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“GOD CREATED THE HEAVENS AND THE EARTH, BUT HOW DID GOD DO IT?”

Evolution/Creation Sunday
St. Stephen: 2-10-08

Genesis 1:1-5, 2:4-8, Job 38:1-11, Mt. 4:1-11
Pastor Hub Nelson

Genesis 1:1 In the beginning when God created the heavens and the earth, 2 the earth was a formless void and darkness covered the face of the deep, while a wind from God swept over the face of the waters.  Then God said, “Let there be light; and there was light. 4 And God saw that the light was good; and God separated the light from the darkness. 5 God called the light Day, and the darkness he called Night.  And there was evening and there was morning, the first day.

26 Then (on the sixth day) God said, “Let us make humankind in our image, according to our likeness; and let them have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the birds of the air, and over the cattle, and over the wild animals of the earth, and over every creeping thing that creeps upon the earth.
27 So God created humankind in his image,

in the image of God he created them; 

male and female he created them.

28 God blessed them, and God said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth and subdue it; and have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the air and over every living thing that moves upon the earth…..31 God saw everything he had made, and indeed, it was very good.  And there was evening and there was morning, the sixth day.  Thus the heavens and the earth were finished, and their entire multitude.

2: 4 These are the generations of the heavens and the earth when they were created.

In the day that the Lord made the earth and heavens, 5 when no plant was yet in the earth and no herb of the field was yet of the field had yet sprung up—for the Lord had not yet caused it to rain upon the earth, and there was no one to till the ground; but a stream would rise from the earth, and water the whole face of the ground—7then the Lord formed man from the dust of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and man became a living being. 8 And the Lord God planted a garden in Eden, in the east; and there he put the man whom he had formed.
*     *     *     *     *

I believe, but how did God do it?   How did God go about creating you and me and the world in which we live?

The “how” of creation is what causes so much controversy.  The Florida Board of Education is meeting a week from this Tuesday to discuss and possibly revise it’s, “Science Standards.”  Some feel that evolution is not taught as scientific theory, but as the final truth about how this world began.  The challengers contend that the best definition of scientific truth is “uncertain truth.”  That is, a theory is always subject to modification with new observable facts and experimentation.

What appears to be the major cause for much of the controversy surrounding the topic of evolution and creation is when people confuse pursuits of two quite different kinds of truth.  You and I are spiritual people who live in a material world.  As spiritual people we pursue the truth that will give meaning and purpose to our lives.  I wrote in the Introduction in today’s bulletin that there is a reason that Rick Warren hit such a live nerve with people with his book, “The Purpose Driven Life.”  What he writes in his book is not new at all, but in this age of the pursuit of scientific truth, it needed to be said once again, that we are more than a collection of body parts.  We like to have a TV and computer that work well, but we need even more to know that our lives have meaning and purpose.
Some years ago, Dr. Viktor Frankl, a Viennese psychiatrist, wrote a book, “Man’s Search for Meaning.”  He wrote about his experience as a Jew incarcerated in a Concentration Camp by the Nazis.  His wife did not survive, and most of his fellow prisoners did not survive.  When he was released, he realized upon reflection that many died when they gave up hope, when they believed that that there was no longer any purpose or meaning to their lives.  This became the basic premise for what he called, “Logo Therapy.”  Dr. Frankl was a scientist, but his success as a therapist was dependant upon a grasp of both scientific and spiritual truth.  
Richard Dawkins, the acclaimed science professor at Oxford, on the other hand, feels driven by his commitment to science to write the book, “The God Illusion.”  This atheist goes beyond the scope of scientific discovery and declares that evolution demonstrates almost certainly that there is no God.  Professor Dawkins will one of those praised at the Atheist Convention being held in Southern Florida this weekend.

What Professor Dawkins does is to quote Bonhoeffer out of context when Bonhoeffer denounced what he labeled, “The God of the Gaps.”  Dawkins assumes that Christians worship a God of the gaps.  He quotes, if you can believe it, from, The Watchtower, the Jehovah Witness paper.  He thus creates a straw man and blows it over.  No scientist, however, can prove by the scientific method that there is or that is not a God.

Dietrich Bonhoeffer was a brilliant German theologian who taught at the University of Berlin, until banned by the Nazis in 1935.  He then taught in an underground Seminary in Finkenwalde, Poland.  In 1944 he was arrested for taking part in the July 20, 1944 assassination plot against Hitler.  While he was in prison he wrote many letters to his friend, Eberhard Bethge.  It is in one of these letters he mentions the “God of the Gaps.”

He said that we have become a “world come of age.”  What he meant was that science was now able to answer most of the questions that theologians and philosophers used to try to answer.  Thus, for many, there was no longer any need for God.  “We have pushed God out to the boundaries of life,” he wrote, “and we now have a God of the gaps.”  Our need for God is only in the gaps of our knowledge, and those gaps are getting smaller and smaller.”  If the gaps reserved for God were small in 1944, can you imagine how small they would be today?
But, Bonhoeffer contended that “religion” is always trying to create a space for God in our world. That is a fruitless task.  It is never the responsibility of the creature to find a place for the Creator.  God, however, has created a space for us in God’s world.  That was the purpose of Jesus Christ coming to our world.  We don’t need to find a place for God, he wrote, because in Jesus we have been given a new reality, a new ontology.  Jesus comes to us at the very center of our life, with no scientific credentials and no material proofs of his identity, and says, “I love you; what are you going to do about it?”  The good news of the Gospel is that God is not offering you and me a little gap in God’s world, but a place in the center, next to his heart.  

Bonhoeffer bravely marched to the gallows in the Flossenburg Concentration Camp.  He was hanged by piano wire eight days before the allies liberated the camp.  I led a study group in 1979 visiting Germany, Poland, Austria and Switzerland, following the path of this man about whom I had studied about for more than ten years.
Dietrich came from a family of brilliant scientists, and he respected their pursuit of the truth about this material world.  But, the truth that enabled him to confidently walk to his death, confident of a victorious new life awaiting him after his execution, was a truth attained only by a leap of faith.  This truth comes not by our acumen, but is rather revealed to us who believe by the Holy Spirit.

The controversy that we have experienced in the 150 years since the publication of Charles Darwin’s, “The Origin of the Species,” is largely the result of not observing the respective  boundaries in the pursuit of spiritual truth and of scientific truth.  
I purposely chose passages from the first two chapters of Genesis to illustrate that the Bible itself has two contrasting accounts of how God created the world.  The first account says that God began with a watery mass and second say that he began with an arid desert.  The first says that God created the human species last, and that as male and female he gave them joint dominion in managing the earth.  In the second, God is pictured as creating man first, and after setting him in a lush garden, creates woman as a helper fit for him.

Thus, if people use the Bible as an alternative science book, and use it to attack the veracity of scientific theories, they are out of bounds.  The Bible is a book of faith and not a science textbook.  But, on the other hand, when Dawkins and other atheist scientists say that God is an illusion because they can’t see God or they can’t verify God’s existence in a scientific laboratory, they too are out of bounds.

You and gather together today, and we confess as the church has confessed for nearly 2,000 years, “I believe in God the Father Almighty, creator of heaven and earth.”  Science didn’t reveal that to you and me, but rather the Holy Spirit has given us the leap of faith to believe that it is true.

But, we also gather today in a world of space ships, computers, cell phones, High Definition televisions, and digital cameras that we can fit into our breast pocket.  We live in a world of telescopes and microscopes and other observation tools that convince most of us that our world has a history of evolving from the simple to the complex.  This history has a span of not 6,000 years, as some would suggest the Bible teaches, but billions and perhaps even trillions of years.  What would our life be like without brilliant and exacting scientists?  I believe that when God told the first humans to manage creation, God was challenging the people made in his image to pursue the truth of how God made created this beautiful and amazing world.  Theories about the “how” will always be uncertain truth, but this pursuit has the potential of mining the infinite mysteries of this world that God has created.  Those who study of “how” of this world have had God’s blessing from the very beginning.
So, what is the Word from our Lord on this Evolution - Creation Sunday?  We cannot improve on the observation of the Psalmist when he lay under the stars one night 3,000 years ago.

O Lord, our Lord, how majestic is you name in all of the earth!---

When I consider your heavens, the work of your fingers,

The moon and the stars you have set in their courses,

What are mere mortals that you should be mindful of them,

Human beings that you should care for them?---

O Lord, our Lord, how majestic is your name in all the earth!

