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PRAISE GOD FROM WHOM ALL BLESSINGS EVOLVE!

By Rev. Dr. Led Baxter
Old Steeple Community Church, United Church of Christ

Aquebogue, NY 

February 8, 2009

Ephesians 1:3-10 I imagine the author of this encouraging letter to the Ephesian church to be overflowing with gratitude and joy as he writes about the glorious grace that God freely bestowed on us and lavished on us in giving us Jesus Christ. In verse 8, 9, and 10 he says, with all wisdom and insight (God) has made known to us the mystery of his will, according to his good pleasure that he set forth in Christ, as a plan for the fullness of time, to gather up all things in him(in Christ), things in heaven and things on earth. 
I understand that to mean that the big picture of God’s plan “for the fullness of time” is that everything and everyone would be brought together, related and connected through the love of God that we see in Jesus. I am among those more 11,000 clergy in this country who have signed on to “The Clergy Letter Project” who think that God’s plan for unity includes a unity of thought in bringing together the realms of science and faith. To see evolution and the Bible as mutually exclusive is a false dichotomy. Fundamentalists and Atheists both miss the point in perpetuating that conflict. And so today we are again recognizing Evolution Sunday as a time to continue and encourage the faith and science conversation. I do welcome your thoughts and your continued interest in this important dialogue.
Listen to the words of the Thomas Troeger anthem today that sings of the interconnectedness of all things – how much we are a part of creation – not standing above or outside it. “The sea flows in our veins. The dust of stars is spun –to form our DNA – the coiled encoded skeins by which our cells are run - Each breath is borrowed air.” All of life is a gift ultimately on loan from the Creator of the universe. Let us PRAISE GOD FROM WHOM ALL BLESSINGS EVOLVE!
~ Anthem ~
Feb 12, Abraham Lincoln’s birthday, is also - this year - the 200th anniversary of Charles Darwin’s Birthday. And it is the 150th anniversary of the publication of Darwin’s most famous book, The Origin of Species in which he outlined his basic theory of evolution based on the process of “descent with modification” by means of “natural selection” – that living creatures become increasingly complex – over a long period of time - as they adapt naturally to new situations. Scientists learned nearly a century later – in the 1950’s that the ones that do this successfully do so by passing their genetic makeup – their DNA - on to the next generation. It’s as simple - and as difficult - as that.

I am quoting extensively today from Michael Dowd’s fascinating new book, Thank God for Evolution. He and his wife Connie Barlow have become traveling “evolutionary evangelists.” They have made it their mission to bring science and faith together by telling THE GREAT STORY of the creation and evolution of the universe. 
THE GREAT STORY (also known as the Universe Story, Epic of Evolution, or Evolutionary Epic) is humanity's common creation story. It is the 14 billion year science-based sacred story of cosmic genesis, from the formation of the galaxies and the origin of Earth life, to the development of self-reflective consciousness and human technology, to the emergence of comprehensive compassion and tools to assist humanity in being a blessing to the larger body of life. (From www.TheGreatStory.org) 
THE GREAT STORY 

is a way of telling the history of everyone and everything that honors and embraces all religious traditions and creation stories. It is the sacred narrative of an evolving Universe of emergent complexity and breathtaking creativity and cooperation — a story that offers each of us the opportunity to find meaning and purpose in our lives and our time in history.

Five Unique Characters of The Great Story 
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	1. The Great Story is the story of the changing story. Whenever a new discovery is made in the sciences, this creation story changes. Change is to be welcomed — not feared. 

2. The Great Story is a creation story that is not yet over. Evolutionary change at all levels (cosmos, planetary, life, culture) will continue into the future, and we humans bear a responsibility for how the story will continue on Earth. 

3. The Great Story is a new creation story shaped with a planetary perspective to which all cultures contribute. Because the scientific enterprise is now global in scope, this story necessarily has its origins and ongoing influences centered at the scale of the whole Earth — influenced by peoples of all ethnicities, all religious traditions, and hailing from all bioregions. (This is the unity character.) 

4. The Great Story is radically open to multiple interpretations. Because the empirical and theoretical sciences search entirely for material explanations of the world, whenever one ventures into the realm of meaning or into the realm of spirit, the interpretations necessarily go beyond the science. And yet, make meaning we must! Humans are intrinsically meaning-makers, whether we construe that meaning to be innate in the cosmos or created by the human mind. (This is the diversity character.) 

5. The Great Story manifests synergistic coherence between science, religion, and the needs of today's world. Because the creation stories of classical religions and primary peoples were birthed well prior to the discoveries of an evolutionary universe, these stories can at best be reconciled with scientific awareness. In contrast, The Great Story grounds its celebratory creation story on the contributions of the scientific endeavor, and the interpretations are nuanced to be empowering for today's concerns. 




So how does this “Great Story” match up with our Judeo Christian Biblical Story of Creation and God and human nature? Well, it potentially includes our story and the creation stories of all faith traditions as long as people are willing to accept the universal language of science. 

But let’s back up for a second. We’ve talked before about how it is helpful to separate science and faith. For one thing they are asking different questions. Science is about how things work. Faith is about Who keeps it all going. The Bible is not a science book. The creation story in Genesis – written about 500 years before the time of Jesus – is based on a “Flat Earth Faith.” People then saw all of creation as a big disc with a dome over the top. The disc was the earth and seas. The dome was the sky. The sun, moon and stars were holes in the dome. And God sat up above the dome some where. After all, that is what the world looks like if you stand outside anywhere. It is only in the last 500 years or so that we began to understand that the earth goes around the sun – not the other way around. So one way to break up the fight between science and faith is to see that they are concerned with different realms – Astronomy describes the physical universe. The Bible invites us into a relationship with God – who we believe created this awesome universe.
The problem with keeping them too separate is that you get scientists who don’t appreciate God and deeply religious people who don’t understand much science. The new story, the Great Story celebrates the scientific discoveries of astronomy, geology, anthropology, and biology and seeks a way to integrate this new knowledge - to bring science and faith back together - with a deep trust in God through “evolutionary faith.”
Evolutionary faith tells us that the universe is not a mere 6000 years old as some Biblical literalists actually still insist, but more like 14.5 billion years old. The earth is about 4.5 billion years old. The story of biological evolution tells us that life originated here about 3 billion years ago and that all of life had arisen from simple single celled animals to complex creatures like ourselves. Now we can begin to see that we are really thinking, worshipping star dust – the universe reflecting on itself. (p 53)
Why should we thank God for evolution or PRAISE GOD FROM WHOM ALL BLESSING EVOLVE? There are many connections. I’ll name a few that jump out at me.

The Key theme is: “Nested Emergence” (p 86) – each new reality growing out of and resting in the previous one. Think of Russian dolls nested inside one another. (Show the dolls) “We now know that stars create almost all the atoms on the periodic table of elements. (Did you have chemistry somewhere along the line?) Atoms in community give rise to molecules. Molecules assemble into living cells. Out of cells emerge multicellular plants, animals, and fungi. Ants, termites, crows, prairie dogs, and human beings generate societies. Societies spawn cultures and technologies. Cultures – at least human ones – yield artistic and religious expression. And – this is where the faith comes in - the creativity of all of it, at every level, is possible only because of the Ultimate Whole of Reality, which (we could)  enthusiastically call “God.” 
… Creation is a self-organizing, nested, emergent process of divine creativity – creative wholes that are part of larger creative wholes within still larger wholes.” Philosopher Ken Wilber, author of A Brief History of Everything, predicts that this view of reality will be the first principle, the solid foundation, for 21st century science, philosophy, and theology.

These are big ideas – huge ideas! So, practically speaking, how does this new evolutionary way of looking at God and all of creation help us?

Evolution is helpful, for example, in understanding and accepting our own human development – especially the more aggressive and needy parts of ourselves. Remember that catchy phrase from high school biology – “ontogeny recapitulates phylogeny?” In other words each later more complex development in the tree of life is built on the previous ones. So we humans carry within ourselves some of the characteristics of our more primitive ancestors. Are we related to monkeys and gorillas? Absolutely! They are among our closest cousins on the tree of life. Does that bother you? Get over it, says Rev. Michael Dowd. We are also related to zucchini! 

Regarding our place in the animal kingdom, Michael talks about this in a child friendly way as 3 stages. From way back there is our “lizard legacy.” Our reptilian ancestors and their modern descendents were and are interested primarily in food, fighting, and sex. Does any of that sound familiar? Some would say that pretty much sums up the modern American male. This may sound funny – and it can be a problem - but how liberating to realize that all those powerful drives are wired into us – men and women – from way back. Just understanding that reality can help us to be more self accepting which is a form of grace. It was also at this stage of our evolutionary development that we learned to walk and breathe. We need to appreciate, respect and embrace and govern our Lizard Legacy, but not try to escape it or deny it.
A later major stage is the “furry l’il mammal.” All our drives toward status and our needs for affection – our emotions began to evolve at this point. We can see that cats and dogs and apes have feelings. It’s part of why they are such great companions. (Well, the cats and dogs are anyway :-)

Then in a more recent stage of our evolution, our forebrains really took off and we developed what Michael light heartedly calls “our higher porpoise.” We now have the capacity – if we choose to use it – to think deep thoughts, to engage in the symbolic sounds and writing of language. And we can regulate those more ancient urges and channel our energy in ways that benefit others as well as ourselves.  
Just knowing all this about ourselves is a gift and a blessing. It is a matter of faith as well as science, because God is in and through it all. In this view, God is not “outside” of reality sitting on an invisible throne above the heavenly dome as the ancients thought or “watching from a distance” as the Bette Midler song says. God is that which embraces everything else – like the largest nesting doll that encloses all the others. (Show Russian dolls.) But God is also – as Jesus said – within us and among us. “God” in this new understanding “is no less than a holy name for Supreme Wholeness, that Ultimate Creative Reality that brought – and is still bringing - everything step-by-step into existence” (p282) while being completely in that existence.
This means, of course, that since God includes all that God has created and is not separate from it, we ought to be very concerned about every one and every thing around us. If we pollute the earth, we pollute God – and ourselves. 

Jesus is, of course, the supreme example of God in nature – or God as nature by becoming one of us. In this interpretation of the Christian Gospel, “Jesus as God’s way, truth, and life” means that to the extent that we live in harmony with God and the universe – or with “evolutionary integrity,” as Jesus lived then we are living God’s way, manifesting God’s truth, and bringing God’s vitality and life-enhancing service into the world.(p337) The love that Jesus showed us is also there for us – if we open our eyes and our hearts to it – in every tree and flower, every endangered creature, and in every sunset over the Sound.
Thank God for Evolution! And PRAISE GOD FROM WHOM ALL our BLESSINGS EVOLVE!

Let us pray to and with the source and sum of life itself …

Creator of the universe, you in whom we live and move and have our being, you have made us in your image not for us to stand above the rest of creation, but to live in harmony with everything and everyone since we are all a part of you. Help us to feel deeply our connection with all of the rest of life – the people around us – and also the animals and the plants, the forests and the fields, the rivers and the oceans, the mountains and the plains. Thank you, awesome God, for creating us from star stuff and then evolving us into creatures who can look up and out and back to our beginnings. Guide us to be loving and careful with ourselves and all of reality so that we are helping you with your dream of uniting all things in the kind of love that Jesus brought us.
With that love, we reach out with our hearts now to all those in need this day as we silently pray …………. Amen.

Additional thoughts
- We are both remote and special – The scale of things: In one sense we may feel insignificant – a tiny spec on the edge of a far flung galaxy – but each of us is also the result – so far – if 14+ billion years of cosmic evolution. Does that make you feel at least a little “special?”

- We are related to everything – 

89 Ancestral stars are part of our genealogy
Nat. Geog, Feb, 2009, pp64,65– same gene for bird songs and human speech
- Evolution as “Purposeful” – even though mutations are “random”…
- One thing is crucial – that we align our self-interest with the Well-being of the Whole of creation.  
