It says, Interesting... very close, but I think he just missed it.  I would guess the wrinkles have little to do with grip, but more to do with the sense of touch.  Logically wrinkles would heighten the sense of touch on a wet surface—and would explain why—when the nerve is severed—there are no wrinkles, a fact that scientists have known since the mid-1930s, implying that the wrinkles are controlled by the nervous system.

From personal experience, as Lynchburg Troop 11 Scoutmaster some years back, I know the importance of warnings in the Boy Scout Handbook regarding slippery surfaces in rock climbing and in crossing icy streams.  The Handbook cautions that, if you have to wade across an icy stream while hiking, it is crucial to remove shoes and socks.
In the event you were ever a Scout, you should know that having dry shoes and socks on the other side of the stream is the only option for getting your feet dry and warm again.
I remember finding myself in this situation, and I dutifully took off my shoes and socks and took my first step into the icy water.  It was, in fact, so slippery that I thought it would be impossible to wade across the creek.
Nervously, I waited to collect my thoughts.  Apparently, unbeknownst to me, wrinkles were emerging on the bottoms of my feet.  My next steps felt surprisingly safer!
Well, I wanted to believe in the Boy Scout Handbook, and, after this experience, I was a true believer.
Consciousness is a wonderful creation, brought about by biological evolution on earth—an external awareness, a bold interpretation, a life-saving measure.
As mentioned earlier, humans perceive and become aware of rapid changes in their surroundings.  Consciousness seeks out rapid shifts, flashing lights, and known dangers.  Thus, as a species, we have come to ignore certain dangerous factors in our surroundings, simply because they occur too slowly for our attention to be automatically directed to them.
This is seen in our inability to react to the fact of climate change.  This environmental crisis is exposing humankind to dangers and challenges that do not seem to represent the true dangers that they are.
But humankind’s wonderful intellect and consciousness and our advanced understanding of science can enable us to understand change in a completely new way.
We today must experience gradual change—slow change, insidious change, global change—as a danger—that is occurring.  This danger is reflected by the erosion of the terrestrial environment, the extinction of species, and on and on—all obviously caused by human behavior!
But right now, the slow creep of climate change is getting crowded out, pushed to the back of the line, and forgotten.  After all, we have more important things to worry about, right?  The deficit, unemployment, income inequity, Arab Spring, the Euro.
Well, they are important, no question.  So, what are we to do?
If you want to talk to someone who really knows about climate change, talk with a fisherman about what he is discovering every day.  But the certainty of these fishermen about what they are seeing is not shared by the rest of us.

And only 74% believe climate change will pose a problem somewhere out into the future.  And only 68% think it will happen sometime within their lifetime.
And, that falls even further to only 54% who will say the effects of global warming have already begun to be felt.  They don’t see what the fishermen see.  So, where’s the consensus?  Basically, we remain polarized.
Does the solution to this dilemma depend on what value we can give to science and how much acceptance Darwin and the Theory of Evolution can achieve?

Remember what Michael Shermer said:


Darwin matters 



because evolution matters, 


Evolution matters 



because science matters, 


Science matters 



because it is the preeminent story of our age, 


An epic saga about 



who we are, 



where we came from, and 



where we are going.

Carl Storm, a past minister of this Church, said, 
“Evolution has opened thought as scarcely any other theory has, to the dynamic, developing process operating in nature.”

“Evolution has opened thought  . . .  “

Carl Storm also said, “Evolution is not something that just happens to man.  With man, it is a process in which he not only can, but also is forced to, play some role in determining his history.”

Hadn’t Julian Huxley already said in the 1950s the same thing when he said, “Man’s destiny is to act as the agent of the evolutionary process on this planet, by enabling it to realize new and higher possibilities.”
But how?  How can small, puny man ever be the agent of the all encompassing change that is evolution?
Perhaps in this way:  The health of our planet will determine in large measure, I believe, the ways in which the earth and all living things will evolve, including humans.  

But, human behavior everywhere, primarily by the mining and burning of fossil fuels, is severely, and in many ways permanently, adversely affecting the health of our planet geologically, biologically, and ecologically.

These changes have led to water and air pollution, extremes in weather, stresses on food production, and global spread of infectious diseases.
Today, adverse effects of climate change are being felt disproportionately by low-lying communities around the world.  Lacking capacity to cope with rising sea levels due to global warming, these communities suffer from polluted drinking water, etc...
A new report from the Environmental Justice Foundation warns that global warming will force up to 150 million ‘climate refugees’ to move to other countries in the next 40 years.

And the rapid growth of the earth’s population does not bode well.  So, what is the future of life on Earth and beyond?

In 2003, the Humanist Manifesto III gave this ending affirmation:  “We affirm that, thus engaged in the flow of life, we aspire to this vision, with the informed conviction that humanity has the ability to progress toward its highest ideals.  The responsibility for our lives and the kind of world in which we live is ours and ours alone.”

What is our UUA contributing?  Our 7th Principle affirmation rings truer and truer as we go:  “Respect for the interdependent web of all existence of which we are a part.”
And the Statement of Conscience passed at the UUA 2006 General Assembly reads, “Given our human capacity to reflect and act upon our own lives, as well as the condition of the world, we accept with humility and determination our responsibility to remedy and mitigate global warming/climate change through innovation, cooperation, and self-discipline.  We undertake this work for the preservation of life on Earth.”
And nations are making efforts to come together:
As you may know, in Durban, South Africa, just 2 months ago, November 28 – December 9, 2011, a conference was held that made breakthroughs in the area of climate change.  The parties that met were the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change and the Conference of the Parties to the Kyoto Protocol.

The outcomes included a decision by the various Parties to adopt a universal legal agreement on climate change as soon as possible, and no later than 2015.  
The President of this 17th Conference of the Parties to the Kyoto Protocol, Maite Nkoana-Mashabane, said: "What we have achieved in Durban will play a central role in saving tomorrow--today."

And what is it that we are saving?

Listen to the ending of Charles Darwin’s Origin of Species, 
“There is grandeur in this view of life, with its several powers, having been originally breathed into a few forms or into one; and that, while 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.”

In closing, for those few ideas I was able to mention in my talk, let me give tribute to the full cast – 
Galileo showed us “where we live.”

Sir Isaac Newton’s Law of Gravity gave us an “infinite universe.”

Albert Einstein saw natural phenomena unfolding in “space-time.”

Carl Storm’s sermon, delivered a century later, tells us that “Man’s place in Darwin’s theory is not something to be despised or ill-used.”
Julian Huxley pointed to “Man’s destiny as an agent of evolution.”
The 7th UUA Principle affirmed a connectedness “of which we are a part.”

Manifesto III assigned responsibility as “ours and ours alone.”

Origin of Species ends with the “endless forms most wonderful have been, and are being, evolved.”

The UUA Statement of Conscience reads, “We undertake this work for the preservation of life on Earth.”
The United Nations’ achievement in Durban 2011 will “play a central role in saving tomorrow, today."

Science is the “preeminent story of our age.”

The epic saga of our consciousness reveals “who we are.”

Charles Darwin’s Theory of Evolution explained “where we came from.”

Carl Storm defined the basis for “where we are going” with his words, ‘Evolution has opened thought.’
2012 Darwin Week in Lynchburg

Don Manning, Organizer

Everyone is invited to attend the 1st annual Celebration of Darwin Week in Lynchburg!  Admission to all events is free. 

Feb 6, 3:00 p.m., Virginia University of Lynchburg, 
Cachelin Library on Dewitt Street
“Why Do We Care about Evolution—or Do We Care?”  VUL Panel Discussion:  Moderator Dr. Curtis Thompson, Dr. Monroe Baldwin, Dr. James Coleman, Dr. Marcy Orr, and Dr. Larry Robinson
Can understanding evolution help us fight human diseases (antibiotic resistance)?  Can the theory of evolution provide an answer to the world’s inadequate food supply (genetically-modified organisms)?  Will humankind accept its responsibility?  Are human beings the greatest evolutionary force?

Feb 7, 4:00 p.m., Forest Library, 15583 Forest Road (US 221)

"Thinking Forward:  A Look into the Future of Biology,"  Dr. Len Edelman

We will figure out how life began; we will create Life.  We will figure out how to clone a human being.  We learn how to artificially boost our immune system.  A deadly pandemic will occur.  We will learn how to artificially boost our memory and brain power; computers and humans will merge; computers will become self-aware; a global intelligence will evolve.

Feb 8, 4:00 p.m., Lynchburg Public Library, Memorial Avenue, Community Meeting Room
“The Evolution of the Universe”  Dr. Neal Sumerlin

Change over time in our universe is easily observed, and this key concept of Darwin is evident in astronomy.  We'll look at how our perception of the universe as a relatively young and static cosmos has been displaced by the understanding that the universe has undergone tremendous change over an unimaginably long time—and that it continues to do so.  This is the issue that confronts us.  We’ll also look at key features of Darwin’s thought that have enlightened modern astronomical science.

Feb 9, 4:00 p.m., Forest Library, 15583 Forest Road (US 221) 

“Did Darwin Create Modern Economics?”  Dr. John McClenon

Economist and New York Times columnist, Robert Frank, sets Adam Smith’s “invisible hand,” which posits that self interest will lead to the common good, against Darwin’s understanding of competition.  Adam Smith's view of the economy has led us to a society with huge gaps between the incomes of the rich and the poor.  Darwin's view is that the best way to control economic behavior is to use taxes to control harmful behavior.  What forces have the result that some people have such a hugely disproportionate amount of income (and the power it gives them to increase it), while others do not have sufficient income to purchase even minimal needs?
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