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Six and a half years ago, your APNC – your Associate Pastor Nominating Committee – held a telephone interview with me.  I imagine them all seated in the office, or in Carl’s study, with the speaker phone on.  

At the other end, I was sitting in my home in Binghamton with a pad of paper in front of me, and a copy of the church’s Information Form close by.  I was more than a little nervous . . . I cannot tell a lie:  this congregation had risen to the top of the heap, partly because the word “Beach” stood out at the top of the form!  But then as I read further, the job description seemed absolutely perfect for my strengths and interests.  So there was a lot on the line.

As the group introduced themselves across the miles from New Jersey to central NY state, I wrote their names in an imaginary circle on the pad, so I could begin to identify them as each one spoke.  After an opening prayer, each person had an assigned question to ask me.  These questions were cleverly designed scenarios to elicit my theological and pastoral stance on a variety of issues in the church.  In this way, they could assess my “fit” with the congregation, without having to ask me cold hard academic questions.  

Interestingly, I remember only two of the questions.  These weren’t two where I tried to sound totally confident and experienced as I  waxed eloquent about some aspect of the Apostles’ Creed or the meaning of the sacrament of baptism.  No, these were the two questions where I wondered what they really wanted to hear!

One was about hospital visitation:  would I visit people in the hospital, other than church members?   Hmmmmmmm . . . . that’s a tricky one.  Did it mean that my predecessor spent too much time in the hospital visiting with those in the hallways?  Or did it mean that in your history some pastor refused to visit a non-member parent of someone in the church?   I had just completed CPE — Clinical Pastoral Education — in a local hospital, and I loved the variety of situations and patient backgrounds.  So, I had no choice.  I couldn’t read their minds, so I answered truthfully that, of course, I’d visit anyone I was invited to, no matter what their church affiliation.  I guess it was the right answer, because Carl and I are still among the “on call” Protestant clergy for the Brick Hospital ER, and we have both thrown on street clothes over our jammies at 2 in the morning to be at a bedside.  I did indeed answer with the truth.

The other question I remember was a little tougher.  It wasn’t an either/or question.  I still remember who asked it, as I jotted notes down next to names.  The committee wanted to know how I would answer a little child who asked if there really was a Noah’s ark and a great flood.  (Cringe!)  Not only was my theology and my biblical interpretation on the line, but what about that child’s parent . . . had this actually happened to someone on the committee, or were they just being very creative in their questions?

I answered with the pastoral answer — the one we’re taught to give on ordination exams — rather than a theologically definitive statement.  I said something about asking the child what they thought . . . and I think I even said I’d hope that I knew their parents, so I’d have an idea of what was being taught in the home.

Because, you see, we Presbyterians are a diverse group.  We don’t have one answer to that question.  What I believe about Noah may not be what you believe.

(
You - or you - or you - may think “why, of course, there was a Noah and a flood — and two of every animal, along with seven of the animals that were necessary for sacrifice.”   

(
Or . . . you - or you - or you - may be thinking that the God you worship would never intentionally drown virtually all the creatures and peoples of the earth.  But you think that the story tells metaphorically of God’s sadness - even God’s anger or disgust - at the behavior of many humans, and the desire for God to give us a fresh start.  

(
Or, maybe you’ve studied ancient religions, and you know that there are flood stories throughout the literature . . . massive floods that frightened a technologically naive people, floods that grew and grew and GREW with every retelling.  You know - like the Blizzard of ‘77 I experienced in Buffalo . . . I just KNOW we shoveled snowbanks twice as high  as I am tall, and that we were stranded for 2 . . . no, no, for 3 weeks.  Think of Katrina.  Think of the tsunamis.  Without television, without being able to compare notes with the rest of the world that remained dry and safe . . . surely it would have seemed that the whole earth was being destroyed.

Marcus Borg has written a wonderful book, The Heart of Christianity: Rediscovering a Life of Faith, How We Can Be Passionate Believers Today.  Now Marcus Borg is one of the best known scholars of the “Jesus Seminar”, the group which produced “The Five Gospels” after eight years of seeking to determine which of Jesus’ sayings are most accurately reported in our Bible.
  This text is not only a “red letter” version of the Bible — you may remember those from your youth, where Jesus’ words are all in red.  But this text includes “pink letters” and “greyed printing” as well, to show the Seminar’s best judgement of how close or distant the printed word is from the words Jesus actually uttered.

Yet in this new book, The Heart of Christianity, Borg, who was closely identified with the Jesus Seminar and steeped in its process . . . Borg says all those efforts to nail down history are really secondary to what the Bible means to him by faith.

Understanding that, I’d like to delve into his third chapter a bit: “The Bible, The Heart of the Tradition.”  In it he describes other biblical stories like that of Noah as stories that, when interpreted literally . . . as factual history rather than as biblical truth . . . are stumbling blocks to many Christians and seekers.
   Such as:

(
A literal interpretation of Genesis 1 that depicts the earth (or the universe as a whole) as created in 6 [24-hour] day — and not that long ago, either!

(
That God ordered the slaughter of the Amelekites: men, women, children, and infants.  (I Sam 15:3)

(
That God cares about whether we wear garments made of two kinds of cloth (Lev.  19:19).

(
That unbelieving Jews are children of the devil. (John 8:44)

Now, as I said before, as a Presbyterian, you may choose to believe that these are infallible and inerrant statements of historical and moral reality.
  And you are equally free to understand the Bible to be an inspired product of our spiritual ancestors, describing their walk of faith with the Living God, the God named Yahweh, the creating and redeeming God who put their peers’ manmade god idols to shame.

When you became (or if you become) a member of the Presbyterian denomination, you are asked to affirm only one biblical doctrine . . . that Jesus Christ is your Lord and Savior.  If, then, you become an Elder, Deacon, or Minister of Word and Sacrament, you’re asked to “accept the Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments to be, by the Holy Spirit, the unique and authoritative witness to Jesus Christ in the Church universal, and God’s Word to you.”

Nowhere in those vows are any of us required to accept the Noah story as an eyewitness account, nor the Adam and Eve story as given to us in inerrant factual form.

So, today, as we look at the compatibility of religion and science, let me state a few things that I believe, and which represent what our denomination affirms:

(
The theory of evolution is just that - a theory.  It is a well-documented theory, derived by scientific method, and it has produced good fruit, for example, in the area of medicine.

(
The Bible, on the other hand, is not a theory - it is a library, as the church school kids will tell you – a library of faith history, theological proclamation, wisdom sayings, poetry, parables, and liturgy.  Nary a science text in it!

Yet both deal with truth.

Think of it another way: “The Darwinian model is a scientific picture of reality.”
 The Bible is a theological or spiritual picture of reality.  The Darwinian model chronicles the change in creatures over time; the Bible chronicles salvation history and foretells God’s promises for the future.  These are not incompatible ways of looking at reality; they simply deal with different realms.

Our God is a very real, living God —  Yahweh, the God of Sarah and Abraham — the God of the Covenant — the faithful and providential God of Creation, Redemption, and Presence.  That God is not limited to a page or a theory.  Our scriptural heritage describes a living experience, one that we are a continuation of.  We experience God in community, in the sacraments, in one another, in nature, and in service.  When we write about that experience or design worship to elicit that experience, the form we use most often is poetry.  Oh, some may try to measure auras and document spiritual phenomenon, but that’s not really what faith is about.  Faith is about witness, not instruments.  Faith is about wonder and mystery, not measurements.

Science on the other hand employs our God-given curiosity, our gift of intellect, as we seek to describe and understand the physical makeup of our world.

Let’s take a mini-Bible study to explore the first chapters of Genesis from a metaphorical perspective, rather than a factual, historic perspective.  Get out your Bibles and turn to the first page.

First of all, are you aware that there are two distinct creation accounts?  Genesis 1 is more succinct, more generic, more grand.  Each day is given over to a specific aspect of creation, and God creates man and woman on the sixth day.

Beginning in chapter 2, verse 4, we have a second, very earthy account.  Adam, or ha adam, the earthling, is created first, then the garden, the animals, and last — Eve.  It’s a more personal account, giving names to a particular human family, beginning with the two humans who occupy the garden. 

Now, if we were to take these two stories literally, how can we reconcile even the order in which the world was created, not to mention the issue of man and woman?  And when in chapter 4 Cain is cursed to become a wanderer, he moves from Eden to Nod where he finds a wife and builds a city that he names after his first son.
  A city?  A wife?  Where did they come from?  These are hard questions if you take the story literally.

However, if you read this as the beginning of humanity’s journey with God, the climax of this story of estrangement and dispersion comes in Genesis 4, verses 25 and 26:

Adam knew his wife again, and she bore a son and named him Seth, for she said, “God has appointed for me another child instead of Abel, because Cain killed him.” To Seth also a son was born, and he named him Enosh. At that time people began to invoke the name of Yahweh.
There is a word of grace here for Eve, and the dawning of humankind’s awareness of and relationship with God.

Marcus Borg summarizes the truth claims made in these creation narratives.  He does that, understanding that the richness of detail and nuance, insight and elegance, are lost in a summary.  But for the sake of economy, here are the five truths he gleans:

(
God is the creator of all that is.

(
The creation is good, indeed very good.

(
We are created in the image of God.

(
We live our lives east of Eden: something has gone wrong.

(
And we yearn to return,
 as God reaches out to us, we reach out to God.

Now none of these claims can be demonstrated scientifically.  Yet they are all true.  Their truth is not dependent upon whether we subscribe to the first or second creation stories, or whether we believe Adam and Eve were two specific individuals, or whether Eve was created from Adam’s rib or that both genders were created equally and at the same time.

These truths - God as creator, creation as good, the nature of humanity, and our relationship with God  – these truths are more than “just the facts, ma’am.”  These truths, though expounded metaphorically, are profound statements of spiritual reality in our ongoing journey with Yahweh.  Truly, they are more than fact.

So . . . if I were to ask you what you would say to a little child who asks if the Noah story is true, what would you say?  And, would it depend upon whether there really was an ark filled with all the animals of the earth?
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