UNNATURAL SELECTION

Horticulture has never been my strong point.

There are very few house plants that I have not succeeded in killing and even fewer
garden plants that I have succeeded in growing.

When I first came to visit St John’s Church and saw the size of the Manse garden, |
was on the point of hearing an urgent call to become a missionary in the Arctic Circle.
Only when it was mentioned that the garden came with some professional help as part
of the package did the whole thing become a thinkable proposition.

You will not be surprised then to hear that in early summer I was alarmed to notice
that the grass under the apple trees at the far end of the garden was covered with tiny,
hard green apples no bigger than cherries. They were obviously premature fruits that
the trees had dropped several months before harvest time. And why had this happened
I wondered in panic? Was there something wrong with the trees? Had the birds
attacked them or my cats managed to dislodge all the fruit? Was it some kind of blight
destroying the crop? Was it something I had done or failed to do?

Before making a fool of myself in front of the gardener I made discreet enquiries of a
friend. No, Jennifer, there is nothing wrong with the apple trees. This is simply their
way of thinning out the crop. There are more apples growing than the trees are able
to bring to fruition, so some apples fall early and leave space for the others.

Of course. This was a prime example of what I had read so many times about Charles
Darwin’s theory of “natural selection.” Darwin, you remember, worked out that the
natural world was and always had been about the survival of the fittest. The earth is
prolific in producing life-forms but not all of these can survive to maturity. There will
be some members of every plant and animal species that will be too small, too weak
or too imperfect to survive and they will drop out of life early, leaving the stronger
members to grow. Some animals will even deliberately kill their young if one is
particularly frail or badly malformed. It will only hold the rest of the litter back; so it
is better to discard it straightaway.

And for myself, in mid-September, as my house begins to look like the set for the
“Sorcerer’s Apprentice,” with apples piling up in all the most likely and unlikely
places, I can only be glad that the trees did discard a lot of their crop in advance.
Survival of the fittest. Natural Selection. That is what nature is all about.
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Adolf Hitler was not the only person to believe that this principle could equally well
apply to the human race but he was one of the most notorious. He taught that it was
entirely right and natural to exterminate all “sub-standard” human beings, leaving
space and resources for the “Master Race” to rule the world. In his book, “sub-
standard” humans included Jews, gypsies, homosexuals, the mentally- ill, the
physically and mentally disabled; the elderly; his list grew longer and longer until it
could be summed up basically as “anyone I don’t like.”

Hitler is now remembered far more for the monster he became than the idealist he
started out as. He grew up in a country which was struggling for survival, where there
were not enough resources to support the entire population and he wanted to do
something about this. As he saw it, there were too many people he classed as
“parasites,” alien growths, draining the resources of his race. Eliminate them and the



more worthy human beings would have a better life. After all, that is nature’s way: the
apple tree sheds its unwanted apples; the lioness kills her malformed cub. Why should
not this apply to the human race?

We call Hitler a monster but he was not doing anything new. He was just doing it on a
larger scale. Many decent people claim the right to terminate a pregnancy if the
unborn child is likely to be handicapped. Many compassionate people argue for the
right to terminate a mature human life if that life has no “quality” left. In the past,
there have been races of human beings who have left handicapped babies out on the
hills to die and who have killed off their elderly when they felt the time was right.
There have been and still are innumerable races who believe that another tribe,
another race, another religion has no business to exist, so set out to destroy it.

Even without actually taking life, you can see evidence in our own society of some
very subtle policies and culture that could be described as “survival of the fittest.” It
is possible to live a really good life nowadays, with lots of opportunity to make
money, create a comfortable home, enjoy exciting leisure, have the benefit of a good
education and advanced health care but just how accessible is all this if you are
disabled, mentally ill, born into a very poor family, elderly and frail? We are a long
way from the equal opportunities we keep shouting about.

And that self-help ideology with which many of us grew up- you can have anything
you like if you are prepared to work hard for it- has its truth but it also has its flaws. If
you think about it, there are simply not enough resources for everybody to live a
millionaire lifestyle. So yes, if you are gifted enough and dedicated enough you can
fight your way to the top but you will inevitably have to push a lot of other gifted,
dedicated people out of the way in the process. And your gifts, your strengths and
your opportunities will not have been given to everybody in equal measure. Life is not
that fair. Prosperity and success in business and in the professions can have a lot to do
with survival of the fittest. Natural selection.

And I don’t know how many of you have seen the re-make of the St Trinians’ film but
I noticed there a whole new angle on brutal behaviour. In the old black and white
films, made in the nineteen-fifties, there were the polite, well-behaved public school
girls contrasted with the screaming, scheming, violent anarchists of St Trinians. In the
modern version you actually see just as much violence and brutality in the attitude of
the well-heeled, privileged, elitist school girls as you do in the social misfits at St
Trinians. And after twenty years of living in South-East England, I have to say that I
recognise the breed. Erin Pizzey- champion of battered wives- once wrote that
violence comes in pin-stripes too and it does, and not always with fists and knives.

Survival of the fittest. Natural selection. There is a lot of it about in the human race,
whether in the openly brutal policies of Adolf Hitler or in the subtleties of our own
apparently civilised society. It is nature’s way. There will always be weaker and
stronger; successful and unsuccessful. What more can you say?
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Nothing, I suppose, except that we don’t actually like it very much.
People shudder at the memory of Hitler’s death camps. Women who have their
pregnancies terminated do so only at the expense of huge emotional heartache. The



debate continues over assisted dying and, while I can see both sides of the moral
argument, my own personal dilemma is whether I would be able to cope- emotionally-
with terminating someone else’s life. I don’t know.

We honour the wartime dead on Remembrance Day but we have lost any illusions
that war is a great and glorious way to die. We are simply appalled at the tragedy of
so much human loss.

And I think we are starting to wonder uneasily if the culture of “me,me,me, I-can-
have-anything-I want” is actually contributing to the escalation of violence, fraud,
theft, family breakdown, global warming- all the modern day hazards of living.

When a man decides to kill his wife, his daughter, his pets and himself because he
knows that he is about to fall from the top of the heap to the bottom, we see just how
desperate, unhappy and terrified “survival of the fittest” makes us. How many more
men and women are out there, living in terror of losing their money, their prestige,
their physical strength, their mental energy because they know that they will be
thrown onto the scrapheap, a scrapheap they themselves have helped to create. If you
live by the laws of the jungle, your environment will become a jungle, whether you
are talking Mayfair or Brixton.

We do not like living by the laws of natural selection because we are not animals. We
cannot cope with the ideology of survival of the fittest because we are not creatures of
the jungle. We are something more than this, if we are only prepared to accept it.

The Bible tells us we are children of God. But that can feel like a mixed blessing.

Do you remember in the ancient legend of the Garden of Eden, how Adam and Eve
are forbidden to eat the fruit of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.

“Go on, eat it”, says the serpent, “it will make you like gods.” They do and it does
and the whole process is called “The Curse.” And I think we can see why.

We are a higher race than the animal kingdom so, unlike them, we have the power to
make choices about life. We can choose to create and we can choose to destroy. We
are like “gods,” with both knowledge and power.

But with choice comes responsibility. With responsibility comes conscience. With
conscience comes love. Like God, we have to bear the weight of our choice, our
responsibility, our conscience and our love. And yes, this can feel like a curse.

It means that we cannot please only ourselves. It means that we cannot have-
everything-we-want-if-we-are- prepared-to-go-for-it because we have a responsibility
to the social systems and structures which affect everybody, not just to ourselves. It
means that we shall always agonise over decisions we make that affect other, more
vulnerable people. It means that, rather than close our ears and eyes to human
suffering in order to keep ourselves happy, we will have to keep looking and listening
and bearing the pain that comes with this. It means that rather than simply climb a
straight ladder to the top we will be constantly distracted and side-tracked by the
complexities of human life and human nature.

It is not surprising that so many of us sink back into animal life, almost without
realising it. It can be far easier. I often think that I only keep cats because they can be
as hell-bent on getting their own way without any conscience as [ wish I could be. It
looks like a softer option, especially when you have just read those bits from the Bible
about forgiving someone who hurts you seventy-times seven and always being careful
to set a good example. Is it a blessing to be children of God or is it a curse?
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I suppose it depends on how seriously you believe in God and how seriously you
believe in yourself.

If you cannot believe in yourself as anything more than an animal, living by the laws
of the jungle and creating a jungle in which to live, then you won’t want anything
more and God will be more of a nuisance, an irrelevance, a curse than a blessing.

If you can believe that there is more to you than the animal; that there is something
better and greater, then God is a blessing, a huge blessing because it is only with
God’s help and by God’s power that we can climb out of the jungle and create the
kingdom of God. We cannot do it on our own.

And if we believe seriously in God, the God we saw in Jesus Christ, then we will
believe seriously in love, in the power of love and of forgiveness. We will believe in
compassion, in reverence for life, in the intrinsic value of every human soul, including
our own. Forgiveness will not be a sign of weakness but a sign of strength. Setting a
good example will not be a bore but a privilege. Caring for the vulnerable will not
hold us back but push us forward. The threat of losing any of the things by which our
society sets out value will still be scary but it will not overwhelm us because we will
be living by a whole new set of values which will put us in reach of a whole new
source of power.

I don’t know why the natural world runs on the basis of natural selection and survival
of the fittest. But what I do know is that Jesus Christ worked in precisely the opposite
way when it came to dealing with human beings. He went for the weak, the sick, the
people who had made mistakes, the people who could not cope with religion, the
people whom society had thrown onto the scrapheap. You could call it unnatural
selection. But it worked. Through Jesus Christ the human race started to rise out of
the animal kingdom and rediscover its identity as children of God. His people did not
find money or prestige or comfort or even social respect. But they found God and they
found themselves as they had always wanted to be. And so, as St Paul said, whether
we live or whether we die we are of God. And that has to be as good as it gets.

Amen.



