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INTRODUCTION 

You know, I was in the dentist chair this past Thursday while 28 of you attended the 
Protect Minnesota rally at the state capital with Rev. Kelli.  

This is what we’re doing here: we are gathering our energy and amplifying our effect.  

Rev. Jim can be home with foot surgery. I can be at the dentist. Rev. Kelli can be 
waiting for the plumber, as she was one day last week. I did a large memorial 
yesterday. Kelli is doing one this afternoon. We hosted a large Tibetan New Year’s 
festival yesterday, and a kirtan chanting group was here doing another event at the 
same time.  

Excluding Gaia, the school that rents from us, we do something on the order of 1900 
room setups per year here. That’s for outside rentals and FUS events combined—1900 
room setups. 

First Unitarian Society is an urban congregation, downtown in a vibrant city, next door 
to one of the leading contemporary art museums in the world.  

We are doing something extraordinary here—“You’re telling me that a bunch of 
atheists, agnostics, heretics, and freethinkers  can have a church? Are you kidding? 

But here we are. And we’re gearing up for a “Short and Sweet Capital Campaign” to 
finish up on our major overhaul of the building.  

When I came to this congregation, going on five years ago, I got some documents to 
read.  

The congregation had been surveyed concerning what needed to happen with the 
new minister 



The first concern among people surveyed was that the building was falling apart: 
should we sell it or should we try to salvage it?  
Now, five years later, we’ve answered that question.  

Second concern: why aren’t there more people here? Before I came, membership 
was falling—average weekly attendance was down to 140 adults. Now, we are nearing 
an average of 200 adults a week.  

Thirdly, the survey said that you felt that there was no clear mission for FUS: what does 
humanism even mean? 

Well, nowadays, what Humanism is is everywhere around here. If you want to know 
what it is, I’ll tell you this morning. Just keep listening. The simplest definition is from 
the Ubuntu tradition: “I am because we are.” That’s a core value of Humanism.  

The survey said members wanted more: More social justice. More notice of what we 
are doing in the outside world. Did you know that Rev. Kelli has been on WCCO TV 
three time in the last three weeks?  

We have achieved everything on the list. But that doesn’t mean we’re done.  

This congregation can do two things at once. And three things at once. And ten 
things at once. Because it’s not about me. And it’s not about you. It’s about all of us 
striving toward the common goal of liberating the human spirit. (Which is the goal of 
Humanism, by the way) 

Liberation from superstition. Liberation from delusion. Liberation from oppression. 
Liberation.  

For me—and I can only speak for myself because . . . we’re Unitarians!—for me,  
community is a core value here. 

Another of our core values is authenticity. Here, you can say what you actually believe.  

Some of you know that I participated in a dialogue sermon last week at Westminster 
Presbyterian. I presented a completely materialistic, naturalistic, scientific viewpoint, 
as opposed to the “those things unseen” viewpoint of traditional Christianity. Perhaps 
you’re not surprised to hear that lots of people came up to me afterward and said, 
“me too.” 



The difference between here and traditional congregations is that here we consult 
science before we consult scriptures. We are a tradition of anti-tradition.  

And that’s not accidental. One of the origins of this congregation was a group a 
freethinkers meeting here in Minneapolis in the 1870s. They were reading Darwin’s 
Origin of Species and grappling with the implications of the theory of natural 
selection.  

In that way, they were some of only a small group of people in nineteenth century 
Minneapolis who saw reality for what it really is.  

That’s what is important about the existence of this congregation, and it’s my subject 
today. 

ONE 

In my previous career, as a college professor, I took groups of students to England 
every year. No trip to London would be complete without a visit to Westminster Abby. 
After all, there has been a church on that site since the 700s.  

Westminster Abbey has long been a burial site for British royalty and notable persons
—Geoffrey Chaucer was buried there when he died.  That was a while ago.  

Buried prominently at Westminster Abbey is Charles Darwin. 

But wait: isn’t science and religion endlessly at war? Darwin buried in a church? 

But Darwin himself wrote in Origin of Species, “I see no good reason why the views 
given in this volume should shock the religious feeling of any one” (Chapter XV). 
  
I mean, seriously, what could possibly be controversial about a guy who turned 209 
years old this year? Sure, the new is scary, but that’s not new! Rock ’n’ roll records 
were burned in the streets in the 1950s when rock ’n’ roll was new, but today, those 
songs play in dentist’s offices.   

But natural selection . . . that’s still scary stuff.  

How come? 



Well . . .  For one—as the founders of this congregation understood in the 1870s— 
Darwin’s theory of natural selection fundamentally changes the way we human beings 
see ourselves.  

Carried to it’s logical conclusion, Darwin’s theory coupled with what we know about 
astrophysics says that we live in an unconscious, will-less, meaningless, and 
purposeless universe . . . . 

First the good news: over half of Americans—62%—believe that natural selection is 
how species evolve. That’s good. A good start.  

The bad news is that 25% of that 62% believe that some sort of higher power guides 
natural selection.   

Now, I know—no one can say that isn’t true; no one can say there isn’t a guiding power 
in the universe . . . some sort of consciousness or some sort of will acting as an engine 
in evolution. I believe there isn’t, and I will make a case for that today. 

Centrally, it’s unlikely exactly because consciousness and will are human attributes 
that we human beings value.  

Why would the universe have consciousness and will? Because we human beings 
want it to?  

How is believing consciousness and will exist in the universe any different from 
believing there are imps and elves and jinni in the universe? 

The crucial insight is this: if there were a guiding mind or consciousness or force of 
some kind behind natural selection, that would mean that humanity is forever 
doomed to misunderstand the nature of reality. Because . . . that consciousness isn’t 
talking.  

Saying that there is a point to natural selection removes the usefulness of natural 
selection as a way of searching for the reality of existence.  

It’s random. 



But that’s a good  thing because it means that meaning and purpose are human 
constructs open for human creativity. And that’s one of the few places where we 
human beings have any control: in our own constructs with our own creativity.  

So, you see, we don’t really want a universe with inherent meaning and purpose and 
cosmic direction because it reduces us to searching for what we can’t understand. 

A meaningless and purposeless, unconscious and will-less universe—that huge 
cosmos flying apart at ever-accelerating speed—is the place where we human beings 
have the most validity as thinking, willing, and purpose-creating creatures.  

But getting to the place of understanding the implications of Darwin’s big idea is not 
simple. Or intuitive. 

TWO 

As you know, the history of science is usually told through biography. Galileo did this. 
Then Kepler did that  . . . . And on. Consequently, scientists know that being the first 
person to discover something is how you get in the history books.  

This fact has long made people curious about why Charles Darwin waited 23 years 
between the time that he discovered his theory of natural selection and when he 
published his discovery. Specifically, Darwin developed his theory in 1838 but waited 
to publish until 1859. 

Why did he wait?  

No one knows. But, it’s sort of like the meaning in the universe thing: just because it’s 
fairly clear nobody will ever know . . . doesn’t stop speculation.  

One reason for that 23 year wait could be that Darwin wanted to be sure of his theory 
through more research.  

We do know that during those 23 years Darwin because utterly fixated on barnacles. 
He closely studied barnacles for eight solid years, eventually writing, “I hate a 
Barnacle as no man ever did before . . .”  

Still, his barnacle research did reinforce and refine his theory of natural selection. 



 But the most persistent speculation for why he waited is that Darwin feared what his 
theory would do to religious faith. Remember that quite from Origin of Species that I 
read earlier: “I see no good reason why the views given in this volume should shock 
the religious feeling of any one.”  

“Shock” is the operative word there. “Shock” doesn’t mean the same thing as 
“change.” Darwin did not say, “I see no good reason why the views given in this 
volume should change the religious feeling of any one.”  

If this line of speculation is correct, it may be that Darwin was protecting not just any 
and every religious person, but specifically his wife, Emma Wedgwood Darwin. The 
couple lost three of their ten children, one of them when she was ten years old. This 
line of speculation concludes that Charles did not want to remove the comfort of an 
afterlife from this wife’s thinking.  

It had become apparent to Darwin that the thing we human beings have always 
prized most—our consciousness—is not magical or otherworldly, but a function of the 
brain.  

I think that Darwin understood that this line of thinking leads to the conclusion that 
the “soul” is a function of the mind which is a function of the brain. Which fairly well 
rules out the possibility of a traditional Christian heaven. 

Reflect that if Darwin waited because he wanted to do more research, that was a 
choice out of integrity to the scientific project. Or if he waited out of deference to his 
wife’s religious convictions, or a fear of damaging the religious convictions of others, 
that was a choice made out of integrity. 

Be all that as it may, only 37% of the US population is prepared to contemplate the 
true nature of Darwin’s big idea: that is that everything about life and about the nature 
of the human occurred as random mutations. That there was never any direction to 
natural selection, only adaptations that worked out and adaptations that died out. 
And, an adaptation that by luck and chance is great to have today, may be deadly 
next week.  

Nobody knows. It’s random.  

THREE 



Seeing natural selection for what it is gives us lots of answers to lots of mysteries. But 
reflect that what I have just said could be spoken from very few pulpits in Minneapolis 
this morning.  

That’s the special place First Unitarian Society occupies.  

The theory of natural selection answers questions. Why are people poor? Abraham 
Lincoln once said, "God must love the common man, he made so many of them.” 
Well, no, actually. Charles Darwin—Lincoln’s contemporary— saw the truth: “If the 
misery of the poor be caused not by the laws of nature, but by our institutions, great is 
our sin.” 

Karl Marx was having the same insight at roughly the same time. “Great is our sin.” 
Human beings create unjust systems and only human beings can fix them.  

“If” Darwin wrote. “If the misery of the poor be caused not by the laws of nature . . .” 
Nowadays there’s no longer an “if” as far as Humanists are concerned: no god 
created social inequality. Human institutions did. And human institutions sustain 
inequality, until we human beings put a stop to it.  

There’s no mystery to it at all.  

Darwin saw further than anyone in his time: we human beings create our meaning, 
our purpose, and our societies.  

Reflect that “thoughts and prayers” is fast becoming the “let them eat cake” of our era. 
Even those who believe that prayer has some efficacy are finding the phrase risible in 
the face of constant mass shootings. 

Darwin told us this in 1859: only human beings can solve human problems.  

We live in the Anthropocene—a geological epoch created by human hands. Darwin 
would not be surprised, though I suspect he would be worried.  

The adaptation that saves you today may kill you tomorrow.  

CONCLUSION 



The most frightening thing about our time is that so few people are prepared and 
willing to see the truth. You wonder if Humanism has a saving message? That’s it: See 
reality and deal with it.  

That’s why this congregation, overlooking beautiful downtown Minneapolis, is 
important. We are prepared to see reality. And we intend to do something about it. 
It’s a strength that springs from Darwin’s big idea. As Darwin put it,  

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, 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.  
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