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“Curiosity has its own reason for existing.”

Albert Einstein said that. He thought that the human capacity to ask questions is an important part of who we are and why we are here. He talked about a “holy curiosity,” one that never stops asking questions but at the same time is filled with awe and wonder. “One cannot help but be in awe,” Einstein said,  “when [contemplating] the mysteries of eternity, of life, of the marvelous structure of reality.”

Contemplating the mysteries was something Einstein did every day. He was the foremost theoretical physicist of the 20th century. His theories were unprovable when he formed them but proved absolutely over the next 75 years. As his general theory of relativity opened the door to quantum physics, he gnashed his teeth at the impossibilities that his own ideas predicted were true.
 (Perhaps it was the maddening nature of reality that made his hair stand on end.)

Evolution is one aspect of the nature of reality, but it has stirred controversy since Darwin published “The Origin of the Species” in 1853.

Evolution says that all species developed from less complex ancestors in a stop-and-start, trial-and-error way. The life-forms that survived are those that worked—that were able to survive in their environments long enough to reproduce. If Darwin’s assertion is true, then the world should be filled with many different species (as it is); there should be many styles and features of living things that did not survive (as the fossil record shows). 

Evolution also predicts that, if living beings continue to be affected by their environments, the current forms of life we see around us may change. Human beings may change.

The classic religious challenge to evolution has been the argument that humankind is made in the image of God. If that is so, the argument goes, humans were made as they are; as they are they reflect God; and because God is eternal and changeless humanity also cannot change. This is, they say, God’s plan. 

Ah, but curiosity has its own reason for existing.

Some people, like Einstein, find the mysteries thrilling. Others find it frightening to think that their touchstone understanding, “created in the image of God,” might be susceptible to revision. For them, use of the phrase “random mutation” in the scientific literature seems a refutation of God’s plan.

But theologians who with Einstein fully embrace the awe and mystery of life long ago concluded that they do not have to choose between evolution and the belief in a Creator. Traditional theology sees in the miracle of life and the existence of humanity evidence of a divine hand, without the need to specify changlessness; the proponents of “intelligent design,” while uncomfortable with the idea of “random” mutation, say that they “do not doubt that evolution occurred.”

What is the issue for people who reject evolution completely?
 Not only is the style of moral reasoning one of relying on authority, the authority relied upon has taken up an inflexible belief that “God” created life as we see it exactly as we see it, sometime less than 10,000 years ago. All scientific evidence about the age of the earth (4.5 billion years) or the age of the universe (14 billion years) and the fossil evidence is explained away in the same way people explain the special effects in Star Wars: somebody created the Star Wars universe in a short time, not only so that it looks and seems real but also so that it looks and seems as if it had been there a long time. Why? To test our faith in the authoritative statement that the earth and its occupants were created just a short time ago. 

Circular? Yes. Worth engaging? Probably not.

We might, instead, ask questions that can affect ourselves and our own relationship to creation. What makes sense to us, in our lives, with what we know about the world? What matters to us? How do we think life emerged on earth? Does it matter whether life was designed or randomly generated?

Here’s where I think all the arguments fail. 

If we accept the maximum that science can tell us, we still get back to 14 billion years ago and those 10 little strings of energy curled up in a tiny egg sac of a universe, less that a millionth the size of a pencil point. Each string had the capacity to develop into a dimension when the universe began expanding, and only three did; the frequency at which those strings vibrate controls what elements are created in the hearts of stars; controls gravity; and controls whether atomic forces hold matter together. Even a small change in the rate of vibration and we wouldn’t be here.

So who would design something like that? Why would anyone planning us start that way? String theory, quantum physics, the history of the universe may just make the creationists look reasonable.

And the other question lurking behind the whole big-bang understanding of how things started is where did those little strings come from? If the answer is “some powerful being created them,” it’s child’s play to say, well, who or what created that powerful being? And don’t tell me that our universe is the product of an advanced civilization messing about with physics experiments, because I’ll still want to know where those alien scientists came from. Chicken and egg and chicken, we can go back to universe upon universe and still not know the answer, or even begin to imagine it very well.

So perhaps we should cut the creationists some slack.

The creationist concept of God is of an eternal power or being that has existed since the beginning of time, however time might be measured. This answer has never satisfied me, because I still want to know what was before the beginning. Energy, matter: Einstein explained that they are equivalents, simply taking a different form under different circumstances—the same way that water (hydrogen dioxide, H2O) can be a liquid when we turn on the tap; a vapor when we heat the teakettle; or (on a really cold day) a solid.

So where did the energy come from, the energy that started everything that is? What was the origin of the original “stuff”?

These are mystifying questions that science is not likely to answer in our lifetimes. They are also questions that religion does not answer very well. 

Einstein said, “"What I see in Nature is a magnificent structure that we can comprehend only very imperfectly, and that must fill a thinking person with a feeling of humility. This is a genuinely religious feeling that has nothing to do with mysticism."

It may be a toss-up whether it’s more satisfying to think that the original stuff was energy, and something set it off, or to believe that God is the original stuff, and God set everything in motion. Einstein said, provocatively, "What really interests me is whether God had any choice in the creation of the world." 

Process theology, which is a naturalistic take on the understanding of life, suggests that a creative force imbues all that is; we can call this creative force God if we like but there is no requirement that we do so. A creative force for growth, for order, for positive development: from an amoeba to the human mind, each living thing—and perhaps each grain of sand, each atom—everything has within it, or is a part of, that creativity.

This is rather a poetic way of looking at the evolution of life in our universe and on our planet. And for those who wish it to, it offers a sort of one-size-fits-all description of “God” without specifying appearance, gender, size, or hair style.

I like the idea that something is in action in the universe, something positive, something creative, something that leans toward the order that is reflected in the periodic table and the spiral of a seashell.

I like to think that the genetic material that makes us human, only 3% different from the genetic material that makes a chimpanzee not human, has evolved in a “process” that spins out “creatively” from whatever stuff was lying around at the beginning of time. I’m not sure this “creative principle” is a correct answer, but one of the things I like about it is its open-endedness. 

The idea of life as creative process doesn’t require us to believe or disbelieve in God—or science. It opens the door to questions about both, without supplying particular answers. Its very indeterminacy invites us to continue to think, to grow, to imagine, to create. It’s positive, not nihilistic, and the positive stance is based in reality: the reality that life exists.

When we consider all the explanations, all the possibilities, that say how we came into being, we may end up saying that we don’t know, that we cannot explain life. But what we do know, even if we cannot explain it, is that life exists. For Life to be the result, for Life to emerge from a beginning that even in the most advanced scientific explanations is ridiculous, means that it’s very possible there is something positive and life-loving in all the randomness.

And here is where I find hope and illumination and joy. No theology, no religion, no science can explain it, but life is. Humanity is. To exist at all, we humans must be connected to all life, all matter, all energy, at a very deep level and in a very consistent way. 

So the weather, the Earth, the stars, the gorgeous wings of a butterfly, the green of the trees, and the blue blue sky are connected to me and to all of you. That pulse we feel at the center of our being beats also in the hearts of stars. Evolution unfolds the interconnectedness of all life. It’s not an either-or choice between religion and science, and it doesn’t begin to explain the origin of the species. 

When we consider the miracle of our presence, of our sentience, may we always be open to the unknown, the unanswered, the inexplicable. Rather than flee from mystery, may we embrace it; rather than grasp at pat explanations and claim to know the answers, may we live with awe and gratitude at the miracle of life.

� Despite the challenges of his chosen work, Einstein never stopped wondering. Even on his deathbed he was scribbling in his notebook, seeking answers to the mysteries of life. "What I see in Nature is a magnificent structure that we can comprehend only very imperfectly, and that must fill a thinking person with a feeling of humility,” he said. This humility, this wonder, this awe, Einstein said, was “a genuinely religious feeling that has nothing to do with mysticism." 


� It is unfortunate that “intelligent design” claims to be a scientific theory rather than a religious conclusion. The theory intentionally “says nothing about the religious concept of a creator” but is offered as “science” in hopes that it can be taught in the public schools alongside evolution. Theologians have for nearly two centuries see the possibility of intelligent design in the universe, but it is a proposition science is not well-equipped to test.





� Proponents of evolution have not always used its ideas to embrace the mysteries of life with awe and wonder. Evolutionary theory, correctly applied, celebrates human diversity, but has been used to oppress and diminish human worth. Race is a social construct, created by applying self-righteousness to the tiny genetic differences that influence skin color, eye shape, hair texture, and facial bone structure. Science can now trace the migration of early humans from Africa around the globe. Using markers present in mitochondrial DNA, the timing of the human diaspora is well-established. Also clear is that only one-one-hundreths of one percent of our genetic material produces the obvious distinctions that our society labels “race”; there is little in the way of significant difference. The lighter skin color of North Europeans is a mutation that allows them to get more Vitamin D from the reduced sunlight; the changes in red blood cells in people of African ancestry is a defense against malaria. 
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