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There are two different stories about the creation of the world in the book of Genesis.  In the creation story in Genesis 1, the sun, moon, stars, the earth, the plants, fish, birds and animals are all created first and then human beings are created last after everything else.  In the creation story in Genesis 2, man is created first before everything else and woman is created later.  

Here is the revelation that came to the southern tribes of Israel about how God created the universe.  

Read Genesis 1:26-28:  SO GOD CREATED HUMANKIND IN HIS IMAGE…MALE AND FEMALE HE CREATED THEM.

Here is the revelation that came to the northern tribes of Israel about how God created the world.  These stories were circulated for hundreds of years among different Jewish tribes before they were finally written down and both were included in the Bible.
Read Genesis 2:4b-8; 15:  THEN THE LORD GOD FORMED MAN FROM THE DUST OF THE GROUND…AND PUT HIM IN THE GARDEN OF EDEN TO TILL IT AND TO KEEP IT.
Prayer:

For the past two weeks, Adolf and Naomi Hansen and Minnietta and I have been leading a group of 37 people from St. Luke’s on a cruise ship along the Alaskan coast and land tour of Alaska.  

Many people have told us about their own experiences in visiting Alaska.  I wonder, how many people here have ever visited our northern most and largest state, Alaska?  If you have every visited Alaska, would you raise your hand?

Most people who visit Alaska return telling stories of seeing the magnificent sight of 20,000 pound whales surfacing and then jumping out of the ocean, huge grizzly bears grabbing salmon out of streams with their paw, beautiful large bald eagles swooping across the sky, centuries old glaciers melting and dropping icebergs into the ocean and all the while being surrounded by majestic snow capped mountains.
When you visit Alaska, you have an incredible experience of the beauty, wonder, and majesty of the world God has created and given to us.  

While we were on the cruise ship, our group gathered together to study the beautiful creation stories recorded in the book of Genesis.  These stories are revelations from God passed on for generations among the ancient Hebrew people and eventually written down.  It is obvious that the Hebrew people spent a lot of time outdoors pondering the world God had created and given to them and to us.

Adolf Hansen began our study of creation by putting the vastness of creation in a context we could all understand.  He held up a coffee cup and told us that this cup represents the size of our solar system; our sun, our earth, and the other planets which rotate around the sun.  Then he told us that the whole North American Continent including Canada, the United States, and Mexico represents the size of the Milky Way Galaxy of which our solar system is just a small part.  
Do you get the perspective.  This cup represents our solar system so think how small it is in comparison to our whole galaxy which is represented by the size of our whole North American Continent.  Then, on top of that, there are about 100 million galaxies many of them bigger than our galaxy throughout the universe.  

When we start talking about the universe that God created, we are talking about a universe which I have to say is beyond my comprehension.  It is almost impossible to imagine the immense size of the universe beyond our own earth.  

I suspect that is what the Psalmist was thinking when he wrote in Psalm 8:
O LORD, OUR GOD HOW MAJESTIC IS YOUR NAME IN ALL THE EARTH.

WHEN I LOOK AT YOUR HEAVENS, THE WORK OF YOUR FINGERS, THE MOON AND STARS THAT YOU HAVE CREATED, WHAT ARE HUMAN BEINGS THAT YOU CARE FOR THEM?
We do seem so small in comparison to the vast universe around us and yet we have the audacity to believe that the creator of this vast universe also cares about every human being that this Creator has made.

The Hebrew people must have looked at the majestic world around them and wondered how this whole universe came to be.  And God gave them this incredible revelation that this whole universe and everything in it was created by ONE God.  
You see, in the ancient world, the religious leaders of every country believed that there were many gods who had created all that is.  The Egyptians, the Babylonians, the Romans, the Greeks all believed that there were many gods.  They believed that there was a god who created the sun, a different god created the moon and stars, a different god created the lands and plants, and a different god created animals and human beings.  They were all clear that there were many gods who were behind everything that was created and their goal was to try to please various and often angry gods.

Now, the Hebrew people had this amazing, radical revelation from God that everything that is was created by one and the same God.  To believe that there is just one God behind all of creation was a very radical belief in the ancient world.  Jewish parents told that story to their children for generations so that they might always know that the heart of their faith was that there was just one God behind everything that is created. 
That is why in Genesis chapter one, the Jewish people go through everything individually to tell us that it was the same God who created it all.  They tell us that the God who created the sun, the moon, and the stars is the same God created the earth and the heavens, the waters and the dry land, all the plants and fish, birds and animals and finally it is the same God who created human beings male and female in God’s own image.  

You see, the point of the revelation that came to the Hebrew people was that there is one God who is the source of all creation and called it good.  That is the fundamental point of the story.  Other ancient cultures said their were many gods and that the material world was evil but our Jewish ancestors had this amazing revelation that one God created it all and called it good.    

The point of that first creation story is not to tell us how many days it took to create various parts of the universe but simply to tell us that it was one God who created it all and called it all good.  The Hebrew word for day can also mean aeon or a long period to time and is not necessarily referring to the 24 hour period represented by one rotation of the earth.   
The Hebrew people are not trying to tell us how long it took to create everything that is; they are simply affirming that there is one God behind all of it, called it good and therefore we should bow down in praise and thanksgiving to this one God who made it all.  That is why the climax of the story occurs at the end when God rested and therefore we should rest on the Sabbath and give God worship and praise for all that God has given us in creation.
This is why we begin our creed every Sunday with these words of praise for God our creator:  

WE BELIEVE IN THE ONE GOD, MAKER AND RULER OF ALL THINGS, THE SOURCE OF ALL GOODNESS AND BEAUTY, ALL TRUTH AND LOVE.

Creation tells us that God did it; evolution is a scientific theory which seeks to tell us how God did it.  

Now I realize that many people see a great conflict between the creation story in Genesis one and the theory of evolution but for me I see no conflict.  The purpose of the creation story in Genesis one is to tell us that one God created everything that is and the goal of scientists is simply to try to tell us how God did it. The creation story tries to answer the question of “Who did it?” and scientist try to figure out how God did it.
The greatest scientist of all Albert Einstein once put it this way:  AS SCIENTISTS, WE ARE SIMPLY TRYING TO THINK GOD’S THOUGHTS AFTER HIM.

In other words, Einstein is telling us that he believes God thought up or created this whole universe and as human beings created in God’s image we are simply using our minds to try to figure out how God did it; to think God’s thoughts after him. 
I think it is unfortunate that our society has become so polarized over this issue and I would hope that we could be those people who can affirm and give thanks to God for all of creation and to recognize that God can even use evolutionary processes over centuries to create the world we know today.  
But our real problem is not the so called problem between what is called creationism and evolution but our real problem is that we take God and the world God created for granted.  I believe we should be down on our knees every day saying Thank you to God for creating these amazing physical bodies in which we live, the ground we walk on, the air we breathe, the sunlight we need for living, the food we eat, the people we love and everything else around us.  Whether you believe in creationism or evolution the real question is “do you live with a sense of wonder and awe and gratitude to God for creating this world or do you just take it for granted?”     

The truth is that none of this was created by us.  Human beings didn’t create this world.  When each of us showed up in this world, it was already here, wasn’t it.  When we were born the ground was already here, the sun was already shinning, the trees were already producing the oxygen we need for living, plants and animals were already providing the food we need to survive and it will be here long after we are gone.  We didn’t make any of this; all we can do is bow down in humility and say thank you to the one who created it all.  That is why we turn to God and say “thank you, thank you, thank you.” 

If we are walking on the ground today, if we are breathing air today, if we are basking in the sunlight today, if we eat anything today, if we have loved ones in our lives, then we should bow our heads sometime today and express our deep heartfelt gratitude for God’s amazing generosity to all of us.  I believe that is the fundamental point of the first creation story.

Now I mentioned that there are two creation stories in the book of Genesis.  The first one was revealed to the southern tribes and the second one was revealed to the northern tribes of Israel.  Both stories circulated for generations by oral tradition and when the time came to write them down, they included them both in the Bible.  

Biblical scholars believe there are two creation stories in the Genesis because in Genesis one the Hebrew word Elohiem is used for God throughout the story which is the word for God used by the southern tribes of Israel.  The second story of creation in Genesis two uses the Hebrew word YAWEH for God which is the word for God used by the northern tribes.   

English translators distinguish the two different words for God by using the word “God” in Genesis one and the words “Lord God” in Genesis two.  You can see that difference in the text printed in the bulletin.
While the creation story in Genesis one is to tell us who created everything that is the creation story in Genesis two tells us that people were created to be obedient and faithful to God and to care for the world God created and gave to us.  

Genesis two tells us that God first created a garden which represents all of creation.  But God had no one to take care of that garden, the text says “there was no one to till the garden,” so the Lord God stooped down and created a  man from the dust of the soil, breathed into him the breath of life, and the man was given the responsibility of taking care of the garden.  Genesis says he was to take care of the plants in the garden, to till it and to keep care of it like a good gardener.
It is interesting to me that the first purpose God gave to human beings was to be caretakers of this garden called the earth. The first assignment God gives us in Genesis is to be good stewards of creation.  Later God will give other assignments in terms of being obedient to his commandments but the first assignment God gives human beings in Genesis is to take care of the earth.
How many of you are gardeners?  How many of you plant flowers or vegetables or grass and trees and take care of them?

Now, as a gardener, you want to make sure the plants in your garden thrive.  You want to make sure they have sufficient water and sunlight and that they are weeded regularly so the plants can grow and become productive.  You care for the garden and the garden will care for you; it will provide food and beauty for your life.  

Now in a similar way, God put us here on this earth to care for this garden called creation.  We are to care for the soil, the air, the water, the plants and animals so that they will thrive.  If the soil, the air, the water, the plants and animals suffer and die because of human pollution, we will suffer and die as well.
The whole idea that we should be good stewards and caretakers of the garden called the earth is not a modern idea; it is an idea that comes for the creation story in Genesis two.  

That is why I am so glad we have a green ministry here because we all need to learn how to become better stewards and caretakers of the created world God has given us.  

Now the creation story in Genesis two has much more to say about our tendency to rebel against God and our desire to follow our ego and be in charge of our own lives, but it begins with this amazing image that God created us to be gardeners or caretakers of the world God has created. 

When we were on our trip last week we asked each person to think about some way in which they had experienced God through creation.  We asked them to think about a time when perhaps they saw a beautiful sunset and had a feeling of awe and wonder and appreciation to God for the beauty of creation.  Or some other time when they felt God’s presence in creation.

I shared that the first time I went to a church camp in the Black Hills of South Dakota I had a powerful spiritual experience.  I was in the seventh grade and we were sleeping in tents surrounded by the beautiful Black Hills.  I stayed up late one night just to look at the moon and stars above me and the thousands of pine trees growing on the hills around me.  

As I was looking at all of these pine trees, it suddenly occurred to me: “these pine trees are doing what God created them to do.  They are being pine trees; they are creating oxygen for me to breathe, they are providing branches for birds to build their nests, they are like fingers pointing to God.  These pine trees are all doing what God created them to do.”  I was standing there thanking God for pine trees when suddenly this question came to me from God: “Are you doing what God created you to do?”  The pine trees are doing what God created them to do; but are you doing what God created you to do.

I think that experience with the pine trees caused me to start on a journey of asking the most important question in the world: “Am I doing what God created me to do?”  When I look back on it I realize that it was an experience with some pine trees that started me on the journey that resulted in my becoming a pastor.  

Today, whenever I look at a pine tree, I am reminded that that pine tree is doing what God created it to do and to ask myself am I doing what God created me to do.

That might be a question that all of us might ask when we look at the created world around us.  The sun, the moon, the stars are all doing what God created them to do; that is to provide light for all living things on the earth.  The Earth is doing what God created it to do in terms of giving us the ground to live on and providing a place for plants and flowers to grow.  The birds, fish, and animals around us are all doing what God created them to do.  The only question is:  “Are we doing what God created us to do?  Are we taking good care of this garden called the earth?  Are we sharing God’s love for all humanity?  Are we sharing God’s abundance with the hungry and poor around the world?  Are we sharing the Good News of God’s love that comes to us through Jesus Christ with all the world?

The natural world is doing what God created it to do.  We human beings are the only ones with a choice.  We can surrender ourselves to God and allow God to use us to be a blessing in this world or we can become selfish and self centered and use all of God’s creation simply to take care of our own needs.  

One other person in our group shared how God had used the natural world to minister to her during a time of need.  
She told us how much she loved birds and trees and found such comfort from the natural world around her.  Her husband passed away about two years ago and she was filled with feelings of grief and loss.  On the day after his death, she looked out in the back yard and saw an owl.  She had never seen an owl in her backyard before and that owl hung around all day and seemed to be a reminder of God’s love and presence for her.  Then the night before his funeral when it was hard for her to sleep she heard that owl hooting all night long.  She shared with her family that this owl seemed to be a sign of God’s loving presence around her helping her through her time of grief. 
Their daughter from Atlanta was here for the service and heard her mother’s stories about the comfort she received from this owl.  Then when she returned to her home in Atlanta  she heard an owl hooting in their backyard that she had never heard before.  Again the owl simply seemed like a reminder of Gods loving presence for them. 
She told us this story on the boat at one of our worship services.  Last Sunday would have been their 45th wedding anniversary and it was a hard day for her.  But it was also the day when our group went into Denali National Forrest to see wildlife and Mt. McKinley, the highest mountain in the United States. As the bus drove into the National Forrest the first creature the guide pointed out was a big owl sitting on the top of a flag pole. This woman got tears in her eyes because on the very day when she was missing her husband most, it seemed as if God sent another owl to give her a sign of his loving comfort and peace.  
Now, this woman said that whenever she sees an owl she sees it as a sign of God’s comforting care and loving presence for her during her season of sorrow in her life.  

As we come to these last days of summer and enter into the beautiful colors of fall, I invite all of us to be attentive and aware of the natural world around us and how God reminds of his compassion and care through nature and to be good stewards of the world God has given us.  
The truth is that this is our Father’s world.  

Let us pray.

