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“Randomness and Order…how potlucks have got me thinking” 

Rev. Caitlin O’Brien, All Souls Unitarian Universalist Congregation 

January 30, 2022 

 

 

Reading:  Testimony of Bill Doherty, of “Braver Angels,” to the U.S. congress, June 

25, 2021.  

 

Sermon: 

 

Einstein is said to have asked the question, “is the universe a friendly place?”  I 

take that to mean, is it accessible?  Can I put my trust in it?  He seems to be 

talking about whether the universe is completely random or organized in its 

workings…   

 

I think life is made up of both the random and the organized, probably more 

organized (overall) than we tend to think. Those who know me will guess 

correctly that I’m most interested in the organized part of the spectrum.  And for 

that reason, I’m going to start out with praise for the random!: 

 

It’s a quick story that many of you may know: Scottish researcher Alexander 

Fleming left his lab in 1928 for a two-week vacation.  He was known to be a bit 

sloppy in the lab and he didn’t notice that a bacteria culture had been 

contaminated, and mold grew in it while he was away.  When he returned, he 

noticed the mold and looked closer to discover that the mold had kept the 

bacteria from growing.  “One sometimes finds what one is not looking for,” he 

said.1  His sloppiness in the lab led to the discovery of penicillin, the first 

antibiotic, which has since saved countless lives worldwide.  Let’s hear it for the 

random!!  I try to remember this story when I am wishing for things to be more 

clean and organized.   

 

Now… another thing to consider is that researcher Fleming didn’t have the 

wherewithal to turn his mold into a medicine.2  He sent samples of the mold all 

over the world in the hopes that someone would figure it out.  It took a 

combination of scientists from Europe and the US to methodically work to bring 

a therapeutic penicillin into the world nearly 15 years after the mold discovery.3  

So, let’s hear it for organized collaboration!   

 

 
1   Kalvaitis, Katie.  (August 2008) “Penicillin: An Accidental Discovery Changed the Course of Medicine.”  Endocrine 
Today.  Retrieved from https://www.healio.com 
2    Markel, Howard. (September 27, 2013 ) “The Real Story Behind Penicillin.”  Retrieved from  
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/health 
3 Gaynes, Robert. (May 2017) “The Discovery of Penicillin – New Insights After More Than 75 Years of Clinical Use.”  
National Center for Biotechnology Information.  Retrieved from      https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov 
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Einstein is said to have added to his question, “if we decide that the universe is a 

friendly place, then our power and safety will come through understanding its 

workings and its motives."  That makes sense, and if everything is random, there’s 

no point in trying to understand it.   

 

There is an order to nature, that keeps things moving.  You could say that 

paralysis, like what we see in congress is unnatural. I was struck by the “Braver 

Angels” testimony that Mike shared, and how organized communication was 

able to pave the way for understanding and a chance at moving forward on 

some common ground.  

 

I like to learn about ways that nature organizes and collaborates to keep 

moving.  For me, it shines a light on the purposefulness and cohesion of life.  

[IMAGE] I was amazed to learn that trees communicate about all kinds of 

survival topics across a network of mushrooms, and they make room for each 

other when growing toward the sun.  [IMAGE] And then there’s the incredible 

collaboration in ant farms, where using mostly scent to communicate, ants build 

a home and pathways and share food.  [IMAGE] And of course our liturgist, 

Mike, reminded us about  the incredibly organized system of communal purpose 

that is the honey bee’s nest in our Story for All Ages.  Mike is a molecular 

biologist, so we had fun talking about this next example:  

 

Molecules that are so tiny you can’t see them with a microscope - they also 

have a habit of organizing themselves into elaborate structures, a process 

called “self-assembly.”  Take a quick listen to this video from Brown University:  

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1gco4bhsBPk     

0:00 to 0:46 

 

“Sci toons” (Brown University, National Science Foundation) 

 

So molecules achieve something together that they can’t achieve alone.  And 

that gets me to thinking about the social self-assembly that can happen among 

people; we’re helped by structures, like a facilitated “Braver Angels” workshop, 

or…a traffic light!   

 

When life is seeming too chaotic, it does this gal some good to linger in the CVS 

parking lot and look out at the nearby four-way intersection…and watch as tons 

of people stop when they’re supposed to and go when they’re supposed to, 

giving each other their turn.  It’s quite nice.  You may be thinking (oh, but what 

about the people who run the red light and, yes, there are those, but if you sit at 

the intersection long enough, you see that the vast majority of drivers have an 

interest in cooperating with the pattern).  They’re self-organizing.  It’s mostly 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1gco4bhsBPk
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enlightened self-interest, but they’re doing what’s best for the whole.  And it’s 

very reassuring to watch this if you’ve been doubting human competence...or 

human goodness.  I know the daily news will give you plenty of reason to doubt.     

 

Another thing that reassures me is the occasional pot luck meal…seriously.  See, 

if I were to give in to my type A tendencies, I would never agree to a pot luck, 

let alone host one.  I mean, who can be sure everyone won’t just bring napkins 

or juice?  It’s the epitome of randomness!  But somehow, things almost always 

work out in balance, right?  Yes, there was that one fateful potluck in the winter 

of 2004 when this vegetarian had nothing to eat that didn’t have meat in it, 

except the dessert I had brought.  Rough night.  But really, that was one out of 

many potlucks I’ve attended where the diverse contributions have met the 

needs of the group…It’s almost magical how things come together on so many 

potluck tables.  A friend of Rev. Carolyn used to say it was the holy spirit.   

 

Hmm…and/or maybe we can trust that even in seemingly random settings – a 

lot of the times –a group can bring about something good together through 

naturally occurring self-organization.  

 

Aristotle spoke about “the wisdom of the multitude.”  He said, “the many…when 

they meet together…may be better than the few good…just as a feast to which 

many contribute is better than a dinner provided out of a single purse.”  (the 

guy seems to be talking about Ancient Greek potlucks!)  He said, “each 

individual among the many has a share of excellence and practical 

wisdom…for some understand one part, and some another, and among them, 

they understand the whole.”4  Like each worker bee in the honey bee nest…   

 

Aristotle seems to be getting at the point that not only does the multitude often 

(not always, but often) get it pretty right, but they do better than a smaller select 

few would.  They bring more perspective to the table, so to speak.  I wonder 

how he would feel about the current filibuster debate.  I know there’s 

complexity to it, but I have little patience for a mechanism that allows a smaller 

group to stifle the will of the majority.   

 

Well, let’s grant for the sake of argument that people are innately primed to 

organize themselves.  We know from history and current events that people can 

organize themselves for bad purposes.  But I’m one of those who believes that 

given some fairness and structure (which need to be seriously worked at in our 

 

4 Aristotle, Bekker, I., Bolland, W. E., Lang, A., & Aristotle. (1877). Aristotle's Politics: books I. III. IV. (VII.). London, 

Longmans, Green.  Book III. 
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country), humans tend to self-organize in a way that does right by the whole.  

This is not necessarily out of kindness, but more because things can work better.  

We’re not saints, we humans, so government and guard rails and education are 

needed to remind us to collaborate for the good of the multitude.  That’s why 

I’m a card carrying liberal.  I believe we need those things to be at our best. 

 

A good example of Aristotle’s “wisdom of the multitude” is the online 

encyclopedia, “Wikipedia.”  Anyone in the world can edit it.  Anyone.  This 

seems very random…teachers often discourage students from using Wikipedia 

as a research source.  But it turns out that a global community of editors, along 

with paid and volunteer reviewers have been able to keep Wikipedia really 

accurate, especially the articles that get a lot of traffic.  Apparently, in formal 

studies, multiple academic journals have compared Wikipedia articles to their 

own and have found the same level of accuracy.  Thanks to the wisdom of the 

multitude…   

 

I’ve been reading about the work of a professor who studies online communities 

like Wikipedia and social media, Amy Bruckman, and she says that “knowledge 

is a collaborative achievement.”5  If someone adds information to a Wikipedia 

article without a reputable citation, it is usually quickly removed. She says that 

when every edit has evidence behind it, hundreds of volunteers will actually do 

better than a few experts at getting to the truth.6   

We’re living in a time when consensus around some basic facts seems out of 

reach, and that makes my skin crawl with frustration, but Wikipedia’s success 

with a “more the merrier” approach to fact finding is encouraging to me.  It’s 

not the wild west - the culture of the site is contained by its stated pillars, like 

“civility and respect,” and “presentation from a neutral point of view.”7  In other 

words, the web site has traffic lights and guard rails, and the result is a well-

organized source of human knowledge that we can mostly trust.  Pretty inspiring, 

really. 

So, is the universe friendly?  In the ways we just explored, I believe it is.  Even in 

things that appear random, can be enough order for me to feel a sense of trust 

in what’s going on here.  Now, don’t get me wrong, it’s not a blind and fully 

surrendering trust –  humans are always at risk of attitudes and behaviors that 

sabotage how good things could be for the multitude.  We have to be vigilant 

 
5 Stuart, S.C. (June 3, 2021)  “Wikipedia, The Most Reliable Source On the Internet”.  Retrieved from 
https://www.pcmag.com/news 
 
6 Bruckman, Amy. (Draft 2021) “Believe Wikipedia.”  Retrieved from  https://faculty.cc.gatech.edu/~asb 
 
7  “Wikipedia Five Pillars: The Fundamental Principles of Wikipedia”  Retrieved from 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Five_pillars 

https://faculty.cc.gatech.edu/~asb
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Five_pillars
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and keep our wits about us.  But noticing the ways that things have the potential 

to go well (and sometimes do) gives me what I need to stay hopeful and hard 

working for progress.   

I have not given up on my fellow citizens who’ve been swayed by disinformation 

out there.  Call me naïve, but I still believe that given the right process, we can 

find common ground on things that would make a big difference.  If you were 

able to ask “the multitude” if money should be the main driver in politics, I’m 

confident the majority would say no.  If you could ask the multitude if people 

who make a living off the stock market should be taxed at a lower rate than 

people who make a living with their labor, I think the majority of the multitude 

would say no.  And there’s some common ground to stand on - ground that, if 

pursued, would have countless ripple effects for social justice.   

For our democracy, the stakes are very high.  The task of building understanding 

and finding common ground is massive, but down to the smallest molecular 

building block within us, it could be argued that we were built for it.    

Blessed be.  Let us share silence.  

I hope you’ll join in our closing hymn, “Wake Now My Senses” 


