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We believe in on God, the Father, the Almighty, maker of heaven and earth, of all that is, seen and unseen…We believe in one Lord, Jesus Christ…through him all things were made…We believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord, the Giver of life.
In the Weekend Arts section of the Friday New York Times there was a long article on a new exhibit that opened at the American Museum of Natural History this weekend.
The exhibit is all about human beginnings and it uses some of the pre-historic fossil skeletons and visual re-creations of our human ancestors that have been part of the Museum’s collection for years.

It also has added new fossils and brought in lots of very recently discovered information related to DNA and genetics through the work of molecular biologists.

From all reports it sounds like a well-done exhibit, and interesting enough for me to want to plan a trip to the Natural History Museum - even without a six-year old in tow who is rabidly interested in dinosaurs!
And I find it interesting to note that this exhibit has opened on the very weekend that a number of churches across the country have chosen to designate this Sunday as a day to think about the relationship between science and religion.
It began over three years ago when a school district in Wisconsin was grappling over the content of their science curriculum (specifically the teaching of evolution) and local Christians from many different denominations – clergy, lay people, and professional scientists – were asked to speak on behalf of their belief that there is no inherent conflict between science and religion.  
This idea grew into a document called “An Open Letter Concerning Religion and Science” – complete with its own website – that has now been signed by over ten thousand Christian clergy from across the United States.
The website and the Clergy Letter Project are run by Michael Zimmerman, a biologist who is Dean of the College of Liberal Arts and Sciences at Butler University in Indiana.

A further extension of the project was to designate Sunday, February 11th as “Evolution Sunday” as an opportunity for sermons or discussion groups about the interface between science and religion.

There’s lots that I could say – lots more than we have time for this morning.

But I need to start with two personal facts: 1) my training is in theology and in arts and humanities, not in science, and 2) the man who was my rector when I was in high school and who was (in many ways) my first mentor had a PhD in ceramic engineering.
He was a scientist before he was a priest, and even while he was involved in parish ministry, continued to teach physics in a private Episcopal high school.

He was married to a woman who was a micro-biologist and she taught at the university level – first at Rutgers and then at Pace.

Clarence and Isabel have always been, for me, an example of the way Episcopalians live out their Christian faith through the interplay of that age-old three-legged Anglican “stool” of Scripture, Reason and Tradition that has been central to our understanding since the end of the sixteenth century.
Scripture (of course) refers to the Bible; Reason is the total experience of being a human person – mind, body and soul – not just our rationality, but thinking is certainly a very important part of who we are; Tradition which is not “the way we’ve always done things,” but how we as a Church, throughout history and throughout the world, thought and prayed and reasoned about what it means to live in relationship with God through Jesus Christ.

This prayerful approach to being a Christian is central to being an Episcopalian, and something I learned well from Clarence and Isabel.
So what does this all have to do with science and evolution and religion?

As Christians, we believe that God is our Creator.

We say that every time we say the Creed; it’s woven into our prayers and we sing it in our hymns and psalms; it is captured in the opening words of the Bible, “In the beginning when God created.”
We owe our very existence to God, and we also believe that God continues to be involved in our lives, giving us wisdom and guidance and healing, knowing and loving us to our very depths – yes, even to the depths of our mitochondria and DNA.

The world, the universe, the cosmic community into which God has placed us is vast and awesome and draws us to explore and enjoy and appreciate it, and to give thanks to God for all that we can see and understand and for that which is beyond our comprehension.

Part of this gift of Creation that we have been given is our minds, and our ability to seek for understanding, and we have a responsibility to God and to ourselves and to those with whom we share this marvelous Creation to use what we have been given, and to use it well – to the best of our abilities.
We do this in many different ways, and by different disciplines.
Science (which means knowledge) is one way to understand Creation; faith or theology (which means the knowledge of God) is another way.

But here’s what we need to keep in mind: science and faith ask different kinds of questions.

Science asks “how;” faith or religion asks “why” or “for what purpose.”

Science can’t really answer faith’s questions and faith can’t give us the answer to science’s questions, but we need both types of questions if we are going to be good stewards of God’s gifts, and if we are going to be equipped to serve God and God’s people to the best of our abilities.
What would happen, for instance, if a researcher working on cures for life-threatening viral diseases didn’t understand and work with evolutionary theory when we know that viruses mutate all the time and how medical science has to work quickly to keep up with them if we are ever able to provide adequate prevention and treatment of disease?
On the other hand, physicists and cosmologists can take us right back to the start of the Big Bang, and yet they can’t tell us the reason or the purpose for this release of power and energy that became the universe as we know it.

That has taken the human heart and soul asking very different questions and looking at different sets of data to give answers of meaning and purpose.

Scientific truth and religious truth are complementary.

We get into trouble when we assume that science’s descriptions of “how” are all that we need to know.  
That can lead to a belief in a closed universe, an arrogance that says “God does not exist” and that physical laws of nature prove.
But we equally get into trouble when we try to use the Bible as a science textbook, or even a textbook at all.

The Bible is a record of God’s relationship with humanity – first through the experience of the Israelites, and then through those who have come into a relationship with God through Jesus Christ.

The Bible reveals God’s nature and character, it is a source of guidance and wisdom and inspiration – and we believe that the Holy Spirit speaks to us through it.

I hope you all have had the experience of reading or hearing a passage from the Bible on a given day and have been able to say: That is exactly what I needed to hear today; God is speaking to me.

I would also expect that you would have had the experience or reading parts of the Bible that made you say “What in the world does this mean? And how does it apply to me?”
So we pray and read and study and wrestle with a passage and sometimes we get it, and sometimes we have to walk away from it – not walking away from God, but not having our question answered.
And sometimes God eventually answers our questions, and sometimes we don’t seem to ever get an answer – but that’s all part of faithful Christian living: being willing to hang in there with God even when we don’t fully understand everything that we encounter in the Bible or in life.
So the Bible is not a textbook, and science can’t tell us about God’s purposes, but together they can draw us deeper into the mystery of the God who creates us, redeems us and sustains us and calls us to be stewards of this amazing world in which we live, a world full  of galaxies and star dust, a world described through string theory and quantum mechanics, a world full of the variety and complexity of all God’s creatures, a world of atoms and electrons, a world of beating hearts and embracing arms, a world with all its blessings and with all its flaws.
Let us pray.

O God, Author of the world's joy, Bearer of the world's pain; at the heart of all our trouble and sorrow [and questions] let unconquerable gladness dwell; through our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ. Amen.
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