

It is all too common to hear about someone in authority, be it a teacher, school board member, or a politician, urging us to remember that evolution is “just a theory,” and we need to “teach the controversy,” which means we need to teach a form of creationism in our science classrooms.  In order to sneak past the separation of church and state, this religious teaching is called “Intelligent Design,” text books are written to support this allegedly non-sectarian, non-religious alternative to evolution, they are introduced to a school system, court battles are fought, and the books and the teaching are removed.  Repeat cycle somewhere else.  

A few years ago the school board of Kansas was in this cycle, and one creative individual, Bobby Henderson, wrote a satirical “Open Letter to the Kansas School Board,” demanding that his “beliefs” be taught along with Intelligent Design theory.  This was the birth of the Flying Spaghetti Monster phenomena.  Here is a portion of his letter:


I am writing you with much concern after having read of your hearing to decide whether the alternative theory of Intelligent Design should be taught along with the theory of Evolution. I think we can all agree that it is important for students to hear multiple viewpoints so they can choose for themselves the theory that makes the most sense to them. I am concerned, however, that students will only hear one theory of Intelligent Design.


Let us remember that there are multiple theories of Intelligent Design. I and many others around the world are of the strong belief that the universe was created by a Flying Spaghetti Monster. It was He who created all that we see and all that we feel. We feel strongly that the overwhelming scientific evidence pointing towards evolutionary processes is nothing but a coincidence, put in place by Him.


. . . We have evidence that a Flying Spaghetti Monster created the universe. None of us, of course, were around to see it, but we have written accounts of it. We have several lengthy volumes explaining all details of His power. Also, you may be surprised to hear that there are over 10 million of us, and growing. We tend to be very secretive, as many people claim our beliefs are not substantiated by observable evidence. 


What these people don’t understand is that He built the world to make us think the earth is older than it really is. For example, a scientist may perform a carbon-dating process on an artifact. He finds that approximately 75% of the Carbon-14 has decayed by electron emission to Nitrogen-14, and infers that this artifact is approximately 10,000 years old, as the half-life of Carbon-14 appears to be 5,730 years. But what our scientist does not realize is that every time he makes a measurement, the Flying Spaghetti Monster is there changing the results with His Noodly Appendage. We have numerous texts that describe in detail how this can be possible and the reasons why He does this. He is of course invisible and can pass through normal matter with ease.

. . . 


In conclusion, thank you for taking the time to hear our views and beliefs. I hope I was able to convey the importance of teaching this theory to your students. We will of course be able to train the teachers in this alternate theory. I am eagerly awaiting your response, and hope dearly that no legal action will need to be taken. I think we can all look forward to the time when these three theories are given equal time in our science classrooms across the country, and eventually the world; One third time for Intelligent Design, one third time for Flying Spaghetti Monsterism (Pastafarianism), and one third time for logical conjecture based on overwhelming observable evidence.


Sincerely Yours,


Bobby Henderson, concerned citizen.

--------------------


So why do a sermon on creationism?  Why talk about the satirical Flying Spaghetti Monster?  Because we have a problem.  We have a problem so big that a satirical religion cannot logically be dismissed as satire.  The humorous letter I just read to you illustrates the flawed reasoning that is actually used in some states to determine what is taught to our children.  It is used by some to determine ultimate truth.

Many of our teachers refuse to teach evolution, or when they do, they dismiss it as merely a theory.  A Gallup poll released December 17th, 2010 revealed that 40 percent of Americans believed humans were created by God within the last 10,000 years. Another 38 percent of respondents believe that humans have evolved from more basic organisms but with God playing a role in the process. Sixteen percent believed that humans have evolved with no divine guidance. 


Let this settle in.  All scientific evidence shows that the earth is old. Very old.  Around 4.5 billion years old.  Yet 40% of Americans believe that humans were created no more than 10,000 years ago.  This is a willful and deliberate rejection of science, based exclusively on a conscious decision to place scriptural literalism above human science.  


Let’s look at this another way.  Could you imagine 40% of our population not believing that the earth revolves around the sun, or that the world is spherical, or that germs cause disease?  These views are just as defensible from scripture as creationism is.  Yet try to imagine what our hospitals would be like in such a world.  Imagine what our space program might be like.  Without a proper understanding of planetary motion, we could not have landed on the moon or sent probes to other planets.  Imagine how devastating it would be for our society if we placed scripture above science.  But I will save for another sermon the discussion of how a willful disregard for evolutionary science harms us, and I believe it does.  

Today I wish to examine a more fundamental question.  Is creationism science?  After all, believers in God can legitimately ask, “What if it is true that God created us 10,000 years ago?”  If so, how would science deal with a miraculous creation event outside of human understanding?


To examine this question, we must first understand what a theory is, what facts are, and how the scientific method works.   A scientific theory, in simple terms, is an explanation of how something works, or why something happens.  A scientific theory is supported by observable and measurable (empirical) data.  Theories, even long-established and generally accepted ones, are subject to falsification if new data is found.  And finally, no theory can ever be seriously considered certain, since it is possible new evidence might be discovered that would alter the theory.

To further clarify, let us turn to paleontologist Stephen Jay Gould, who wrote,

 "Evolution is a theory. It is also a fact. And facts and theories are different things, not rungs in a hierarchy of increasing certainty. Facts are the world's data. Theories are structures of ideas that explain and interpret facts. Facts do not go away when scientists debate rival theories to explain them. Einstein's theory of gravitation replaced Newton's, but apples did not suspend themselves in mid-air, pending the outcome. And humans evolved from ape-like ancestors whether they did so by Darwin's proposed mechanism or by some other yet to be discovered."


Keep this illustration in mind the next time someone dismissively says (as a disturbing number of politicians running for President are doing right now) “Evolution is just a theory.” Remember, gravity is just a theory too.  But the facts are irrefutable.  Apples don’t suspend themselves in mid-air if gravitational theory is debated, and the earth remains very old, and life has evolved over time, even if we don’t understand all the mechanisms.


Creationists’ arguments largely consist of focusing on areas in evolution that are being debated, or for which answers are not readily available, and saying, “See, God is needed here.”  In efforts to get creationism taught in public school, “God” is replaced by “Intelligent Design.”  Who that designer might be is indeed an intriguing question.  Is it the God of the Bible, the Flying Spaghetti Monster, or perhaps aliens?  And of course, the question of where THAT designer came from is left unanswered.


If creationists want to be taken seriously as scientists, they must use the scientific method to prove their point.  This is the basis of science.  


“What is the scientific method?” you might ask.  What a coincidence, I was just getting to that.  It is the process by which science operates.  It’s the method by which we collect data and interpret it.  In turn, our understanding grows, and advances are made in technology, medicine, chemistry, the whole array of scientific fields. 


Here’s how it works, in eight easy steps:

1. Define a question

2. Gather information and resources (observation)

3. Form a hypothesis

4. Collect data in a reproducible manner

5. Analyze the data

6. Interpret the data, develop new hypothesis if needed

7. Publish results

8. Retest (frequently done by other scientists)


Given this methodology, we can see that science consists of figuring out how and why things happen the way they do in our world.  Science is not shrugging our shoulders and saying, “We don’t see how it could have happened naturally, God must have done it.”  Throughout human history, things like the weather, natural disasters, disease, eclipses, and birth defects were mysteries attributed to a deity or deities.  But through the scientific method, each of these eventually came to be understood as natural occurrences, rather than divine intervention.  


Evolution faces stiff opposition from some religiously motivated people, but it doesn’t need to be so.  The Roman Catholic Church acknowledges evolution occurs, it just allows God to insert a soul somewhere along the way.  Plenty of other religions also allow for evolution, and still find room for God and faith in their lives.  As to why others find evolution so threatening, it usually boils down to an insistence on interpreting a particular scripture literally.  Once a literalist interpretation is no longer followed, science can easily be embraced.


But let’s go back to the question I posed at the beginning of the sermon.  “What if God really did create humanity 10,000 years ago?  What if this is the truth?  Wouldn’t the study of this creation be science?”


That depends on how the creation occurred.  If creation was a miraculous occurrence, using means incomprehensible to humans, how could it be studied as science?  The simple answer is, it couldn’t be.  By definition, science is something we can measure, observe, and test.  Data must be collectible.  It must be understandable by humans.  Even if true, miraculous creation is not science.   


What would a scientist do when confronted with a miracle?  Let’s suppose someone today could raise the dead. Let’s suppose this someone was also willing to submit themselves to scientific examination.  How might this process go?  Well, if this were really happening, it would be very exciting stuff.  Faith healers, of whom there are far too many, never submit themselves to scientific scrutiny.  But what if someone could really raise the dead?  Let’s call our miracle worker Fred.  Raise the Dead Fred.

Fred starts raising the dead.  The stories get reported, and soon all the pseudo-newsy talk shows have cameras going as he does his thing.  He is not bashful, he is not coy.  He willingly submits to scientific examination.  The scientists would first determine that the people being raised were indeed dead.  Through a variety of carefully controlled tests, they determine without a doubt that Fred is indeed bringing dead people back to life.


  Would they at this point throw their hands up and declare a miracle?  No, they would try to figure out why Fred was able to raise the dead.  The nature of science is such that they would never give up trying to discover the mechanism at work.  No matter how many priests, prophets, ministers, rabbis, imams, and other religious leaders declared this to be the work of God, scientists would continue to seek an understanding of how this all happens.  And this is perhaps the best illustration of the difference between science and at least some religions.  

The scientist, like a terrier with a bone, would not let go of the process of scientific investigation.  Some religious leaders would happily return to their houses of worship and preach to their congregations the wonders of God’s work through Fred.  It is not important to understand how God does it. We must simply accept that God is working a miracle.  


Meanwhile, back in the labs, the scientists refuse to give up.  It IS important to understand this mechanism.  Science consists of humans trying to figure things out.  Religions should be in full accord with this.  Sadly, many are not.  They are willing to shrug and say God’s ways are unknowable.  This is why creationism doesn’t belong in a science class.  Creationism always goes back to the point of creation and then draws the curtain closed.  Beyond this, you may not pass.  You will not understand this.  


Science on the other hand, tears the curtain aside, no matter how much darkness lies beyond.  We may only have a tiny candle now, and the darkness may be as vast as the universe, but nothing will keep us from advancing into the void.  That is what needs to be taught in science class.  Not the meek surrender of creationism which shrugs and says, “We don’t understand this part of our existence, it must be attributed to God.”  This is the mistake our ancestors made when they attributed illness to supernatural forces.  


As we ponder the mysteries of the universe, science offers us the best tool.  Our knowledge is growing at an amazing rate.  When I was in high school, the only planets we knew of were the nine orbiting our Sun (and now Pluto has been downgraded to a minor planet).  Today we have the amazing capability to discover planets around other stars, and we’ve found over 300.  We are learning so much more at the sub-atomic level and at the cosmic level, I cannot even begin to grasp it all.  Our science education needs to keep up with this, or the rest of the world will leave us in the dust.


But I want to close yet again with the creationist counter-argument.  What if God did indeed create the universe in ways beyond our understanding?  Shouldn’t we consider that possibility?  Sure, anyone can consider that if they like.  But they may not hinder the education of our children in the process.  Any religion of value and worth will be incredibly excited about scientific discoveries.  When religious people oppose science, there must be an underlying fear that we might learn something that runs counter to their belief system.  This fear must not be transferred to our science classrooms.  It is not the role of science to make people feel comfortable about their faith.  The role of science is to question, to explore, to gather information, to shine the light of exploration into the darkest areas.  If a God created our world, or life on our world, using methods that defy the laws of nature, then science will be useless in trying to study it.  Speculation on the nature of a creator is best suited for a religion class, not a science class.


So how do we tie this to Unitarian Universalism?  Ours is a religion that should fully embrace new scientific discoveries, and oppose efforts to impede the education of our youth.  The fact that 40% of our population is so woefully educated that they can believe humans appeared on this earth no more than 10,000 years ago is a truly frightening thing.  It is in a very real sense, a denial of reality itself.  


If all the evidence of an old earth and an old, evolving human race is merely the trickery of Satan, or of God creating things that look older than they really are, then we truly cannot trust our senses.  It actually goes to the very core of how you will live your life.  Will you believe what your senses, your intellect, your wisdom indicates, or will you live as though you were in the Matrix, and everything you see, hear, feel, touch, and smell is a manipulation by a higher power?  


Many people, 40% in our country, have chosen to live in a world populated by a creator God described in a holy book.  They will not allow this comforting image to be destroyed by evidence.  Psychology professor James Alcock describes the power of belief this way:


How difficult would it be to persuade you, the reader, that you do not have a liver? We all presume that we have one, for we have been taught that we could not live without it.  Physicians aside, most of us have never seen one, and we certainly have not seen our own.  Instead, we accept on faith that we possess such an organ.  The belief was taught to us in childhood; it is universally shared by everyone we know; therefore, there is no inclination to question its truth, and it remains with us throughout our lives.  How would we defend such a deeply held belief against arguments that it is in error?  Most of us would simply view any such challenge as completely misguided, as more revealing of the benighted nature of the questioner than as something requiring scrutiny of our belief.  For many religious people, their religious beliefs are as strong as their beliefs in their livers, and they are equally resistant to change. 



Unitarian Universalism is a religion that values reason.  If we were asked why we believed we had a liver, we would point to science.  We would point to hard facts.  We would not be asked to “just have faith” on the matter of livers.  Alcock says we accept on faith that we have such an organ.  Not entirely.  We take it on faith that the evidence of a liver is easily accessible to us.  We know how to research the question.  We could provide reasons we believe in the liver.  Through the power of human reason and using the tool of science, we can establish beyond reasonable doubt that the liver does indeed exist.  

I am completely comfortable here at the Unitarian Universalist Church of Tullahoma because I am not asked to take anything on faith.  I choose to be here because human reason is treasured.  I value what we do here because we do not fear science, and our religion will never be harmed by new scientific breakthroughs and discoveries.  In fact, discovering just how complicated and intriguing our universe is can be considered an enhancement of our religion.  The vast richness of knowledge, the areas still to be explored, the amazing things yet to be found are an enhancement of our religion, not a detriment.  In a very real sense, it is the truest way to know God, should God exist.  It is also the best way to appreciate the miracle of our existence, and wonder at the vastness and beauty of the universe.  It is not a stretch to say that by defending science, we are, at least in part, defending Unitarian Universalism. 
Amen and blessed be
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