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Evolution Sunday
February 12, 2009 marked the 200th anniversary 
of the birth of scientist Charles Darwin.
For some Christians his birth anniversary was an important time 
to celebrate modern scientific thinking 
and to proclaim the reality that there are followers of Jesus
who are people of faith and people of science.  
 
That was a few years after the first "Evolution Sunday." 
About five years ago some of us began preaching
about being people of faith in a scientific world
on the Sunday nearest Darwin's birthday.
We now have "Evolution Weekend" 
observed by people of diverse faiths.
 
Today, I have a special treat for you!
Last Advent Michael Dowd asked Christian leaders 
to speak about "Evolution Theology"
and he recorded these conversations 
and they are posted online (see THIS WEEK for links).  
 
This morning I'll be reading excerpts of his January 12th conversation 
with revered spiritual leader Sister Joan Chittister.  
Sister Joan is a Roman Catholic Benedictine nun,
author of many books, regarded speaker and gifted theologian.
NOTE: I've transcribed parts of her presentation,
so any errors in what is shared today are mine.
 
Sister Joan began speaking about her faith journey from 
a relationship with a "keep the rules" God 
to a God who encouraged her to ask questions.  
She said, "I found a God that was tomorrow, not yesterday." 
 
Taking about theology after science discovered evolution,
she said, 
"…it's our idea of God
that is the measure of our spirituality maturity, 
both before evolution and after evolution, 
however you want to look at it.  
In other words, it isn't belief in God that's unique to us.
All peoples, of all eras, have all found their way to God 
as an answer to the unanswerable in life.  
So, belief is not unique."
 
…"Suddenly, evolution -- that they tell us is 
the nature of nature…[is] life-creating, self-creating -- 
gives us a whole new picture of who God is 
and who I am.  
Before evolution, keep the rules.  
But you had to figure [the rules] out!  
…so evolution left us with us with two big issues. 
 
"We had to go back and look again 
at the traditional definition of creation 
before science discovered for us 
this marvelous new notion of creation.  
 
"The traditional notion of creation 
was that everything on earth had been created 
separately, uniquely, individually, discretely.  
Evolution said, no, creation emerges. 
It didn't all come finished.  
 
"When they began to show us drawings 
of the emergence of humanity 
from level to level to level to level …. 
all of a sudden we have two problems again:
Are we really the best and last of all of this 
or is creation still emerging?  
 
"Evolution says that creation is about 
the incomplete moving toward completeness.
It is not about uniqueness.  
It's about ongoing development, 
that is itself unique.  
Sister Joan went on to speak about the 
"…theological problems with the traditional theology of creation.  
The first is the origin of evil, 
the second is the nature of freewill; 
the third is the nature of sin, 
the fourth is the whole question of the origin of life, 
and finally, the fifth is, the enthronement of rationality -- 
that only the rational elements of life 
have any sacred value on this planet.
 
Sister Joan discussed the impact of the 1755 earthquake of Lisbon,
a great physical and spiritual shock
which caused people to ask what they had done
that had made God punish the innocent ones, esp. children.
"… to this day, [after a loss] you can hear folks say, 
'What did I do to deserve this?'
'What is wrong with me, how have I sinned?' 
…that's that lingering notion that God is out there 
ensuring that we are properly punished 
or persistently tested to prove our faith…
 
"Now, evolution tells us 
that it is the nature of nature for earthquakes to happen.
We see it in tsunamis… recently in Haiti… 
[natural disasters are]…part of the natural order of things.
 
"Evolutionary theology says this seeding of life, 
God seeded life in the universe 
and allows it to work its way out naturally.  
If you or I build a 7 million dollar house on a beach in Malibu 
should we really wonder that we might suffer from floods?  
Should we really get up in the morning and say,
'What did I do that God would allow my house
to be taken down in surges and waves?'
 
When we look at the question 
of free will and traditional theology
we have a real problem if God really is all knowing.
[If] God knows everything that will happen, 
how can you say we have free will? 
"How can we possibly change that?  
And yet in evolution theology it is perfectly logical, I think, 
to argue that God gave free will 
to all of human life and all of nature 
so that it could become its best.  
So that we could make choices that are significant, 
not only for ourselves, but for others.  
And that what God knows, 
is that we do have the right and responsibility 
to do those things.  
And that the better our personal decisions in life
the greater creation becomes.
 
"In traditional theology, 
sin dooms you to eternal punishment 
and distance from the God of Life, 
but… in evolution theology
this whole notion of perfectionism simply disintegrates 
into dust, and sand, and fragments.  
 
"Perfectionism is not of the essence of evolution.
Nature doesn't work that way.
We evolve through trial and error -- 
after mistake, after mistake, after mistake, after mistake,
adjusting to circumstances as they have developed in our lives.  
Sin, error, mistakes -- in evolutionary theology -- 
become the pattern of grown in life.  
That we can evolve into more tomorrow 
than we are today.  
We can learn today from today's errors 
and we can adapt and adjust to that."
 
…"Evolution theology says that life 
is in embryo in the entire universe 
and grows up full of life, every dimension of life, 
and that all of it is of the essence of the life of God.  
So, you can't enthrone rationality. 
You have a sacred obligation 
to every sacramental dimension of life, 
and that's the entire planet.  
"God in evolution becomes 
the God of ongoing creation, 
not a creative template or pattern 
or perfectionist model from the past.  
This is a God who has seeded all of life in the universe, 
who is letting that life work its way to God, 
including yours and mine.  
And who, as a result, is teaching us 
to learn from our own errors
to forgive and understand other errors -- 
to do right, and give justice -- 
so that we are making … God's world, 
according to the designs of God for it, 
which is the fullness of righteousness 
and that we're allowed and expected…
to right on growing all the way to the grave.
 
"In evolution theology free will is key.  
We have free will -- that's the problem!  
God has indeed seeded this universe with free will.  
The decisions we make are crucial.  
We can't sit back and let the politicians in Washington 
decide what this country is and what this world will be like.  
We can't just hope that nuclear weapons will go away 
and not destroy the planet.  
We can't sit in front of our televisions and tsk-tsk 
about children with big bellies who are starving.  
We have free will.  
We have a responsibility to go on creating God's creation 
in the best possible world.  
 
"Sin has something to do with growth; 
we don't sin once and that's the end for us.  
We get up and do better the next day.  …
"With evolution theology we are co-creators of the universe.  
God is sharing God's power with us 
and providing everything that we need 
to make this world, itself, emerge in better and better forms.  
We become participants in achieving the fullness of life 
by selecting and adapting ourselves.
What I come out with at the end of evolution theology is:
* Growth versus Perfectionism;
* a sense of on-going Creation instead of Fate;
* Participation in God's life; and 
* God supports, God doesn't decide, 
God supports and stands by as we grow."
 
Sister Joan says, "My theology of evolution is: 
evolution is both promise and possibility.  
It promises that we will keep on growing
right up to the measure of the fullness of the Spirit of God 
and my possibility is that I can participate -- 
I can become a better self, 
I can participate in making a better world, 
and together we can all grow into God."
 
…"There is great moral responsibility
in a theology of evolution.  
It is not an immoral or an amoral view of life.  
It brings us to confront the ultimate in morality. …  
Without it, you can, of course, 
become a very self-defined, holy isolate.  
'All of this is somebody else's business.'
'All of it is somebody else's regard.' …
'I deal with it by not dealing with it.'
I think a theology of evolution demands more than that."
 
Invitation
I find this evolution theology inspiring, hopeful,
especially the notion that our mistakes
are opportunities to grow, evolve, emerge
into the very beings God seeded to become.
 
There's a lot of grace in such a theological message -- 
that God support us as we learn 
how to grow into the fullness of our being…
as persons, families, congregations, communities;
as other creatures, species, forms of life.
We evolve. 
We ALL evolve.
May these words
spoken by our sister in Christ Joan
be a blessing upon you,
and upon all evolving life.  
AMEN.
 
Resource: http://evolutionarychristianity.com/blog/audio-downloads/
