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FROM TEMPTATION TO ADAPTATION

IN OUR EVOLVING CONGREGATION

(From selfish preoccupation to communal adaptation)
By Rev. Dr. Led Baxter

Old Steeple Community Church, United Church of Christ

Feb 10, 2008 – Lent I and “Evolution Sunday”

Matthew 4:1-11 The Temptation of Jesus

I Corinthians 12:27 “Now you are the body of Christ and individually members of it.”

Let us hear the Word of the Lord and know that by the Grace and Spirit of God we can become the creatures God calls us to be.

Today has been declared “Evolution Sunday” by a group of clergy and congregations –775 of us across the country who understand and want to promote the view that faith and science can - and must work together. There are some in the Christian church, as you probably know, who don’t think that is true – who would tell you that you have to choose between a literal understanding of the creation story in Genesis and a scientific understanding of life evolving over millions – even billions of  years on this planet. These literalists or “Creationists” are a militant group. There is even a new Creation Museum in Petersburg, Kentucky that goes to great lengths to make the claim that the earth and everything in it was created in 6 literal days just 6000 years ago. Of course, anyone with an 8th grade science education knows that that is absurd. In my sermon about this last year I essentially said that science and faith employ different languages and concepts for understanding reality. As Galileo, the inventor of the telescope said 400 years ago, the Bible tells us how to go to heaven and science tells us how the heavens go. Biology and Theology are like separate subjects in the same one room school house. To some extent we need to keep them separate.

Today, however, having made that point earlier, I’d like to open up the dialogue between faith and science a little more by exploring with you the idea that churches – congregations like ours – are highly evolved life forms – and that we can – carefully – bring the languages of theology and biology together and  experience a living transformation FROM TEMPTATION TO ADAPTATION IN OUR EVOLVING CONGREGATION. 
It may seem like a stretch – talking about Evolution on the First Sunday in Lent – or evolution and temptation in the same breath – here’s how I see it … Lent is about reflecting on our human nature and on our relationship with God. It is a special opportunity to “repent” – to turn away from our anxious selfish tendencies and toward a more loving and generous way of life. Although we are responsible for our actions, the selfishness isn’t exactly our fault because in our biological evolution we are “hard wired” for self preservation and it does, or did once serve a purpose. 

Back in the days when our ancestors were hunting and running from the saber toothed tiger on the savannah, life really was a matter of survival of the fittest and the fastest. In fact our basic instincts to feed ourselves reach far back down the tree of life. Evolution is a cumulative process so you could say that our highly evolved human brains are built on top of our much more ancient “alligator brains” from our reptilian ancestors – way back there. I mean, look at what happens at the grocery store when we are threatened with a major snow storm – or the need for snacks on Superbowl Sunday. Watch how fast those shelves clean out when a whole herd of humans is hungry.
So it’s “natural” for us to just grab what we can for ourselves. It’s right here in the Bible. Under the stress and duress of his wilderness trial, Jesus himself is tempted to “sell out” to these baser, more primitive instincts – 

· He is faint with hunger – and maybe hallucinating a little so he dreams of somehow magically turning the desert stones into loaves of bread. The message is “Just get what you can for yourself right now and don’t even think about anybody or anything else.” 
· Jesus would also – naturally - want some fame and recognition – it would help to launch him on his new ministry – make it easier maybe - and he gets an idea for a great publicity stunt - Throw yourself off the temple – without a bungee cord - and live to tell about it.
· Finally, he imagines himself becoming very powerful – like the Emperor in Rome – where he could rule over all the kingdoms of the world. He’d be a benevolent ruler, of course, who could do a lot of good for many people with all that power.
But even in his weakened and vulnerable state, Jesus realizes that all those temptations are traps. They will limit his ministry, not expand it. All that raw power would make him just another emperor – if he went that path. To simply serve his own needs and worldly lusts will negate his purpose as the non-violent, suffering Son of God. And so he responds to the manipulations of the tempter out of his understanding of the scriptures and his deep relationship with God – in each case referring the devil himself back to the love and power of God. In his resistance to all these temptations Jesus demonstrates both that he is a human being – he feels the primitive downward pull – and that he is a highly evolved spiritual being who sees clearly a greater vision fueled by God’s all embracing love that in the long run will help the human race survive and thrive by practicing forgiveness and peace on a large scale.
During his life and even more so following  his death and resurrection, Jesus’ early followers are captivated by this loving Spirit – this power to love and forgive one another – to build faith communities that actually provide for one another’s basic needs where necessary and that challenge the prevailing culture of greed and excess – all those primitive, worldly temptations. Even though some of these Christians died at the hands of a resistant and jealous empire, the church adapted, survived, and thrived and eventually transformed the empire itself.

This congregation is modeled on those early faith communities. As a Christian congregation, we are called to be the embodiment of this same suffering and loving Christ. To the extent that we actually do that, we are one of the most highly developed human life forms. Let me say that again – Christian congregations are highly developed human life forms – that thrive best when we practice love and forgiveness and when we adapt to our changing circumstances. What makes us so highly developed and able to adapt is our ability to cooperate, to collaborate, to work together in the name and Spirit of something much greater than our individual needs – in a way that reaches out to meet and serve the needs of others. 

Strangely and wonderfully, the ability to work together – to cooperate with one another for a common purpose is also built into our makeup. Like the selfishness that pulls us apart, this drive to pool our energy also seems to be deep in our DNA. In the faith and science dialogue here is one of the ways that it might make sense to talk about God driving or guiding the process of evolution: Evolution is all about adaptation. Life has developed or evolved on this planet into increasingly complex forms as various species have adapted to their circumstances, to their environments. So an octopus with its long tentacles is well adapted to catch the fish that swim by its watery lair. The cheetah that can run like the wind is well adapted to catch the gazelle on the African plain. We humans with our opposable thumbs that can grasp things and our large brains that can grasp ideas are well adapted to be on the fast track of technological development – with all of its promises and dangers.
But something else is going on in the process of evolution that seems to run right up the tree of life – living things, from the simplest organisms to the most highly developed ones seem to have an ability to work together to accomplish much more – to adapt much more readily – than any single organism can do alone.
If you have a computer and internet access, you can actually see this dramatically illustrated on a web site that I’ve listed in the bulletin www.dictybase.org Here there are amazing little video clips of color enhanced slime mold formations where you can see the individual amoeba like cells within the slime mold organism swirling around – all in the same direction – and actually moving this primitive living substance into an upright position as it follows light. What is impressive about this stuff is that there appears to be a high degree of cooperation among the slime cells to make that happen. There is some kind of purposeful, organized, cooperative activity going on in this very basic life form. The slime mold survives and thrives precisely because the cooperative internal activity helps it to adapt to its surroundings – to move where it needs to go to receive energy from the light. There is even a kind of sacrifice involved as some of the individual cells in the slime slugs move to the bottom of the stalk to form a base and in so doing give up their reproductive options. It’s amazing! (Evolution for Everyone, pp. 129 – 132). We could make the same point more easily perhaps with a bee hive or an ant colony or a pack of timber wolves. All through nature the individual creatures work closely together and move as one to function effectively in their environment.
As a further extension on this same tree of life, we humans could learn something from our more humble cousins in the animal kingdom – that it is in our own best interest to work together. When we do that – helping and not hurting each other in caring relationships, in nurturing families, in supportive congregations and communities – we do better and we live longer. Civilization has advanced primarily through times of peace and harmony, not in war and deadly conflict. High culture – art, music, and literature arises when there is a stable and sustainable base to support it. 
Of course, we humans are more complex than bees or ants or slime mold. We value the individual in a way that other creatures may not, and we believe deeply that we need to balance individual freedom with social responsibility. What is exciting to me in all of this is that we have the opportunity of a life time to put all that together right here at Old Steeple Church. Kind of like the swirling dictybase where you can see the individual cells working intensely together, we are “a body” – the Body of Christ – and individually members of it.  I believe that the church will survive and thrive to the degree that we are able to truly work together to seek out and be nourished by the Light of Christ and “reach out with God’s own loving arms” or “cast our fish nets” into the world around us. It’s even better and more life sustaining for everyone if we can coordinate ourselves with other like minded congregations in highly organized ways –such as the Riverhead Clergy Council and the Long Island Council of Churches and the Long Island Organizing Network and the New York Conference of the United Church of Christ.
Now, someone might say, “This idea that cooperation helps us to adapt and evolve is all very interesting, but it seems highly theoretical. How does this grand theory affect our daily lives?” Well, think of what happens when we don’t work together – when we become alone and separate and distant from one another. Then things fall apart. There is not much energy for truly caring for one another. At best the church becomes preoccupied with survival – trying desperately to turn those stones into bread. 
How well I remember a little old dying congregation out in the middle of a hilly corn field in rural PA near where we first served in ministry. There were 2 or 3 families who clung tenaciously like fungus on a log to their ancient dilapidated building - and to the cemetery. In fact, the maintenance of the cemetery seemed to be the real reason for their existence. This is what happens when a church becomes totally focused on its own need, doesn’t really work together, and doesn’t adapt at all or reach out to the surrounding community.
In contrast, we see churches across the country – not just the fast growing mega churches, but smaller and mid size churches like ours that are developing small group ministries and outreach programs that are meaningful and energizing for the members and that make a difference in the community. We are already on that track. We have every reason not only to survive but to thrive – to “go forth and multiply” as we extend our reach by working effectively as the Body of Christ that we are called to be. It will be to everyone’s benefit and blessing to do this. 

Adapting by cooperatively moving toward the light -That’s what the dictybase does. So then, with Jesus as our highly evolved brother and guide, we can resist the temptation to become preoccupied with our mere survival and respond to his call to be his loving, caring, transforming Body on this earth. We do this in part by building on our God given capacity to cooperate – to work together in one happy swirling group of believers reaching for the light FROM TEMPTATION TO ADAPTATION IN OUR EVOLVING CONGREGATION.
+++
Let us pray that we might continue to evolve – to become - the people and the church that God calls us to be … Creator of the universe, master of the majestically swirling galaxies, you have brought the worlds into being and created us in your own image. Wondrous God, you have made us with minds that are endlessly curious and full of questions. We are eager to understand how it all works. Thank you for sending Jesus Christ to also show us your way of love to help us to evolve more fully into the caring and sharing people you call us to be. You have placed a love for others in our hearts and it is out of that love that we offer our prayers today … Amen.

+++
Resources for Evolution Sunday:

www.ucc.org – “Big Things” (on top horizontal menu bar); Science and Technology Pastoral letter; link to John Thomas’s excellent pastoral letter on faith and science

www.dictybase.org – Pictures/videos (on left hand menu); morphogenesis; prestalk cells during culmination.

Evolution for Everyone: How Darwin’s Theory Can Change the Way We Think About Our Lives, by David Sloan Wilson

