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The highlight of this morning’s Torah portion was the reading of the Ten Commandments.  Ten is a nice round number and the rabbis liked to compare the Ten commandments to other tens.  For example, the Ten Commandments corresponded to the Ten Utterances with which the world was created.  For 10 times in the Creation story the Torah relates that “God said”.  Some of the attempts at correspondence seem a bit farfetched – The sixth commandment Thou Shalt Not Murder is linked to the sixth utterance:  God said Let the earth bring forth swarms of living creatures.  What links the two?  God said , Don’t be like the fish the large ones swallowing the small ones, don’t murder.  But others fit in a metaphoric way.  I am the Lord your God is paired with the first utterance, God said Let there be light.  “For the Lord shall be your light everlasting” Isaiah 60:19.  But the greater point the rabbis were making was that the God who created the world from chaos to order is the same God who gives us a morality that allows human society to develop from chaos to order.

It is most appropriate to be speaking about the role of God in society and creation since this past Thursday we celebrated two very special birthdays, Abraham Lincoln whose decision to emancipate the slaves even at the cost of Civil War enabled this country to evolve into a more fair and perfect union and Charles Darwin, whose theories regarding the evolution of species helped us understand a little better the mysterious origins of nature.  What an amazing day that must have been!  Could anyone have seen the changes to the world that day would bring!  While most today acknowledge that Lincoln’s decisions brought good change.  Darwin for many is controversial still.  That somehow believing in the biological revolution that Darwin created is an attack on Religion and belief in God.  And that is why Professor Michael Zimmerman at Butler University has promoted the weekend closest to Darwin’s birth as Evolution weekend and has encouraged religious leaders of all faiths to speak out in favor of evolution and to teach that evolution and religion are not enemies.

So on this Shabbat I want to suggest not only that we accept the scientific reality of Evolution which is something that I assume all of us share but to see the relationship between Evolution and belief in God.

On the closing page of Charles Darwin’s The Origin of Species, It is interesting to contemplate a tangled bank, clothed with many plants of many kinds, with birds singing on the bushes, with various insects flitting about, and with worms crawling through the damp earth, and to reflect that these elaborately constructed forms, so different from each other, and dependent upon each other in so complex a manner, have all been produced by laws acting around us. These laws, taken in the largest sense, being Growth with Reproduction; Inheritance which is almost implied by reproduction; Variability from the indirect and direct action of the conditions of life, and from use and disuse: a Ratio of Increase so high as to lead to a Struggle for Life, and as a consequence to Natural Selection, entailing Divergence of Character and the Extinction of less-improved forms. Thus, from the war of nature, from famine and death, the most exalted object which we are capable of conceiving, namely, the production of the higher animals, directly follows. There is grandeur in this view of life, with its several powers, having been originally breathed by the Creator into a few forms or into one; and that, whilst this planet has gone cycling on according to the fixed law of gravity, from so simple a beginning endless forms most beautiful and most wonderful have been, and are being, evolved.

What it seems to me is that Darwin is saying two important ideas that every religious person must either share or at least have crossed the mind:  that the world works according to a series of laws, that there is a patterning and ordering to the dynamic process by which the world unfolds and that there is a tremendous mystery to a world in which there is great horror and violence from “war of nature, from famine and death” but also grandeur and beauty and wonder.  

Rabbi Natan Slifkin an Orthodox rabbi of the right wing stripe and also a self taught zoologist and author of several books on animals in the Bible as well as a new book on the Challenge of Creation, explains that there are two basic components to Evolution and much of the time people confuse them.  There is the idea that creatures come from a common ancestor and the idea of natural selection.  From his own studies of animals he realized that creatures that seem to be connected to one another and must have developed from one another.  He learned this from animals that have residual parts that don’t make sense – like an emu which has wings but cannot fly.  Also the fossil record is important and unless one believes that God spent time creating false fossils to fool humans, this is evidence that cannot be denied.

The other issue of natural selection is subject to greater scientific debate; it is not clear how evolution came about.  But Slifkin eventually came to accept that some form of natural selection must not only be true but part of Divine Will.  “I realized that if evolution is NOT true then God was simply spending his time zapping creatures who were very similar to one another and deviated slightly into existence every few moments! And who is the better engineer- the engineer who makes 10 different robots, or the engineer who creates a program (i.e. the laws of nature) to make the robots?

He quoted Rabbi Samson Rafael Hirsch that if evolution is ever proven to be true it will attest to the creative wisdom of God.

He acknowledged that what some don’t like about the idea of natural selection is its "randomness."  But he is able to put this into a religious context as well. “We don't believe the world is random, they say. Well, hello, what about Purim- it seems like random fortuitous events, but in the end we see it's God behind the scenes! Or what about the idea of lottery in the Torah? The land of Israel is divided by a lottery, but God is in charge at the end- God works through seemingly random processes.

Slifkin points out that often secular evolutionists deserve blame for stirring up people who believe in God.  They will easily conclude from their studies that religion makes no sense or they collude with the fundamentalists by agreeing that evolution proves there is no God.  Slifkin argues that in this area of thought everything depends on one's perspective:  “It's like history”, he says,  “To those who are religious, history demonstrates the will of God; to those who are not it may seem completely against religion.

So if the Torah is not against evolution what does the Torah’s view of creation teach us?  Not scientific fact.  Rather it teaches us a way to appreciate God and the tools God has given us to order our world.

Chaos to order.  The world we live can be frightening. Natural disasters. Economic disasters.  Mechanical disasters.  On the surface world seems chaotic.  But underneath that surface chaos exists a dynamic order.  Even those studying chaos theory now find that there are patterns and structure within systems which were previously thought to be chaotic. V'hayata tohu vavohu but it becomes an ordered world.  We also can bring chaos in our lives and our world to more order.

Non life to life.  In our limited existence we see birth to death.  Spring growth leads to harvest and death.  But the deeper truth is that originally there was no life on earth.  After billions of years chemicals were combined to create the first stirrings of life.  This developed into human life.  What impetus brought those first living cells together?  The Torah teaches us it was the Divine Force or Will of  God.  The sustaining force we call God is what brought it all about.  

Life continues as a pattern. The Torah’s version is first earth and sky and water and planets and eventually life forms.  Less to more, simple forms to more complex forms.  plants to animals to humans.  Humans most complex created b'tzelem Elokim.   

Implications: Instead of thought about the essence of God leading to human beings ( pagans) thinking about what it means to be a human being leads to God.

All humans are created b'tzelem thus all are equal - midrash I used on YK.  God sees infinite value of every human life.  It is only humans who judge by certain criteria.

Not only that but Torah and science agree that the universe must be regarded as a whole; it is of intrinsic value, and each part, galaxy, organism, individual atom, participates in that intrinsic value as each part participates in this wonderful web of life.

In thinking about the lessons of Evolution, Pastor Gary Kowalski, a Unitarian minister in Burlington VT spoke on how even the idea of randomness in nature was not disturbing to his religious sensibilities:
I feel more challenged and energized by a future that’s wild with possibility than by one that’s already been preordained from the beginning of time. And the divinity that I believe in is not a cosmic control freak who meddles in the minutiae of genetic engineering, causing some bits of ribonucleic acid to mutate in just the right way. God is not the one who physically constructs organs like the human eye assembling lens and cornea and retina so much as the one who opens the door to that rush of pure pleasure we get when we use those same eyes to look out on the world and see how beautiful it is, lifting up our spirits to behold the light of one more dawn. God isn’t the one who gives some infants hearts with bad valves so much as the one who opens every heart to care for the unfortunate. 
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