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Tim:
Today we’re going off the lectionary to look at the relationship between the theory of evolution and the Biblical creation stories.  It happens that this year is the 200th anniversary of the birth of Charles Darwin and the 150th anniversary of the publication of Darwin’s On the Origin of Species.  So this is a good year to address what for some is a controversial topic.  We…
Judi:  Wait!  Wait!  I thought we were going to be talking about God as Creator, and how evil the idea of evolution is!  What do you mean “relationship”?  I hope you’re not going to act like Darwin is somehow acceptable to good God-fearing people!
Tim:  Well, Judi – I think we should explore our Bible stories about creation and mention briefly what evolution is about… before we come to any conclusions or pass judgment.

Judi:  Well… OK.  (I know Creation will come out the winner.)
Tim:  Moving on…in fact, Darwin’s birthday is on February 12, so this is the closest Sunday.

Judi:  Now you’re even honoring Darwin!  (to congregation:)  Look in your pews.  What books do you see?  ….  Well – I was worried the Origin of Species had been put there in place of the Bible.  Just be careful that doesn’t happen.
Tim:  Judi – give me some time on this.  I’m just getting started.  You can say something later – if you think you need to.

OK, now – During the scripture reading, you heard one of the creation stories (Judi occasionally using negative body language throughout Tim’s talking).

Con:  One of the creation stories? I thought the Bible told us one way the world was created.
Tim:  Let me back up then.  The story that we heard was from Genesis, chapter two, verses 4 – 23.  You notice how in this story we hear that there were not even plants when God formed “man”.  Then God planted a garden and put the man there.  Eventually God made animals and let the man name them.  If we had instead been reading Genesis chapter one, we would have heard the story of God creating “vegetation”, and then “living creatures” with “humankind” showing up at the end.

David:  Don’t stop there.  The Bible has other creation stories.  They just don’t show up in the first book of the Bible.  What about John 1:1-5? “1In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. 2He was in the beginning with God. 3All things came into being through him, and without him not one thing came into being. What has come into being 4in him was life,* and the life was the light of all people. 5The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it.”

Tim:  True.  And there are other references to creation in the Bible, including the poetic words of Proverbs, where Wisdom speaks of herself:  “The Lord created me at the beginning of his work, the first of his acts of long ago,” elaborating that this was before the earth or springs or mountains or even heavens, and that she was working with God creating.  An interesting side note is that in the “Interpreter’s Bible” the Commentary actually refers to Darwin in relation to these verses.  He says that those who can’t imagine “nothing” before creation may see “wisdom” as having a part in it, like Darwin contemplating the universe as, “that grand sequence of events which the mind refuses to accept as the result of blind chance.”

Con:  I didn’t realize there was that much variety in the way creation is described in the Bible.  What I’ve always thought is interesting are all the creation stories of the world.  I found a bunch of them on-line.  The University of Georgia has “Creation Stories From Around the World”, which include Japanese, Norse, a number of Native American traditions, and others.  For example, a story from the Hopi people of northern Arizona is of the “Four Creations”.  The world started out as endless space – and an infinite Creator… who eventually created a finite being, a nephew, to establish nine universes.  The nephew gathered the matter for the nine worlds.  Then he gathered waters and made land and sea, and followed with gathering air to make winds and breezes.  The fourth act of creation was of life.  He created Spider Woman and gave her the power to create life, first plants and animals, then 4 men and 4 women (in her own form).  At first they had a soft spot in their foreheads.  Even though it solidified, it left a space through which they could hear the voice of their Creator.  The nephew gave these people 4 languages and the instruction to respect their Creator.  The story goes on about hardships and disagreements between groups of people and only a few remembering their Creator.  Even a flood.  And eventually one group that survived were the Hopi – who went to northern Arizona where it was hot so they’d have hardships that would remind them of their dependence on the Creator.
Tim:  Interesting how creation stories from around the world, and from different times, have so many similarities.  I like having a spiritual reason for the soft spot on top of humans’ heads when they’re born.  And there’s one point that all of these make about creation.  What is it?

David:  God created.

Tim:  That’s right.  How God created is not the important thing.  And none of us were there in the beginning, so groups of people are always trying to make sense of nature with mythology.  Some people think myth is a negative word – something that’s not true.  And that is one of the ways it’s used.  But the primary definition of myth is “ancient story:  a traditional story about heroes or supernatural beings, often attempting to explain the origins of natural phenomena or aspects of human behavior.”
Judi:  There you go again…  I’ve been warned about ministers like you.  You people should read the article published by the Institute for Creation Research called, “Capitulating on Creation:  Changing the truth of God into a lie”.  It tells about these “Christian leaders who allow science to govern their interpretation of Scripture, … and treating the Genesis account as a mere framework for expressing the fact that God created, rather than as a narrative relating the actual details of God's work during the creation week.”  What do you say to that?

Tim:  Um…Which details in Genesis are you talking about– the ones starting with Genesis one or two? Oh, they said, creation “week”, so they probably are only considering Genesis 1.  Funny that people who think the Bible should be taken literally would ignore some of it.

Judi:  Don’t try to confuse me.  You’re probably one of those horrible ministers who signed the Christian Clergy Letter.

Tim:  Matter of fact, I am.  Almost 12,000 Christian clergy, including some clergy members of this congregation, have signed it.  And there’s also a Rabbi Letter.  The gist of the Christian Clergy Letter is that we believe the majority of Christians take the Bible seriously, but not literally.  And, you know, the creation stories are a good example of why taking the Bible seriously makes it impossible to take it literally.  But even if there weren’t the numerous conflicts in details of stories in the Bible, those of us the Creation Research group criticizes are being respectful of the story-tellers – and writers – of those biblical times.   We look at what seems to be their purposes and the contexts of what they write.  We use historical research methods to develop a better understanding of the writings.  Imposing our current day and culture on those stories isn’t being more religious; it could even be seen as egotistical or arrogant.

Judi (more hesitantly):  Well… I know there’s a reference to arrogance in the Wisdom of Solomon (14:6) 6For even in the beginning, when arrogant giants were perishing, the hope of the world took refuge on a raft, and guided by your hand left to the world the seed of a new generation.
I guess that’s actually another creation story isn’t it?  But… this seems to be making our faith compete with both science and history.
Tim:  It’s not a matter of competition, Judi.  You know, sometimes people can treat something as competitive, as if there are winners and losers, when it needn’t be the case.  But many people believe that if God created us, then we were created with minds – to use; that we don’t have to ignore facts, historical method, scientific processes and theories – to be faithful people.  In our church, we believe that God is still creating and still speaking – and hopefully we’re still listening and learning as individuals and as “humanity”.  We don’t believe the power of the infinite is limited to a particular time period or particular words.  That’s fortunate since over time there have been different choices of which books to include in our Bible, and different translations and interpretations.  If we made all the options a matter of right and wrong, of religious importance, then we would spend all our time feuding, instead of trying to actually live up to the potential of our creation.  

The Bible is a testimony to the faith of a people, according to their experience and understanding.  We stand in that same faithfulness by doing our best to integrate our religious and spiritual understandings, tradition, experience, and other input – rather than pit them against each other.   In Ecclesiastes (15:14) we find another “beginning” that I think speaks to this:  14It was he who created humankind in the beginning, and he left them in the power of their own free choice.”
David:  Maybe that’s why there’s so many creation stories in the Bible – and other places, and so many conflicts in the details included in the Bible.  It really makes the point for us that the details are not what’s important; arguing for our preferred stories isn’t necessary; and trying to put a box around that which is greater than ourselves just doesn’t make sense.  Like the writers and collectors of stories for the Bible were doing at least partly in order that we’d recognize the acceptability of different explanations.  It’s that old idea of trying to make God fit our image.  Instead we might look at our definitions or explanations of God, creation and all spiritual matters as getting an imperfect handle on reality and recognizing our limitations.  Being humble instead of arrogant.  And probably helping us to all get along with the rest of God’s creation, human and otherwise, a lot better.
Con:  And regarding Darwin, some people quote him as saying, “It is not the strongest of the species that survives, nor the most intelligent, but the one most responsive to change.”  I understand he didn’t really say that, but it reflects his approach all right.  The Bible is a story of people finding their way spiritually, in light of their understanding in their time of what life is about, and how they should live; and responding to new interpretations and new teachers, including Jesus.  They adapted to change.  And Christianity has persisted through different social structures, different political structures, and constantly changing scientific and historical knowledge.  Christians keep their core faith, but as you were sort of saying, David, they don’t sweat the details.  They incorporate what they learn and experience, and their faith becomes stronger, not depending on everything having absolute answers in order to be followers of Jesus. 
Tim:  That’s right, both of you.  So today, though we bring up Charles Darwin and recognize his contributions, what we’re really doing is celebrating the integration of all that is in us:  the physical and spiritual, the factual and intuitive, the intellectual and emotional, the stories that both define and unite us.  Binding all those parts of ourselves together.  And maybe binding us as individuals together.  One body with many different parts.

Judi:  That sounds like good Christian theology to me!

Con:  Amen!

David:  Amen!

