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Evolution, As a Matter of Fact

Evolution is a fact.
I make this point not because I have any particular interest in advocating for evolution, per se.  My interest is purely pragmatic.  Evolution is the most powerful explanatory force in all of biology and behavior.  It recurs in my columns, articles, books, and blogs simply because its omission would forestall adequate explanations and impede both understanding, and opportunity.
Evolution explains our strengths and vulnerabilities, features and foibles, traits and tendencies.  It is why we have so silly an appendage as the 'epiglottis,' as opposed to a well-designed pairing of esophagus and trachea that would better prevent food and fluid from 'going down the wrong pipe.'  Evolution recounts why our retina is inside out, and thus imposes on us an unnecessary blind spot. 

Evolution, and the limits of it, tell us why many genes that become more active after our period of peak fertility compromise our health in otherwise inscrutable ways. It accounts for genetic polymorphisms (multiple variations on the theme of a single gene) underlying susceptibility to both coronary artery disease and cancer, and understanding this will be vital in harnessing the looming power of genomics to do more good than harm.   

Evolution makes plain why we like to eat what we do, and why we are prone to both obesity and diabetes.  Understanding the origins of these problems gives us greater means of combating them.  
Those who deny evolution as legitimate theory, let alone the incontrovertible fact that it is, are simply ignoring the evidence.  There are many places to find that evidence; one that is particularly good and entirely current is Richard Dawkins' most recent book, ‘The Greatest Show on Earth’ (Free Press).
There is no way to dismiss the mother lode of science presented in the book other than to pretend it isn't there and not read it.  The fossil record alone is now so complete as to make an iron-clad case for evolution, and the fossil record is to molecular genetics what a rickshaw is to a rocket ship.  If there is an omnipotent deity behind all this, molecular genetics is the note he/she left behind to explain: here's how I did it.  Experts can read the note aloud to the rest of us- and you can either listen, or plug your ears.  But either way, the note is there- and written in exquisite detail.
Now, I appreciate the basis for resistance to evolution - but let's put it in context.  Leaving my own views on religion out of it entirely, I simply note that religion, faith, and God need not be dismissed to accommodate evolution.  Who among us, whatever our beliefs, presumes to say exactly 'how' an almighty creator would have chosen to create?  Evolution by natural selection is simply a method. 
But even more important is the historical precedent of religion accommodating scientific advance.  I trust you accept as fact that at one time, the prevailing view was that the sun orbited the earth.  I trust you know this is irrefutably false, even though a truly literal reading of the Bible would require you to deny that.  
Religion and the Church came around slowly to accommodate a heliocentric solar system (referred to still, by the way, as the ‘heliocentric theory,’ providing some sense of how far from denigrating it is to speak of the 'theory of evolution'), but come around they did.  No major religion was undone in the process.  No theistic belief obviated.
Heliocentrism is a fact, so accommodating it was important to allow for advances in our understanding of the solar system, and the universe beyond.  Absent acceptance of heliocentrism, we could make no use of trigonometry, with incalculable losses reverberating through mathematics, physics and engineering.  Close and lock one door to enlightenment, and every door to which it leads is just as effectively barred.
There are a lot of doors beyond evolution.  Evolution is no less central to the understanding of biology and medicine than the sun is to our solar system.  Open the door to a truth that is waiting there for all the willing world to see.  No need to leave your faith behind, if that is what causes you to hesitate.  Evolution is a marvelous method, well worthy of whatever God there may be. It is time to bring modern religious faith into an accord with the fact of evolution.
Why?  Not for the sake of argument.  Not to make a point.  Simply because the facts that underlie biology and behavior enhance our understanding of them, and thus our mastery over them.  Imagine trying to fix computers, or dishwashers, or TV sets, having no idea how they were made or even why they have certain parts.  This would be a dreadful disadvantage in appliance repair- it has the potential to be a tragic and catastrophic disadvantage in the care and repair of human beings.  

If knowledge is power, denial of knowledge is at best disempowering- at worst, a form of incarceration.  A denial of facts closes doors, and locks us into a space of greater peril, dimmer light, and lesser opportunity.  
My job is to help make and keep people healthy, and a societal acceptance of the fact of evolution would, quite simply, help me do my job. As a new year dawns, fraught with the usual perils, and full of perennial promise, I hope for the next great step in the evolution of our understanding: a greater understanding of our evolution.
-fin

Dr. David L. Katz; www.davidkatzmd.com
