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February 8, 2009   Rev David Conley

Introduction
I’d like to invite you to turn to the message section of the bulletin. And I’m going to invite you to take notes today of the things you want to remember and reflect upon and to begin to apply. 

Last week, we began this two part series of messages on the relationship between religion and science and the implications for our lives. We discovered, contrary to what some religious people and scientists might say, that religion and science can be ‘natural’ allies. Religion can support the science in its task of understanding the world by reinforcing the faith on which science is built:  that the universe is knowable, and that the human mind is capable of knowing it. Science cannot prove either of those statements; we can affirm them through our belief that God created the heavens and the earth, and that we are created in God’s image.

We also discovered that science can deepen our religious understanding of life. Using the example of the creation story in Genesis 1, we saw how the Big Bang, quantum mechanics, and the anthropic principle deepens our understanding of what it means to say that “In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth…”

Evolution’s Challenges…
Now, we turn to a very complicated, controversial, subject—evolution. We do so—today—because of the 200th anniversary of a very significant birthday. Many of us recognize February 12, 1809, as the birthday of Abraham Lincoln. It is also the 200th anniversary of the birthday of Charles Darwin, the author of “On the Origin of Species,” which revolutionized the way we think about the world around us, and about ourselves.

Before we begin talking about it, let’s be clear what we mean by the word evolution. There is micro-evolution, which explains the changes within species. For example, many of you received a flu shot in 2008. And you also got one in 2007. Why did you get a second one? Because you liked the process of being inoculated? No, because the vaccine you received in 2007 is not effective against new strains of the critters who cause flu that emerged in 2008. 

How did they emerge? Micro-evolution says they emerged because the ‘flu critters’ evolved—new strains emerged that are not killed by previous vaccines. I know of virtually no one who denies the reality of micro-evolution. Indeed, much of modern medicine is built on it.

Macro-evolution, or natural selection, is the controversial part. Charles Darwin’s research led him to believe  that all forms of life descend from a common ancestor and that the wide array of living species can be accounted for by a process he called “natural selection.”  Members of any given species will, by sheer accident, differ from one another, and from the ensuing variety nature will then “select” only the “fit,” those best “adapted” to their environmental circumstances, to survive and bear offspring.  Over immense periods of time, selection of minute favorable changes in adaptability will bring about countless new and distinct forms of life, including eventually humans.
 It’s not hard to see why that theory presents a challenge for many people, especially religious ones.

Well, you might say, it’s just a theory, right? Right there in the name:  the theory of evolution.   

‘Just’ a theory? In this context, the word ‘theory’ is not intended to convey uncertainty; for that purpose a scientist would use the word “hypothesis.”
 The word’ theory’ attached to evolution is like the word ‘theory’ attached to gravity—it means that it is the best explanation for the evidence.

Let’s take a look at some of the challenges that evolution poses: 
Reductionism—the idea that, by reducing life to chemical components, the theory of evolution fully explains life’s diversity and complexity.
 If evolution ‘fully’ explains all of life, then there is no need for God. Indeed, if evolution fully explains life, there is no God, because there is no ‘evidence’ of God at the chemical level. If there is no God, by definition, religion is false. 

Richard Dawkins, of the of the world’s most famous evolutionary biologists, puts it this way: “It is fashionable to wax apocalyptic about the threat to humanity posed by the AIDS virus, ‘mad cow’ disease, and many others, but I think a case can be made that faith is one of the world’s great evils, comparable to the smallpox virus but harder to eradicate.”
 Dawkins says that teaching your children to be religious does as much damage as sexual abuse.
Not all evolutionary biologists come to the same conclusion. Frances Collins, who was head of the Human Genome Project, which mapped the 3.1 billion ‘letters’ of the human genome, says, “I am a scientist and a believer, and I find no conflict between those world views.”
 A devout Christian, Collins has written “The Language of God” which is a fascinating book describing the mapping of the genome.
Now, when Dawkins and Collins talk about their belief, or lack of belief, they are not talking as scientists, but as theologians. The scientific method is a wonderful way of understanding much about the world, but it is not capable of ‘proving’ or ‘disproving’ God. 
Yet, as we live in a culture which is conditioned to hear “A scientist says…” as “It’s absolutely true…,” how can we respond to the challenge of reductionism? We can point out that life cannot be ‘fully’ explained by reducing it to chemicals, that there are layered meanings in life.

Here’s an example. Suppose a wood fire is burning in my back yard, and you ask why. Well, because the carbon in the wood is combining with oxygen and producing carbon dioxide. Absolutely true. At the same time, the fire might be burning because I struck a match and held it under the wood until it caught fire. And, at the same time, the fire might be burning because I want to roast marshmallows after church.
 

The higher, or layered meanings, cannot be discovered by studying the chemical nature of the fire, right? The chemical explanation is not wrong, it is just incomplete. Now if reductionism cannot explain why a fire is burning in my back yard, I am not going to use reductionism to explain whether there is a God.
Here’s another example. This is my grocery list from yesterday—pickles, 6x9 envelopes, ice cream, salad almonds, craisins, ice  ream, mustard, ice cream, bread, ice cream… I told you it was my grocery list. Chemically speaking, there is no difference between my grocery list and Abraham Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address. They are both ink bonded to paper, right? But we all know there is a huge difference. That difference can’t be accounted for chemically, which is why reductionism cannot ‘fully’ explain the complexity of life.


Another of the challenges evolutions presents is our understanding of the uniqueness of human beings. The overwhelming scientific evidence shows very clearly that all species did not appear simultaneously. They appeared gradually over time and …we human beings arose in exactly the same pattern.
  

How do we respond? I invite us to look carefully at Genesis 2:7, which says that God created human beings from the dust of the earth. Isn’t that what evolution says? So, if someone says, “Did God create human beings?” I would say, yes—and like the rest of the fabric of life, and as the Bible says, God created us from the dust of the earth.”

Saying that God created through evolution opens up some more significant challenges:

Random and undirected changes.
 The lack of evidence of intelligent control over the process of evolution suggests that the process is random and undirected. If this is so, and there is strong evidence to suggest it is, how can we say that God ‘created’ life? Well, maybe God created the processes that led to life, and these processes are undetectable at the chemical level. If so, that leads us to another challenge…

A brutal and painful process. Individuals and species struggle for survival, and the vast majority suffer and lose seems to point to a indifferent underlying process we call natural selection. 
At the end of the Permian Period, some 251,400,000 years ago. 95% of all marine species were vanquished, with profound effects on emergent terrestrial life.
 How could a loving God tolerate the struggle, pain, brutality, and death that are the result of this process?


Billions of years. A third significant challenge—this process has taken almost 14 billion years from the beginning of the Big Bang until today. It’s been almost 4 billion years since the first life appeared on this planet. If God were behind this process, wouldn’t it have been much shorter?


We cannot pretend that these are not significant challenges to our understanding of God. And we cannot ignore them if we are to follow Jesus’ teaching to be in the world. Our task, therefore, is not to withdraw from the world, or from those who understand life in a different way, but to understand our faith in these times. 

So where do we start? As followers of Jesus, how about starting with him? Unless it is simply a rhetorical flourish, Paul gives us an important clue for putting all of this together in Colossians 1:15, 16: “He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of al creation; for in him all things in heaven and on earth were created, things visible and invisible…” Jesus, according to Paul, is the human form of God, and in him, the universe was created.

So let’s start there by asking ourselves this question: “What would a universe created in the image of Christ look like?” 
[Prayer]


Philippians 2:5-11


The most important biblical passage for understanding Jesus Christ is Philippians 2:5-11. Paul writes here about the incarnation of God in Jesus Christ, his crucifixion, and his resurrection. 

Paul describes the incarnation in this way: “Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus, who, though he was in the form of God, did not regard equality with God as something to be exploited, but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, being found in human likeness.” God, in Christ, empties himself and takes the form of a slave, or servant.

So, what would a universe created in the image of a God who empties self and takes the form of a servant take? There’s a story from Jesus’ life that helps us answer this. A person we call the ‘rich young ruler’ comes to Jesus and asks him what he must do to inherit eternal life. Jesus tells him that he must sell everything that owns him and then follow Jesus. The man walks away. What does Jesus do? Does he zap him? Does he overrule him? No, he lets him walk away. God, in Christ, gives us freedom—even the freedom to make mistakes.


So, would we expect this God to be dictatorial in shaping the universe, or would we expect this God to give the universe freedom in shaping itself? I don’t know about you, but I would expect a self-emptying God to give the universe significant freedom—even the freedom to make mistakes. Can’t we look at the randomness of evolution as an example of how God has built this freedom into the very chemistry and life of the universe? If so, then randomness and the undirected nature of evolution confirms and deepens our understanding of the God revealed in Jesus Christ.

Let’s go to the crucifixion. Here’s Paul take on this significant event: “And being found in human form, he humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death—even death on a cross.”

Alfred North Whitehead points out that, when the Christian faith entered Western culture, the image of Caesar, rather than the humble shepherd of Nazareth, became the dominant image for how we think about God.
 No wonder we are so confused when we look for evidence of God in creation.


God, in Christ, humbles self. So, would we expect this God to be flamboyant and boastful in bringing about creation? Would we expect this God to arrange the stars in such a way that they spell out “G-O-D” in every human language? Would we expect this kind of God to create life in such a way that, in the center of each life form, there is a tangle of vessels that spell “G-O-D” in every human language?

If God in Christ is humble, and if God created the universe in the image of Christ, then the universe would reflect this humility. Therefore, we should not expect to see incontrovertible scientific evidence of the existence or authorship of God, would we? 
God is humble. But where is God humble? Off in heaven someplace? Or here with us? The crucifixion demonstrates that God is a humble participant in all of creation. And I would suggest that humble participation includes the pain and suffering of evolution. God experiences/feels the pain and suffering and death of all creation—not just human life—takes it into the divine self, and offers it a future beyond what we understand as history. If so, then the suffering of the universe, confirms and deepens our understanding of the God revealed in Jesus Christ.
Which brings us to the third part of Paul’s teaching about Christ--the resurrection—“Therefore God also highly exalted him and gave him the name that is above every name, so that at the name of Jesus every knee should bend, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.” The future of all creation—resurrection—arrives in the midst of history to give us hope, and to help reorient our search for hope from the past to the future.

This vision also shows God’s patience in allowing the universe/creation to unfold in its own way while inviting all creation to a future in Christ. Shouldn’t we expect that this vision will take billions of years to accomplish? If so, then this vision, and the immense amount of time required to move toward it, confirms and deepens our understanding of the God revealed in Jesus Christ.

Now, that’s a lot of stuff to think about, but the relationship between evolution and faith is immensely complicated, and I wanted to walk you through enough of it so you can see why I have reached the conclusion I have: 

Evolution can lead to a deeper faith in Jesus Christ.

Whether we start with the reality of evolution and ask how the God we worship can create through it, or whether we start with the reality of, we meet in Jesus Christ. Christ’s incarnation addresses the reality of the randomness and undirected nature of how life came to be by putting it in the larger context of the freedom God builds into the universe at every level. Christ’s crucifixion addresses the reality of the pain and suffering in the universe by putting it in the larger context of God’s humility and suffering with us. Christ’s resurrection addresses the reality of the vast amount of time involved by putting it in the larger context of God’s vision for the future of all creation.
If Jesus is the image of invisible God, I can see the reality of evolution and the reality of Jesus Christ fitting hand in glove.
Next Steps…
As a result, I would invite you to consider or reconsider faith in Jesus Christ. What does it mean to participate in this immense freedom God has built into every level of the universe? It means that we are free to do an immense amount of harm to ourselves, and others, and even to God, doesn’t it?

Sometimes I wish God wouldn’t give us that much freedom. When I read about a drunk driver, after six convictions, is driving the wrong way on a highway near East St. Louis and kills an entire family, makes me wish that God would intervene and prevent that. God does not do so. 

Yet it also means that we are free to do an immense amount of good for ourselves, and others, and for God.
What does it mean to know that God is humble, and participates with us in the suffering that is part of life? In this congregation, we have about two dozen families who have lost children. What does it mean to know that God knows what it is like to lose a child, and knows your pain from the inside out?

And what does it mean to know that the resurrection of Christ shows us God’s vision for the future of all of creation?
During these past two weeks, we have discovered that religion and science can be ‘natural’ allies, and that evolution can lead us to a deeper faith in Jesus Christ. Make it so, God, for you and for me.
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