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“Of Human Origins” 
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First Parish in Wayland 

December 8, 2019 

 

The alternative title for this sermon was “Baby Jesus was not White.” I thought that might 

raise some interesting reactions to the title on the street sign, right?! 

 

Although it is highly unlikely that a baby born in Israel—even 2000 years ago—was not 

light-skinned, if you do an internet search for “baby Jesus”, there are a remarkable number 

of very light-skinned and even fair-haired baby images that appear. 

 

So often we want to imagine that our ancestors—biological, cultural, or religious—looked 

like us. But why does skin-color and more broadly, the idea of ‘race’, matter so much? 

Scientifically speaking, is ‘race’ even a useful category to understand who we are?  

 

There is certainly a long history of scientists using ‘race’ to under human difference. And, it 

may surprise you that race science is not simply in the past.  Currently, there is a pill to 

manage hypertension that is licensed by the FDA to be marketed solely to African 

Americans. (195)  

 

But, before we get to the present, let’s go back a bit.  

 

As you likely know, race, science, and inequality have a sordid history in the United States. 

Certainly, many justified slavery on the “scientific” grounds that Africans were an inferior 

race—a sub-species of human. Indeed, in the nineteenth century scientific racism was all 

the rage. When Charles Darwin published his theories of evolution, his ideas were quickly 

drawn into “scientific” discussions about more and less evolved humans. Some even put 

forth the idea that Africans were in fact the missing link between the early humanoid 

species like the Neanderthals and the “modern man.” Such “science” of human origins 

conveniently justified the social, political, and economic inequalities of racial difference.  

 

When slavery ended, the science of race continued. At the start of the 20th century, the 

science of eugenics continued discussions that sought to not only demonstrate the 

differences among races of people, but to use the “science” of race to make policy decisions. 

For example, the 1924 Immigration Act restricted immigration of those determined to be of 

inferior races. To protect the strength of the nation, Congress—with the support of many—

passed this legislation to limit who would be allowed into the U.S.  
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In Germany, Adolf Hitler applauded the work of American author Madison Grant, whose 

book The Passing of the Great Race, he named as his bible. (51)  Drawing on the race science 

of U.S. authors like Grant, Hitler and the Nazis pursued their own program of protecting 

their nation’s racial strength.  After the war, the horrific news of how the Nazis had used 

the ideas of race science led to it falling swiftly out of popularity. 

 

But what happened to all those scientists who had built a career on race science? Many still 

held academic appointments after the War. In the new book, Superior:  The Return of Race 

Science, journalist Angela Saini explores this question.  She writes,  

 

“Take Otmar von Verschuer, who had [violated the bodies of young] Auschwitz 

victims for his twin studies during the Holocaust:  after being banned from teaching 

temporarily, in 1951 he became professor of human genetics at the University of 

Münster. Many scientists similarly changed tack, gently maneuvering themselves 

out of eugenics into allied fields that studied human difference in less controversial 

and more rigorous ways, such as genetics.” (50) 

 

Von Verschuer joined with other researchers in 1960 to begin a journal called, Mankind 

Quarterly. Saini describes their aim to be “to challenge what they saw as a politically 

correct, left-wing conspiracy around race and bring back some scientific objectivity.” (61) 

With effort, they were able to attract leading scientists like Henry Garrett, a former 

president of the American Psychological Association and the head of Columbia University’s 

psychology department. An avid desegregationist, Garrett’s articles in Mankind Quarterly 

pointed to the “disasters” of certain mixed populations around the globe as evidence in 

support of segregation. (62)  

 

Although Mankind Quarterly received plenty of criticism from leading journals such as 

Science, they continued with support from the deep pockets of Wickliffe Draper, whom 

Saini describes as “a diehard segregationist.” Earlier, in 1937, Draper had established the 

Pioneer Fund to fund research on human variation and eugenics in support of segregation. 

(64) In Mankind Quarterly, Draper and his Pioneer Fund found the veneer of intellectualism 

they were seeking to support their ideology. The Fund would send thousands of copies of 

Mankind Quarterly to American political conservatives—reinforcing links between the 

ongoing science of race and politics of segregation. 

 

But that was all before the successes of the Civil Rights era, right?!  Actually, Mankind 

Quarterly persists to this day. (65) While the Pioneer Fund seems to be currently stalled, 

between 1998 and 2016, the Fund disbursed nearly $7.8 million. (69)  In other words, the 

intellectual life of race science never really disappeared. The tactics, language, and people 
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may have shifted over the decades, but the underlying ideology that race is a meaningful 

category to determine biological and human difference remains. 

 

That such thinking flies in the face of much modern scientific thinking does not stop those 

who are aligned with this ideology. Rather, within the world of Mankind Quarterly and the 

more recently founded American Renaissance, they do not identify as racist, but “race-

realists.” From their perspective, they are the ones willing to follow the science without 

bias. As alt-right blogger Milo Yiannopoulos told a Bloomberg reporter in 2016, “Behind 

every racist joke is a scientific fact.” (83)   

 

In fact, the science is far from clear that “race” exists.  Skin color, eye color, or other 

markers often assigned to “race” do not neatly fall into clean-edge groupings that 

distinguish one population of people from another. The variations in human DNA is far 

more complex.  The DNA variations within a particular geographic population can exceed 

those between populations.  For example, Saini, whose parents immigrated from India to 

London, notes that walking down the street in New Delhi reflects an enormous variety of 

skin tone that resists a simple reduction to “brown.” Scientists that go looking for clear 

boundaries between “races”—only find gradations and mixing. And, the mixing goes way, 

way, WAY back. 

 

In recent years, you may have read one of the articles that reported that Neanderthals and 

modern humans in Europe may have been “mixing” (i.e. having sex) far more than prior 

science suggested. In her account of this research, Saini notes how the stronger presence of 

Neanderthal DNA in early European ancestors “rehabilitated” the Neanderthal’s image. She 

cites several examples including a January 2017 article in the New York Times entitled, 

“Neanderthals Were People, Too,” and asked, “Why did science get them so wrong?” (19) 

 

Sometimes science does get it wrong. But sometimes it is not the science that is the 

problem—but the biases, prejudices, and ideologies of the scientists.  Yes, we are biological 

beings with DNA that reaches far back into evolutionary history. And yet, we are also social 

creatures deeply influenced by our relationships and our cultural inheritance as well. 

 

This brings us back to that pill to manage hypertension licensed by the FDA to be marketed 

solely to African Americans.  Saini entitles the final chapter of Saini’s book, “Black Pills.” She 

explores examples of how race continues to be used in contemporary medical research.  

For example, she acknowledges that there are real racial differences in levels of 

hypertension in the U.S., but she questions the assumption that the reason for the 

difference is rooted in biology. In the 1980’s, one biological theory suggested that the 

suffering of the ocean crossing of the Middle Passage in slavery selected for Africans with 

https://www.sciencealert.com/neanderthals-and-early-humans-did-the-dirty-deed-way-more-than-we-thought
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higher salt retention which then led to higher rates of hypertension today. Even Oprah and 

her resident medical expert Dr. Oz were fans of this theory. (185) However, subsequent 

studies began to point instead to environmental factors like diet, poverty, education, and 

more. Referencing the analysis of Loyola University Medical School researcher Richard 

Cooper, Saini writes, “[this] is a case of science being retrofitted to accommodate race. The 

data, the theories, the facts themselves, are rotated and warped until they fit into a racial 

framework we can relate to. This is the power of race.” (188) 

 

For centuries, race has been a powerful way to determine who belongs where, who belongs 

in what status, and who belongs together—and not. Nonetheless, in a world of shared 

evolutionary origins and enormous DNA variety, gradations, and mixing, using the category 

of race to explain human difference increasingly fails to be persuasive. Rather than 

continue to look for the scientific facts of racial difference, turning our attention to the 

cultural impact of racism and inequality on physical health and longevity may do far more 

good.   

 

As I was wading through the research in Saini’s book, I also came across a post on Facebook 

that had been making the rounds for the last year of so. The picture with the text shows a 

little white girl, about three, holding a black doll. (This was the picture used in our weekly 

e-blast last Thursday.) In the post, a mom recounts the reaction of a cashier to her 

daughter’s decision to purchase this doll. “We have lots of other dolls that look more like 

you,” coaxes the woman. To this, the girl responds, “Yes, she does. She’s a doctor like I’m a 

doctor. And I’m a pretty girl and she’s a pretty girl. See her pretty hair? And see her 

stethoscope?””  

 

What links us to one another as humans? Is it our skin-color? Our ‘race’? Our culture? Our 

shared origins? What are we to make of our unity as humans if we now know that it’s one 

long story of migration and mixed DNA? What are we to do with those, like Madison Grant, 

who would stretch science to tell a story of a master race that just happens to include those 

like us as well as historic greats like Michelango, da Vinci, and, of course, Jesus? (50) From 

alt-right bloggers, to the pages of Mankind Quarterly, to those who still denigrate whole 

populations of countries as inferior in justification of immigration bans, there are still those 

who would use science to “prove” not only human variation, but biologically rooted 

inequality.  

 

Far from being an issue of the past, how we tell the story of human origins and human 

difference continues to shape how people at the checkout, in government, and in some 

scientific research.  

 

https://m.facebook.com/photo.php?fbid=10210866366647730&id=1608871965&set=p.10210866366647730
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In the Facebook post on her daughter’s doll, the mom ends with the hashtags: 

#itswhatsontheinsidethatcounts  #allskinisbeautiful  #teachlove  #teachdiversity. As a tradition 

that embraces reason and science as well as equality and love, may we follow these 

hashtags as well.  

 

So may it be.  

Amen 

 

 

 


