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Deuteronomy 30:15-20 Y 119:1-8 1 Corinthians 3:1-9 Matthew 5:21-37 or Sirach 15:15-20

“But if your heart turns away and you do not hear but are led astray to bow down to other gods and serve them, I declare to you today that you shall perish... choose life ..., loving the Lord your God, obeying him and holding fast to him.” - from the 30th chapter of the book of Deuteronomy.

When these words of Deuteronomy were first written, other gods (lower case g) meant the gods worshipped by people other than the Israelites. 

It was a time when the common view was that there were a plurality of gods and that those gods were quite territorial. The Israelites were warned to only follow the God who had brought them out of Egypt and made his wishes known through the covenant with Moses on Mount Sinai.

By the time the New Testament was written, people had come to the belief that there was only one true God, only one supreme being who was responsible for all of creation. All other objects of worship were viewed as idols; they were merely the creation of human beings.

Two or three millennia ago, those idols were usually physical things such as statues and carvings. Our problem is that people have always let things lead them astray. Most of you have probably heard me classify those things under the categories of power, prestige, and possessions. 

Anything we put ahead of God can be an idol.

The realm of knowledge can do just that. One can use knowledge to draw closer to God and one can use knowledge as a replacement for God, in other words as an idol.

And one branch of knowledge which can be especially problematic is science. There are certainly many questions about the relationship between religion and science.

In 1610, Galileo Galilei announced that the sun was the center of the universe and was opposed by the Catholic Church. Charles Darwin had studied Anglican theology before leaving on the Beagle in 1831. The rest of his life was spent studying natural science. Of course, Darwin is best known for his ideas about evolution which he proposed three decades later in The Origin of Species.

And it was Darwin’s theory of evolution which has prompted some of the strongest reactions from the believing Christians, reactions both during his life and ever since.

Dayton Tennessee in the the summer of 1925 was the site of the famous Scopes trial. John T. Scopes, a well liked and unassuming high school science teacher was tried for teaching about evolution because it was contrary to the Bible.

The local prosecutor was a man named Sue Hicks and yes, he was the inspiration for the Johnny Cash song “A Boy Names Sue”. Hicks, in turn brought one of the greatest orators of all time, Nebraska’s William Jennings Bryan to lead the prosecution. The aging Bryan had in 1916 given critical assistance to get a young Japanese gentleman by the name of Hisanori Kano enrolled in the agriculture school at UNL. In his recently published memoir, Fr. Kano spoke most highly of Bryan.

The defense attorney was the legendary Chicago attorney and civil rights advocate, 68 year old Clarence Darrow. The movie “Inherit the Wind” 

vividly portrays the highlight of the trial when on the 7th day, the defense called Bryan to the stand as an expert on the Bible. When the show ended, Scopes was found guilty and fined $100.

My principle source for information about the Scopes trial is a marvelous book titled Evolving in Monkey Town: how a girl who knew all the answers learned to ask the questions. Its author, Rachel Held Evan, grew up in Dayton, continues to live there, and works as a freelance writer. Much of it is Held’ spiritual autobiography which describes her moving from an evangelical fundamentalist to a realization that change is a part of life and that questions exist for which there might not be a permanent answer.

Her concluding statement is, “If there’s one thing I know for sure, it’s that serious doubt - the kind that lead to despair - begins not when we start asking God questions but when, out of fear, we stop”.

Held - Evans’ experience is certainly one example of the strong denials on the part of many Christians today that evolution happens. The push on the part of groups of conservative persons of faith to teach “Intelligent Design” as an alternative to evolution is happening in Texas at this very moment. By the way, the term “Intelligent Design” 

appears to be just a different wording for “Creationism”; the wording in the textbooks being promoted in Texas has only changed that phrase and nothing more.

As one who has also studied both theology and science, I do not find the two incompatible. To me, the Bible is not anti-science; it’s simply that the scientific knowledge was quite limited at the time it was written. 

Let me give a pair of examples from the Book of Genesis.

In the first of the two creation stories, we read about the water above the firmament and the water below it. Well, water was a common liquid. 

If you dug down far enough you found water. If you looked up, you saw that the sky was blue like lakes and seas and every so often some of it would fall down. Hence, water about and water below.

The second example is of the patriarch Jacob in his agreement with his father-in-law Laban about which part of the flocks would be his. Jacob managed to apply some fairly advanced breeding, having determined what was the dominant gene long before Mendel began experimenting with pea plants.

In 2004, Michael Zimmerman who is now a Biology professor at Butler University in Indian, began what he called the Clergy Letter Project. 

This is an international organization of religious leaders and scientists created to demonstrate that religion and science need not be in conflict.

The Clergy Letter Project sponsors Evolution Weekend annually, which happens to be this very weekend. It is an opportunity for congregations of all faiths to discuss the compatibility of religion and science. This year, we have at least two clergy in our diocese participating. The other one is Deacon Nancy Huston from Omaha, who has been a good friend for a long time. She and I have been on mission trips together to Honduras, Panama, and the Dominican Republic.

If any of you are interested in learning more about the Clergy Letter Project, I have a couple of handouts available. One is a resolution supporting it that was passed by the Diocese of Southeast Florida.

According to Dr. Zimmerman, the goal of Evolution weekend is to show that religion and science rather than being adversaries, look at the natural world from quite different perspectives and ask, and answer, different questions.

A person who has managed to look at the world in great depth from both the perspective of science and from that of religion is Dr. John Polkinghorne. Dr. Polkinghorne was a professor of particle science for a quarter of a century who excelled so much in his field that he was knighted by Queen Elizabeth.

At the age of 49, he became a student of theology and was ordained an Anglican priest. Krista Tippett, host of the PBS radio show “Being” interviewed him in 2005; their discussion was rebroadcast exactly a month ago (Jan. 2011). In her introduction, she stated that he “returned to Cambridge to think and teach at the interface between science and theology.”

Polkinghorne’s comments very much reinforce the point about asking and answering different questions. Early in the interview he gives the example from science about light sometimes seeming to be a wave and sometimes composed of particles. He says that if you ask a wave-like questions you get a wave-like answer and if you ask a particle-like question you get a particle-like answer.

He then uses that as an analogy, stating:

“And the important thing I want to emphasize is that people had to cling on to taking both insights into account before they understood how they fitted together. We don't make progress by chopping experience down to a size that fits into our current theories. We have to allow the way the world is to modify our understanding of the world. And, if you're a Christian theologian, and you're telling that sort of story that I've just told about light being both particle-like and wave-like, we know that the Christian story about Jesus Christ is that he is, of course, a human being but also, in some real sense, needs to be described in terms of divine language. And it's the same sort of dilemma, if you like, and we're not quite so clever, theologically, at finding the precise answer to that. But, again, we don't make progress by denying our experience.”

Time does not permit me to share much more of Polkinghorne’s insights. 

Suffice it to say, I have found them most helpful and especially supportive of what I’ve felt to be true of the relationship between science and religion for all my adult life. I did download a transcript of his interview to my computer and have printed out one copy. It runs twenty pages. I do share one more brief statement he made.

“Now, if the physical world surprises us and is different from everyday expectation — common sense, if you like — it wouldn't be very odd, really, would it be, if God also turned out to be rather surprising. 

Things that are just on the surface, easy to believe, are not the whole story. There's a deeper, stranger, and more satisfying story to be found, both in science and in religion.”

I conclude by restating what I said earlier in a slightly different form. Scientific knowledge is only a problem for for religion when we expect it to tell the whole story, for then we make it an idol. 

Furthermore, religion can become an idol when we fail to ask questions. 

May we, instead, use both science and religion to discover the deeper, stranger, and more satisfying story. Amen!

