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Title: Creation and Evolution – Gifts of God’s Revelations

Scripture: Genesis 1:1 - 2:4

Theme: It is a false choice to feel that one must choose between science or faith. The language of one is factual [focused on the parts]. The language of the other is liturgical, metaphorical [focused on the “whole,” the being of life]. Both science and faith are gifts of God’s revelation to us – to be used in ways that create hope, meaning, and the fulfillment of life.
It has been stated by some in the field of religion that the theory of evolution is the most direct challenge to the belief in a God of Creation. And that all other Science/Faith conflicts stem from this one. As you can see by my sermon title, I disagree. 

To me, it is self-evident that both creation and evolution are gifts of God’s revelation into the world. If one is perceptive enough, then one will see the evidence of God’s presence in both the beauty of creation and in the theory of evolution.

I turn first to the language of faith – the words of Genesis with the Priestly Code of creation, words that I lift up with each baptism. These rank as some of the most liturgically beautiful words of the entire Bible. “In the beginning, the wind of God swept over the face of the waters. ‘Let there be light’ and there was light…Then God said, ‘Let us make humankind in our image…in the image of God he created them; male and female. God blessed them…And God saw everything that he had made and indeed it was very good.” These words speak to the soul. In no way are they meant to address scientific fact.

I share with you these words from John O’Donohue’s book Beauty, The Invisible Embrace [p.36, Harper/Collins, 2004]

“The earth is our origin and desti​nation. The ancient rhythms of the earth have insinuated themselves into the rhythms of the human heart. The earth is not outside us; it is within: the clay from where the tree of the body grows…We are children of the earth…In contrast to our frenetic, saturated lives, the earth offers a calming stillness…There is something in our clay nature that needs to continually experience this ancient, outer ease of the world. It helps us remember who we are and why we are here.”   Language of the Soul.
Who of us has not been deeply moved by the beauty that surrounds us in creation? I know of no one who has seen the beauty of a deep purple, orange sunset within the majesty of the Rocky Mountains whose first thought is “Nice, but it is just the result of light being refracted through the atmosphere.” The beauty of the moment invites a far deeper response – that God is present and that God is trustworthy as the source of Life and Love. The same is true with the beauty of music – it reaches in and touches our soul. There is a time for analysis, for breaking the whole into its parts, seeking the knowledge that dissection offers. But in the context of beauty and creation, our first response is to embrace, as one embraces poetry, as one embraces metaphor.

That being said, it is equally true that as a people of faith, we also embrace the language of science, a knowledge that gives us a deep understanding into the geological formation of this planet, that gives us insight and under​standing into the formation and function of life.

As a child, I walked the desert mesas of the Colorado Plateau. To pick up a fossil of a trilobite or of a fern and to know that it was from the Paleozoic Era, 550 to 250 million years ago! This in no way demeans human existence. For me, I took comfort in knowing that I was part of this long, very long lineage of existence. The creative power of God is immense. The time of God is greater than any of us can even imagine.

What of life? How does evolution give an explanation of how life came into creation?

In 1953, Stanley Miller, a graduate student at the University of Chicago, took two flasks – one containing a little water to represent a primeval ocean, the other holding a mixture of methane, ammonia, and hydrogen sulphide gases to represent Earth’s early atmosphere – connected them with rubber tubes, and introduced some electrical sparks as a stand-in for lighting. After a few days, the water in the flasks had turned green and yellow in a hearty broth of amino acids, fatty acids, sugars, and other organic compounds. “If God didn’t do it this way,” observed Miller’s delighted supervisor, the Nobel laureate Harold Urey,” God missed a good bet.” [Bill Bryson, A Short History of Nearly Everything, Broadway Books, 2003, p. 287]

To embrace the belief, the theory, that the simple forms of primordial life sought out greater complexity and that these complex forms of life sought out even greater complexity until one has life building upon life is not a contradiction to the creative spirit of God. Rather, it is an affirmation of how God has chosen to work within Creation. We can say without doubt that God’s creative spirit has moved throughout history in the formation of the world and in the movement of humanity from one major age to the next, from the Medieval Age into that fervent time of social/artistic/intellectual change called the Renaissance, and from the Renaissance into the fully formed period call the Modern Age when great knowledge and individual freedoms were achieved through the dissection of Creation into smaller and smaller parts. 

It was in 1859 that Charles Darwin published his groundbreaking work On the Origin of Species. His premise was that the driving force for the formation of ever more complex forms of life could be best understood in what is called “natural selection.” This often gets interpreted as the survival of the fittest, which conjures up images of groups fighting with each other; the last one standing is the one that wins. And certainly, humanity has proven its propensity for violence. More people died by violence in the 20th Century than at any other point in human history.

Dr. Ted Vial, associate professor of public theology at the Iliff School of Theology, points to the Scopes Trial in 1925 as to when the cultural split in the United States between religion and science entered into full tension. On the one hand were those who argued that the realm of science was supreme and would be the answer to the fulfillments of human existence. On the other hand were those of religious tradition who washed their hands of science and demanded certain fundaments for faith, treating faith as if it were the true fact of existence.

We misunderstand Darwin’s theory if we think that it is about violence. It is about surviving. The life forms that survive do so by adapting to new conditions. In fact, in this the 21st Century, as we move out of the Modern Age into what can only be called the post-Modern Age, our very survival will depend on us moving away from violence, violence towards each other and violence towards this planet called earth. Perhaps, our very survival will depend on developing lives of sustainability, being less focused on consumption for happiness and more focused on that which nurtures the soul. A major part of this sustainability will depend on the integration of the best of religion and the best of science, recognizing that both are a reflection of God’s revelation for us.

Teilhard de Chardin [d. 1955], a Jesuit priest and paleontologist, offered a glimpse of this integration when he wrote in The Phenomenon of Man: “The consciousness of each of us is evolution looking at itself and reflecting upon itself…[Humanity] is not the center of the universe as once we thought in our simplicity, but something much more wonderful – the arrow pointing the way to the final unification of the world in terms of life. [Humanity] alone constitutes the last-born, the freshest, the most complicated, the most subtle of all the successive layers of life.” [p. 221 & 222] 

For Chardin, the next phase of evolution is the God-spirit moving through us into a global, planetary consciousness – a consciousness where we realize our deep interdependency on the creation within which we live.

It is both through the language of our faith and the language of science that we are coming to know that the creative spirit of God is leading us into a radical unity with our brothers and sisters worldwide, that we are being led into a radical unity with creation itself. Chardin called this the “Divine Milieu.” Is there any real hope that we can enter into this planetary, universal consciousness in the Third Millennium? According to Teilhard, the answer is Yes. Not only yes, but it is our destiny.

I close with this prayer of the scientist and the priest, Father Teilhard de Chardin:

Lord, we know and feel that you are everywhere around us; but it seems that there is a veil before our eyes. Let the light of your countenance shine upon us in its fullness. May your deep brilliance light up the innermost part of the [shadows] in which we move. And, to that end, send us your Spirit, whose flaming action alone can operate the birth and achievement of the great transformation which sums up all inward perfection and towards the unity for which your creation yearns. [The Divine Milieu, p. 132]
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