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Opening Words: 

Good morning and welcome!  I am not Rev. Lee Bluemel nor Rev. Frank Clarkson nor Rev. David 

Blanchard!  I am Ralph Bakkensen, your guest, lay preacher this morning. 

 

How many of you generally agree with the statement, “We learn to be moral.  We are not innately 

moral.  Morality is not in our genes?”  Today, I will challenge that view!  I will introduce you to the 

growing body of evidence that some of our moral predispositions are innate, inherited from our 

primate ancestors of millions of years ago.   

 

As American Evolutionary Biologist Stephen J. Gould put it, “Why should our nastiness be the 

baggage of an apish past and our kindness uniquely human?  Why should we not seek continuity with 

other animals for our ‘noble’ traits as well?” –Gould (1980: 261) 

 

Today’s sermon is entitled “Survival of the Kindest: The Evolution of Morality,” and our special music 

is in the Southern gospel style.  Only in a Unitarian-Universalist church can we have such diversity in 

one service: evolution and Southern gospel! 

 

Now please join with me in singing hymn 300, a song about free-thinking, the kind of thing we do here 

at North Parish.  Sing out, especially on that second verse! 
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First Reading: 

 

Our first reading is from the book Primates and Philosophers: How Morality Evolved, by Frans 

de Waal.  De Waal is one of today’s leading primate experts or primatologists.  See De Waal (2006: 6-

7).  He is the Professor of Primate Behavior and Director of the National Primate Center at Emory 

University.  Much of my sermon today is based upon de Waal’s book. 

 

“A … debate … has been raging regarding the origin of morality, a hallmark of human society.  

One school views morality as a cultural innovation achieved by our species alone.  This school does 

not see moral tendencies as part and parcel of human nature.  Our ancestors, it claims, became moral 

by choice.  … [This school] assumes that deep down we are not truly moral.  It views morality as a 

cultural overlay, a thin veneer hiding an otherwise selfish and brutish nature.”  Human morality is a 

constant struggle of man with his brutish, animal nature.  “Until recently, this was the dominant 

approach to morality within evolutionary biology ….”  De Waal uses the term “Veneer Theory” to 

denote this view.  

 

“The second school, in contrast, views morality as a direct outgrowth of the social instincts that 

we share with other animals.  In [this] view, morality is neither unique to us nor a conscious decision 

taken at a specific point in time:  it is the product of … evolution.  … [It] views the building blocks of 

morality [as] evolutionarily ancient.”   

 

It is the evidence for this second view of morality, that it is a product of evolution, that we will 

explore today.  

[Continue onto Meditation and Prayer.] 
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Meditation and Prayer 

I invite you now to enter into a time of meditation, reflection and prayer.   

Our spoken meditation today is Marvelous Truth by Denise Levertov, a transcendentalist poet.   

This poem expresses our belief in freedom of religious thought. 

 

“Marvelous Truth, confront us at every turn, in every guise -- iron ball, egg, dark horse, 

shadow, cloud of breath on the air. 

“Dwell in our crowded hearts, our steaming bathrooms, kitchens full of things to be done, the 

ordinary streets. 

“Thrust close your smile that we know you, terrible joy!” 

 

Now is the time in our service for gratefulness and empathy! 

Let us enter into a moment of silence, grateful for our freedom of thought, grateful for our 

freedom to vote next Tuesday, and grateful for the good things in our lives, remembering those people 

and things that are closest to our hearts this day. 

We feel mixed emotions at the news that Rev. Frank Clarkson has recently decided to leave 

North Parish and seek a position as the head minister at another church.  We are sad that he will be 

leaving in June, but we are happy for him in this decision and wish him well. 

We empathize with those who may be in pain, suffering, confusion, or struggle today, whether 

in our families, or in our church, or at our schools, or in our community, or in Kenya, Chad, Congo, 

Kosovo, Afghanistan, Iraq, Israel, Palestine, or elsewhere. 

(Pause for a moment of silence – as long as Lord’s prayer.)   

Amen. 

Our sung response is Spirit of Life, #123.   You may remain seated.  Any of you who would 

like to light, in silence, a candle of joy or sorrow while we are singing may do so.   
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Second Reading: 

 

 What is moral behavior?  “Love thy neighbor as thyself” is a good place to start.  “Do unto 

others as you would have them do unto you.”  The Golden Rule is the fundamental precept of most 

world religions.  Schermer (2004: 24-26).  As Hillel Ha-Babli put it in the 31
st
 book of The Sabbath in 

30 BC, “‘This is the whole law.  The rest is only explanation.’”  Schermer (2004: 26.) 

 

 What are the chief moral sentiments expressed in the Golden Rule?  Empathy and reciprocity.  

In practicing the Golden Rule we empathize with our neighbors and are guided by reciprocity.  If our 

neighbor is in distress, we may feel his pain and respond, knowing that we may need his help later.  

And we generally avoid harming or taking advantage of our neighbor, since we know how it feels and 

don’t want him to return the “favor”! 

 

 Empathy and reciprocity are the “the two main pillars of human morality,” the “chief 

‘prerequisites,’” the “‘building blocks.’”  Although they are not sufficient to produce morality, they are 

indispensable to it, says primatologist de Waal.  De Waal (2006: 20-21).   

 

 It is the evolution of these two building blocks of morality, empathy and reciprocity, that we 

will examine today. 

 

Offertory 

 Now is the time in our service for own reciprocity!  Freely have we received, freely may we 

give.  Now let there be an offering to sustain the mission of this congregation. 
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Sermon 

Survival of the Kindest: The Evolution of Morality 

 

Intro 

 

 Did evolution, natural selection, select for moral behavior?  More specifically, did it select for 

the behaviors that underlie the Golden Rule, empathy and reciprocity? 

 

 If natural selection selected for empathy and reciprocity, we ought to be able to discern what 

evolutionary advantage they give us, we ought to be able to observe these behaviors in our primate 

cousins, and we ought to be able to see evidence that they are hardwired into our brains.  Let’s see 

what some of the evidence is, first for empathy and then for reciprocity.  After that, I will finish by 

exploring some implications of the view that morality is, at least in part, the result of evolution. 

 

Empathy 

 

 First, empathy. 

 

Emotional contagion is perhaps the most basic form of empathy.  Emotional contagion is where 

“the emotional state of one individual induces a matching or closely related state in another ….”  It has 

been observed repeatedly among our primate cousins.  A striking example in infant rhesus monkeys is 

given by de Waal:  When an infant rhesus is rejected or severely punished, its screams will often cause 

other infants to approach, embrace, … or even pile on top of the upset monkey.  The distress of one 

infant seems to spread [like a contagion] to its peers ….”  De Waal (2006: 27). 

 

 Recent neuro-imaging studies of the brain have discovered a physical basis for empathy.  In 

macaque monkeys, “the basic [finding] is both straightforward and mind-boggling:  [Certain] neurons 

[in the brain] show the same level of activity when the individual himself reaches for an object as 

when he watches someone else do the same ….”  Because of this mirroring, we call these neurons 

“mirror neurons”.  Mirror neurons have also been found in humans.  In us, the mirror neuron system 

has been found, for example, to turn on when we directly experience disgust ourselves or observe 

someone else experiencing disgust, and when we directly experience pain ourselves or observe 

someone else experiencing pain.  Marc Hauser, an ethologist who teaches in the Psychology 
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Department at Harvard University, concludes from these studies, “The mirror neuron system is 

therefore an important engine for simulating emotions and thoughts – for getting under someone else’s 

skin, feeling what it is like to be another human.”  “[As such,] [i]t plays a critical role in our moral 

judgments …. It may … provide a necessary first step in triggering the moral emotions ….”  Hauser 

(2006: 224). 

 

 This emotional, empathetic matching is rapid and involuntary.  This was demonstrated in an 

experiment where subjects were shown pictures of facial expressions of various emotions in others.  

The subjects’ responses to seeing those pictures, in the subjects’ invisible muscle contractions in their 

own faces, were recorded electroymyographically.  It was found that the subjects’ empathetic facial 

responses were routine, involuntary, rapid, and fully automated.  They “even occur when people are 

unaware of what they saw.”  These reactions “are far too rapid to be under conscious control.”  De 

Waal (2006: 38).   

 

These two studies reveal that empathy, at least in part, is hardwired into our brains, and since 

we see this hardwiring both in monkeys and humans, this, in turn, suggests that empathy, at least in 

part, is the result of natural selection. 

 

 More complex forms of empathy involve “increasing differentiation between [the] self and 

[the] other.”  De Waal (2006: 26).  Consolation behavior is an example.  It is commonly exhibited by 

apes.  It occurs when an uninvolved bystander to a fight consoles the loser after the fight is over.  For 

example, the bystander may gently put an arm around the combatant.  It has been observed in hundreds 

of instances by De Waal and others.  De Waal (2006: 33-35). 

 

 Reconciliation or peace-making behavior has been observed in thousands of instances in our 

primate relatives.  In this behavior, the bystander approaches both the loser and the winner of the fight, 

apparently seeking to smooth relations between them.  Female apes have repeatedly been observed 

bringing males together after a fight.  Likewise, high-ranking male apes often stop fights between 

others, and do so in an even-handed manner.  In chimpanzees, the combatants themselves have 

sometimes been observed to kiss and embrace after fights.  The survival value of this peace-making 

behavior is apparent: a cohesive community offers a better chance for survival, both at the individual 

and group level.  De Waal (2006: 19, 54, 171). 
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 Do humans and other primates exhibit consolation behavior at an early age?  If they do, that 

would suggest that this behavior is innate, and not learned.  Carolyn Zahn-Waxler, a renowned 

research psychologist in child development, has found such evidence in humans.  “[She] visited homes 

to find out how children respond to family members instructed to feign sadness  by sobbing, pain  by 

crying, or distress  by choking … [S]he discovered that children a little over one year of age already 

comfort others.  [According to de Waal,] expressions of sympathy emerge at an early age in virtually 

every member of our species.  [T]hey are as natural as the first step.”  De Waal (2006: 28).  This 

suggests evolutionary roots for empathy. 

 

 The survival value of empathy is perhaps most evident in the parent-child relationship.  The 

parent empathizes with the baby’s smiles and cries, and responds with appropriate care-giving 

behavior.  This is true both in humans and other primates.  The tie between empathy and natural 

selection is so strong in the parent-child relationship that de Waal surmises empathy may well have 

first evolved there.  De Waal (2006: 24). 

 

 How strong is empathetic behavior?  A systematic study was done in monkeys by experimental 

psychologists Wechkin and Masserman.  First, individual rhesus monkeys were trained to pull a chain 

to get food.  Then a second monkey was introduced.  An apparatus was set up so that when the first 

monkey pulled the food chain, he got food and the second monkey got a shock.  When the first 

monkeys saw their companions get a shock when they pulled the food chain, they refused to pull any 

more.  “One monkey stopped pulling for five days, and another one for twelve days ….  These 

monkeys were literally starving themselves to avoid inflicting pain upon [their companions].”  De 

Waal (2006: 29). 

 

 The human response to inflicting harm on others has been repeatedly studied by various 

researchers in variations of the so-called the “trolley problem.”  “In the standard version of the trolley 

problem, you are standing by a railroad track when you notice that a [runaway] trolley, with no one 

aboard, is rolling down a track, heading for a group of five [hikers].  They will all be killed if the 

trolley continues on its present track.  The only thing you can do to prevent these five deaths is to 

throw a switch that will divert the trolley onto a side track.”  But there is a person standing there.  It’s 

too noisy to yell or wave and get anyone’s attention.  Your only choice is to throw the switch and kill 

one person or do nothing and allow five to be killed.  What would you do?  How many say throw the 

switch?  How many say don’t throw the switch?  In the studies, “Most people say that you should 
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divert the trolley onto the side track, thus saving a net four lives.”  Peter Singer in De Waal (2006: 

147).   

 

 In the second version of the problem, a runaway trolley, as before, is about to kill five [hikers].  

This time however, instead of standing near the track, you are standing on a footbridge above the track.  

And this time, there is no sidetrack onto which to divert the trolley.  “You consider jumping off the 

bridge, in front of the trolley, thus sacrificing yourself to save the [five] people, but you realize that 

you are far too light to stop the trolley.  Standing next to you, however, is a very large stranger.  The 

only way that you can stop the trolley [from] killing [the] five [hikers] is by pushing this large stranger 

off the footbridge, in front of the trolley.”  What would you do?  How many would say push the 

stranger?  How many don’t push him?  “[I]n these circumstances, most people say that you should not 

push the stranger off the bridge.”  Peter Singer in De Waal (2006: 147-148).   

 

 Hauser, the Harvard ethologist, and his team have presented variations of the trolley problem to 

over 60,000 subjects.  They include people from 120 countries, from as young as seven to as old as 

seventy, males and females, with education ranging from none at all to Ph.D.’s, and from many 

religions, including Catholics, Protestants, Jews, Buddhists, Hindus, Muslims, and Sikhs.  The subjects 

even included atheists and aborigines.  The results were very consistent across this very diverse 

population.  Ninety percent said it was permissible for the bystander to divert the trolley in the first 

scenario, but only ten percent said it was permissible for the bystander to push the large stranger in 

front of the trolley in the second scenario.  What is perhaps even more interesting, seventy percent of 

the subjects were “clueless” as to why they had made their judgments.  They could not offer a reasoned 

explanation why it was permissible to kill one to save five in the first scenario but not in the second.  

But some of these clueless subjects did say that their judgment was based on “emotions, hunches, [or] 

gut feelings”.  Hauser (2006: 127-129); see also Dawkins (2006: 225-226).   

 

 The consistency of these results alone across such extremely diverse human populations, 

including even aborigines and atheists, suggests not just that empathy is hardwired into our brains, but 

that an aversion to inflicting pain directly on others is as well. 

 

 Princeton’s Joshua Greene, a moral philosopher turned neuro-psychologist, has actually done 

brain scans of subjects as they made their trolley car decisions!  In the first scenario, the one asking 

whether or not to divert the runaway trolley onto a sidetrack, the neuro-imaging showed more activity 
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in those parts of the brain associated with reasoning and cognitive activity.  But in the second scenario, 

the one asking whether or not to push the large stranger in front of the runaway trolley, the neuro-

imaging showed more activity in those parts of the brain associated with emotional activity such as 

empathy.  Greene interpreted these results as follows:  the subjects viewed the first scenario as less 

personal, so the reasoning parts of the brain governed their responses, simply comparing the number of 

lives lost from diverting or not diverting the trolley.  However, the subjects viewed the second scenario 

as more personal, presumably because the subject would imagine himself or herself personally 

pushing the large stranger in front of the trolley, so the emotional parts of the brain governed their 

responses.  These emotional parts of the brain are the seat of our empathetic responses.  They evolved 

much longer ago than the reasoning, cognitive parts, yet they can exert an overpowering influence on 

some of our moral judgments.  We share those ancient brains with our primate ancestors!  Singer in De 

Waal (2006: 147-148); see also Hauser (2006: 220-224).   

 

 Do our primate cousins have a similar empathetic reaction when they are bystanders to life-and-

death situations?  In 1990, Jane Goodall reported, “‘In some zoos, chimpanzees are kept on man-made 

islands, surrounded by water-filled moats ….  Chimpanzees cannot swim and, unless they are rescued, 

will drown if they fall into deep water.  Despite this, [individual chimps] have sometimes made heroic 

efforts to save companions from drowning – and were sometimes successful.  One adult male lost his 

life as he tried to rescue a small infant whose incompetent mother had allowed it to fall into the 

water.’”  De Waal (2006: 33).  De Waal has made similar observations. 

 

 So what can we conclude about empathy?  In humans, says De Waal, “empathy … is so 

pervasive, develops so early in life …, and shows such important neural and physiological correlates 

… that is would be strange indeed if no evolutionary continuity existed with other mammals.  De Waal 

(2006: 24).  “[S]urvival often depends on how animals fare within their group, both in a cooperative 

sense … and in a competitive sense ….  Selection must have favored mechanisms to evaluate the 

emotional states of others and quickly respond to them.  Empathy is precisely such a mechanism.”  De 

Waal (2006: 27).   

 

Reciprocity 

 

 Now let’s look at some of the evidence for the evolution of reciprocity.  Let’s start with food-

sharing, since food is likely to have been a first subject for reciprocity. 
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 In the biggest study of its kind, de Waal and his team recorded hundreds of spontaneous bouts 

of grooming among chimpanzees.  After the grooming, the chimps were then given food.  The 

researchers then carefully observed and recorded over 7,000 ensuing interactions over food among the 

chimps.  The researchers found that the chimps were more likely to share food with individuals who 

had groomed them earlier in the day.  De Waal (2006: 42-44). 

 

 Reciprocity is an interesting behavior in our primate cousins, but is there any evidence for a 

sense of fairness in such exchanges?  That would be closer to moral behavior as we know it.   

 

 A recent experiment by de Waal provides just such evidence.  Capuchin monkeys were paired 

up and were allowed to watch each other as each monkey in the pair engaged in a simple bartering 

exchange with the researcher.  The idea was to test how the second monkey in each pair would react if 

the first monkey got a better deal.  The exchange consisted of each monkey doing some simple task, in 

return for which the researcher would then give the monkey a token.  The monkey could then 

immediately exchange the token for a piece of food, which was either a piece of cucumber or a grape, 

as determined by the researcher.  The researchers already knew that the capuchins far prefer grapes 

over cucumbers.  In each exchange – and this is key – the second monkey was allowed to see the first 

monkey do its exchange before the second monkey did its exchange.  Where both monkeys did the 

same task and were offered the same reward, the second monkey always followed suit and made the 

exchange.  But where the tasks were the same but the first monkey got a grape and the second monkey 

was offered only a piece of cucumber, about 50% of the time the second monkey either refused to 

exchange its token for the reward or actively threw the token or reward at the researcher!  And where 

the rewards were the same but the first monkey got his for doing nothing but the second was required 

to do a task, nearly 80% of the time the second monkey refused the exchange.  This is some pretty 

striking evidence that our primate cousins have a sense of fairness in their exchanges!  De Waal (2006: 

44-49). 

 

 The evolutionary advantage of reciprocity is obvious.  Helping behavior is reciprocated by 

other helping behavior, which in turn tends to increase the resources and survival rate of those who 

reciprocate.  Computer models have now been developed that demonstrate in a more concrete fashion 

how evolution might have selected for reciprocity behavior.   
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 The computer models are based on a cooperation game called the prisoner’s dilemma.  See 

Nowak et al (1995: 10-15).  In this game, ‘there are two players.  They have only to decide whether 

they wish to cooperate or not.  If they both decide not to cooperate, they get one point each.’  We can 

think of this as each player just keeping what resources he had before the encounter.  No trade, no gain 

or loss.  ‘If both choose to cooperate, they get a reward of three points each.’  We can think of this as 

cooperation producing a better outcome for each.  This is the case in most simple barters.  I have 

something you want, you have something I want, and we each want what the other person has more 

than what we have.  Finally, if one player cheats and the other cooperates, the cheater gets five points 

and the cooperator gets zero.  You gave me something, hoping I would cooperate and give you 

something in return, but I did not.   

 

 Will the two players cooperate?  No.  Not if there is just one encounter between them.  If the 

first player cooperates, the second will always cheat, since he is sure to get five points (keep what he 

had and get what the first player had).  If the first player refuses to cooperate, the second will always 

refuse, so he can get at least one point (keep what he had).  There is no evolutionary pressure for 

cooperation.   

 

 But what if there are repeated encounters between the two players?  This assumption much 

better approximates our own lives and those of our primate ancestors.  Many people we encounter, we 

see repeatedly.  Will the players cooperate if they have repeated opportunities to reciprocate?  ‘In 

contrast to the single-encounter game, where it is always better to cheat or not cooperate, countless 

strategies exist for playing the multiple encounter version, and none serves as the best reply against all 

opponents.  For example, if the other player always cooperates, you will be best off if you always 

cheat.  If the other player will cooperate only until you cheat and then never cooperate again, you will 

be very careful not to spoil your partnership.’ 

 

 To find out what the best strategy is, ‘political scientist Robert Axelrod conducted round-robin 

tournaments of repeated prisoner dilemma games on his computer.  The contestants were programs 

submitted by his colleagues and they were quite sophisticated and varied.  But it turned out that the 

simplest entry ultimately won.  This strategy is aptly called ‘Tit-for-Tat.’  It starts out with a 

cooperative response and then always repeats the other player’s previous move.  If you cooperated the 

last time we met, I will cooperate this time.  If you cheated last time, I will cheat or not cooperate this 

time.’ 
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 But what is far more interesting for this sermon is an evolutionary twist to the game that 

Axelrod added.  At the end of each tournament round, the computer was programmed so that each 

player produced offspring in direct proportion to his or her winnings.  This approximates the 

evolutionary advantage that accumulation of greater resources confers.  The computer was also 

programmed so that each of the offspring inherited and played the same game strategy as its parent 

from the prior round.  For example, if the parent always cheated in the prior round, all its offspring 

always cheated in the next round.  If the parent always played Tit-for-Tat in the prior round, all its 

offspring always played Tit-for-Tat in the next round.  What was the evolutionary result?  The relative 

numbers of Tit-for-Tat players in the total population steadily increased from generation to generation 

so that they came to dominate the overall population.  Evolution favored the reciprocators over the 

cheaters and non-cooperators. 

 

In the 1990’s, more robust and realistic computer simulations were developed by Oxford 

zoologist Martin Nowak and others.  Among other things, they introduced some inconsistency in each 

player’s strategy from encounter to encounter, to approximate our own inconsistencies in how we 

reciprocate, and they introduced random strategy variations in a few of the players across generations, 

to approximate genetic mutations in actual populations.  What was the result this time?  The general 

outcome was still the same: reciprocators, not cheaters or non-cooperators, still tended to dominate the 

population in succeeding generations.   

 

So not only do we have evidence for reciprocity behavior, including fairness, in our primate 

cousins, we also have a robust computer model how reciprocity behavior may confer an evolutionary 

advantage. 

 

Is there any evidence for reciprocity behavior in human infants?  If there is, that would suggest 

that such behavior is not learned but innate.  Just last November, there appeared in Nature, the science 

journal, a report of experiments on human infants by three researchers from the Yale Department of 

Psychology.  The experiments were designed to test the ability of six- and ten-month-old, preverbal 

infants to distinguish between helpers and hinderers in social interactions.  This skill is obviously a 

fundamental component of reciprocity behavior.  In the basic experiment, the infants were first shown 

a scene where a “climber repeatedly attempted to climb a hill and on the third attempt was either aided 

by a helper who pushed [the climber up the hill] from behind, or was pushed down [the hill] by a 
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hinderer.”  The infants were shown alternating helping and hindering sequences.  The infants were 

then given a choice between the helper and the hinderer.  They robustly preferred the helper by 

reaching for it rather than the hinderer.   

 

In a variation on this experiment, other infants were shown not only helping and hindering 

sequences, but also neutral sequences where a neutral actor neither helped nor hindered the climber.  

The infants preferred the helper over the neutral actor, and the neutral actor over the hinderer.  Pretty 

amazing!   

 

The researchers concluded:  “The capacity for such evaluations [by the infants] can be seen as a 

biological adaptation.  [C]ooperative behavior … can only successfully evolve if individuals can 

distinguish free riders from cooperators or ‘reciprocators’, those willing to do their fair share.  Our 

findings suggest that preverbal infants may be sensitive to this distinction.  The capacity to evaluate 

individuals by their social actions may also serve as a foundation for a developing system of moral 

cognition.  … [T]he ability to judge differentially those who perform positive and negative social acts 

may form an essential basis for any system that will eventually contain more abstract concepts of right 

and wrong.  … [Moreover] [o]ur findings indicate that humans engage in social evaluation far earlier 

in development than previously thought, and support the view that the capacity to evaluate individuals 

on the basis of their social interactions is universal and unlearned.”  Hamlin, Wynn & Bloom (2007: 

557-559; emphasis added). 

 

Implications and Distinctions 

 

 Now that we have seen a little of the evidence that we owe some of our moral predispositions 

to evolution, what are some of the implications and distinctions? 

 

 First, I have been careful to talk in terms of the evolution of moral behaviors or predispositions.  

Except for the experiments about fairness in capuchin monkeys, I have generally not talked about the 

evolution of the ability to assign values of right or wrong to our actions – that is the ability to make 

conscious normative judgments.  I have not talked about that level of intention.  When a chimp 

empathizes or reciprocates, does it think it ought to empathize or reciprocate -- because it values that 

action as the right thing to do -- or does the chimp just do it a result of the chimp’s innate makeup?  

See Korsgaard in De Waal (2006: 112-113, 116-117). 
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We may ask, do humans differ from our primate cousins and ancestors in that we can make 

such conscious normative judgments and they cannot?  But we may also ask, does it really matter?  

More specifically, we may ask in what proportion of our supposedly moral actions do we humans 

either (a) just do the “right” thing or decide to do it without ever thinking about whether it is good or 

evil, right or wrong, or (b) first do the “right” thing or decide to do it and afterward give it a moral 

value.  De Waal (2006: 178).  According to de Waal, recent neuro-imaging studies of the human brain 

show that moral judgments involve some “extremely ancient” regions of the brain, and they suggest 

that most normative assessments seem to occur “after moral judgments have been reached on the basis 

of quick, automated intuitions.”  De Waal (2006: 55-56; emphasis added; see also 91).  [M]uch of our 

moral decision-making is too rapid to be mediated by the cognition and self-reflection often assumed 

by moral philosophers.”  De Waal (2006: 179).  In short, to a significant degree, we are moral by 

nature, not by choice. 

 

 Second, the evidence that we are innately predisposed to be moral does not deny that we are 

also innately self-interested and competitive or that we sometimes do wrong or evil things.  We are 

complex creatures. 

 

 Third, the evolutionary theory of morality does not claim that moral evolution is exclusively the 

result of natural selection.  Sociological or cultural selection and inculcation over generations probably 

had some significant role, too.  De Waal (2006: 167-168). 

 

 Fourth, the evolutionary theory of morality does not claim that the details of our moral systems 

are determined by evolution.  For example, it does not claim that the details of our voluminous moral 

and legal codes are determined by evolution.  Those details are not etched in the genome, but some of 

our moral instincts are.  De Waal (2006: 166). 

 

 Fifth, the theory says nothing directly about the existence or non-existence of God.  But it does 

suggest that to some significant degree, our moral choices are influenced not by some absolute 

concepts of right and wrong, but instead by some of our innate instincts, which we have because they 

have conferred a survival advantage over successive generations.  Moreover, it also suggests that many 

of our moral choices are made automatically by the hardwiring in our brains and without conscious 

thought, or only with rationalizations made after-the-fact.  Furthermore, there is evidence that the 
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unchurched, the aborigines, and the atheists have some of the same moral predispositions as those 

who are devoutly religious. 

 

 Sixth, a corollary is that humans may have significantly less free will when it comes to moral 

choices than we previously thought.  The evidence for the evolutionary theory of morality suggests that 

much of the time we do right not because we choose to do right but because we are innately 

predisposed to do right by the hardwiring in our brains.   

 

 So where does all this lead us?  To an understanding that there is now substantial evidence that 

the Veneer Theory of morality is wrong.  We are not moral merely because we learn what is right and 

wrong, good and evil, and then constantly struggle against our baser natures to comport ourselves with 

what is right and good.  Instead, there is now substantial evidence for the proposition that, to a 

significant degree, we are innately predisposed to be moral, in particular to empathize and to 

reciprocate.  Our elaborate moral systems “are enforcing what is already part of our [evolutionary] 

heritage.”  De Waal (2006: 181). 

 

 Perhaps our evolutionary heritage now may not only be described in terms of survival of the 

fittest, but also in terms of survival of the kindest!  See De Waal (2006: 180). 

 

 For those of you who are interested in doing further reading on the evolution of morality, there 

is a bibliography in the order of service.   

 

 Now please join Kim and Geoff in singing the closing hymn, “Open the Door.”  They will sing 

the verses and we will join them on the chorus.  The words for the chorus are in the order of service.  

You may remain seated for this song.  And thank you, Kim and Geoff, for your wonderful music 

today! 
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Benediction 

 

 Now for our benediction:  

 

Science writer Jonathan Weiner eloquently says, “Goodness, generosity and genuine kindness 

come just as naturally to us as meaner feelings.  We didn’t have to invent compassion.  When our 

ancestors began writing down the first codes of conduct, precepts, laws and commandments, they were 

elaborating on feelings that evolved thousands or even millions of years before they were born.”  

Weiner (2006: 119). 

 

 Concludes primatologist Frans de Waal, “Instead of empathy being an endpoint, it may have 

been the starting point.”  De Waal (2006: 23). 

 

 Our benediction today is that you may not need a benediction!  Why?  Because you are 

predisposed to be good, at least in part!  Go forth and do good, whether you think about it or not! 

 

 We hope to see you next week at our Valentine’s Day service.  We will have love songs sung 

by our own Java Ice and our chocolate communion! 

 

 Our service is now ended. 

 

[Note:  Emphasis has been added to many of the quotations.] 
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