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November 30, 1959

· Note:  this sermon was given fifty years ago, and is still relevant to our struggles!

CHARLES DARWIN AFTER 100 YEARS


A Sermon delivered by

the Rev. Raymond G. Manker

All Souls Universalist Unitarian Church, Riverside, California

November 30, 1959.


Julian Huxley, in his book, New Bottles for New Wine, observes that mankind is increasing in knowledge and ability, at an astonishing rate of speed.  In fact, according to Huxley, man is not only increasing in knowledge and ability at a steady rate of increase, this increase can be measured on a graph, which shows a constantly increasing rate of acceleration.  This rapid increase in knowledge is certainly evident in our own day.  I graduated from college just over thirteen years ago, yet in that thirteen years discoveries have been made in all scientific fields, which have outmoded my education.  I graduated from the Texas College of Mines and Metallurgy, of the University of Texas.  I did not major in Mining Engineering, but I did take several courses in the Geology department.  In the course on Historical Geology, I learned the theory of evolution through natural selection.  This was not taught as such, it was fundamental: that upon which the whole course was built, and without which it would be virtually impossible to teach the course.  At that time, and presumably it still is, there was a law on the statute books of the State of Texas prohibiting the teaching of the theory of evolution.  It seems almost impossible to believe that just seventeen years before I took that course the Scopes Trial took place in Dayton, Tennessee.  The Scopes Trial, the famous “Monkey Trial” which pitted William Jennings Bryan against Clarence Darrow, resulted in upholding a recently enacted law in Tennessee against teaching the Theory of Evolution.  That was just thirty-three years ago, in 1925.


It seems even more incredible, that today there are college professors who do not believe in Evolution.  One of our members reported to me that one of the professors in the life sciences department, of all places, at the University of Redlands, did not believe in Evolution.  And I have been told that the State of Tennessee still tries, occasionally, to block the teaching to evolution in the public schools of that state.


In spite of these archaic laws, the battle over Evolution is won.  No institution of higher learning, which is able to maintain any sort of scholastic standing, today refuses to teach the theory of evolution.  There are a few religious sects that still maintain that God created the world in six days and rested on the seventh, and that, thus, evolution is impossible, but these sects will soon be so over-powered by the weight of unprejudiced evidence, that they will be forced to accept Darwin’s views.


 It was just one hundred years ago, 1858, that Darwin published his first paper on the theory of evolution through natural selection.  He had developed the theory in his own mind about 1839 as a result of observations made while he was on the famous five-year scientific voyage of the “Beagle”, which left England in December, 1831, and returned in October, 1836.  He had been signed on as the naturalist, and his experiences in every part of the world convinced him that evolution was the only answer to, so complicated, a picture of life as he saw.  However, he worked on the theory for twenty years, experimenting, studying, examining, theorizing and proving and disproving.  He would have worked even longer in the development of what he hoped would be a monumental and completely exhaustive study, had not he received in the mail from another naturalist, in Australia, an article on evolution through natural selection, which he was asked to read and send on to the Linnean Society.  This naturalist-scientist was Alfred R. Wallace.


This paper of Wallace’s put Darwin on the spot.  He had worked for twenty years cautiously plugging every possible gap in this theory, so that he could present it, not just as a theory, but as an already proved fact.  And now, when he was nearing completion of this monumental work, he was sent a copy of a paper to be presented to the Linnean Society which proposed the very same theory that he was working on.  


Consulting several eminent scientists with whom he had talked at length about his massive work, he was advised to prepare a paper to accompany Wallace’s article for simultaneous publication.  This he did, as so the two papers on the theory of evolution through natural selection were published in the same edition of the Journal of the Proceedings of the Linnean Society.  As a result of the premature publication of his theory Darwin revised his plans for an exhaustive work and instead worked to put together his theory and experiments for immediate publication, which resulted in November, 1859, in the publication of Darwin’s, Origin of Species.


Darwin, in his Autobiography, states, “Another element in the success of the book was its moderate size; and this I owe to the appearance of Mr. Wallace’s essay; had I published on the scale in which I began to write in 1856, the book would have been four or five times as large as the Origin, and very few would have had the patience to read it.”  (p. 124)


It is both fortunate and unfortunate that Darwin had to speed up his publication.  He was probably right in his remark that the exhaustive work would have been also exhausting, and that fewer people would read it.  And yet the world is the poorer for having missed the greater book which he carried to his death.


Darwin is, of course, most famous for his theory of evolution, and for two of his volumes, The Origin of Species, and The Voyage of the Beagle, which were chosen by President Charles W. Eliot, of Harvard University, for his famous five-foot shelve of books, called the Harvard Classics.  However, Darwin is also looked to as one of the main leaders in the scientific movement which led to what we today call the scientific method.  Darwin was one of the first scientists to successfully divorce science from philosophy.  He did not theorize or philosophize and then go out and find proofs necessary to substantiate his theory.  Instead, he went into the field without theory or philosophy and observed.  He gathered an enormous amount of data.  This data was either inconsistent with, or was deemed very unlikely in the light of, currently held theories.  Then, only when he had found a problem or inconsistency in the relationship of the universe to the human mental model of the universe, did he begin to theorize or search out a possible solution to the difficulty.  Once he had found this possible solution, or theory, then he set to work testing it.  If it proved unsatisfactory, he discarded it.  If it proved  satisfactory, he continued to test it, over and over again, talking over his experiments with other great minds to get their reactions and suggestions.


Just how greatly Charles Darwin differed from the philosophically-oriented scientists who preceded him can be graphically shown by reference to Charles’ grandfather, the eminent scientist, Erasmus Darwin.  Erasmus Darwin also expounded a theory of evolution, but he did it from the study desk in a philosophical poem, Zoonomia, rather than from a laboratory or field trip in a scientific treatise, as did his grandson, Charles.  Recently, Charles Darwin’s granddaughter, Lady Nora Barlow, published a new edition of Darwin’s Autobiography.  It contained several appendices with family letters relating to Charles Darwin and his work.  For the first time, Darwin’s Autobiography was printed just as he wrote it.  Previously, three other editions of the Autobiography had been produced, first in 1887, edited by Darwin’s son, Francis; next, in 1929, in the Thinker’s Library, and the last time in 1950, edited by G. G. Simpson.  However, each of these three previous editions omitted certain passages from Darwin’s Autobiography, most of which were concerned with his religious views.  These had been purged at the request of several of Darwin’s immediate family, mainly his wife, Emma.


From the point of view of a Unitarian minister reading Darwin 75 years after his death, his religious views are very interesting.  Darwin was raised in Unitarianism two generations or more deep.  His grandparents on both sides were Unitarian.  His two grandfathers, Erasmus Darwin and Josiah Wedgewood, were both Unitarians, close friends of scientifically-oriented Unitarian minister, Joseph Priestly.  Erasmus’s son, Robert, was unable to accept even the liberal Unitarian position and became a professed agnostic.  However, he married Susannah Wedgewood who retained her strong Unitarian faith.  Their children were raised Unitarian, Charles attending a school run by the local Unitarian minister when he first started to school.  However, Charles rebelled against the authoritarianism of his father, while retaining a tremendous admiration for him.  His mother died when Charles was nine, and there was no further pressure toward Unitarianism.  He went to school in a haphazard fashion, living off the munificence of his father.  He started to follow his father into medicine, but soon gave this up for the Anglican ministry.  It would be an interesting psychological study to see all the factors that swayed young Charles toward the Church of England’s clergy, and what kept him there in spite of both disinterest and disbelief.


However, suffice it to say, that his theological training was interrupted permanently by the voyage of the Beagle.  When he had returned from this voyage, he had had the experiences about the world which brought him to his beliefs which made him famous.  He now realized that the ministry was not for him, nor was he even being a communicant of the Church of England.  He soon married a distant cousin, Emma Wedgewood, another Unitarian in a family of strong Unitarians.  However, Darwin now, like his father before him, and like his older brother, Erasmus, for whom he had the highest respect and admiration, he could not even accept the Unitarian Church, even though it was much more liberal than the Church of England.  The matter of religion, while it was much discussed and was the subject of letters written from time to time, was never a disrupting factor in the relationship between Charles and Emma Darwin.


Charles not only pointed the way for science, he also pointed the way for the Church as well.  The beliefs which Charles held were certainly too liberal for the Unitarian Church of his day, but they express quite well the Unitarian beliefs of today, at least of our more liberal portion.  He went about his change of belief, religiously, much as he went about scientifically, that is, slowly and with deliberation.  Let me read to you a few selected passages:


“Whilst on board the Beagle I was quite orthodox, and I remember being heartily laughed at by several of the officers (though themselves orthodox) for quoting the Bible as an unanswerable authority on some point of morality.  I suppose it was the novelty of the argument that amused them.  But I had gradually come, by this time, to see that the Old Testament from its manifestly false history of the world, with the Tower of Babel, the rainbow as a sign, etc., etc., and from its attributing to God the feelings of a revengeful tyrant, was no more to be trusted than the sacred books of the Hindoos or the beliefs of any barbarian.”  (page 85)


“By further reflecting that the clearest evidence would be requisite to make any sane man believe in the miracles by which Christianity is supported…, I gradually came to disbelieve in Christianity as a divine revelation.”  (page 86)  “Beautiful as is the morality of the New Testament, it can hardly be denied that its perfection depends in part on the interpretation which we now put on metaphors and allegories.”  (page 86)


“Thus disbelief crept over me at a very slow rate, but was at last complete.  The rate was so slow that I felt no distress, and have never since doubted even for a single second that my conclusion was correct.  I can indeed hardly see how anyone ought to wish Christianity to be true; for if so the plain language of the text seems to show that the men who do not believe, as this would include my Father, Brother and almost all my best friends, will be everlastingly punished.  And this is a damnable doctrine.”  (page 87)


His idea of evolution through natural selection, of course, was the source of much of his growth toward agnosticism and skepticism.  He writes, “The old argument of design in nature, as given by Oaley, which formerly seemed to me so conclusive, fails, now that the law of natural selection has been discovered.  We can no longer argue that, for instance, the beautiful hinge of a bivalve shell must have been made by an intelligent being, like the hinge of a door by man.  There seems to be no more design in the variability of organic beings and in the action of natural selection, than in the course which the wind blows.”  (page 87)


“The state of mind which grand scenes formerly excited in me, and which was intimately connected with a belief in God, did not essentially differ from that which is often called the sense of sublimity; and however difficult it may be to explain the genesis of this sense, it can hardly be advanced as an argument for the existence of God, any more than the powerful though vague and similar feelings excited by music.”  (page 92)  “The mystery of the beginning of all things is insoluble by us; and I for one must be content to remain an Agnostic.”  (page 94)


To conclude, one more quotation:  “As for myself I believe that I have acted rightly in steadily following and devoting my life to science.  I feel no remorse from having committed any great sin, but have often regretted that I have not done more direct good to my fellow creatures.”  (page 95)


The indirect good which Darwin did for his fellow creatures in making the scientific method generally known and used in many unrelated fields far outweighs any direct aid or comfort which he might have been able to give to the few individuals with whom he might have come into contact in his life.


