A SERMON GIVEN BY REV. PAUL KOTTKE
UNIVERSITY PARK UNITED METHODIST CHURCH

Sunday, February 12, 2012

Title: Evolution and the Wonder of Creation
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Theme: There are two gifts that God has given us to know our world more fully: religion and science. May we gracefully weave these two gifts into a tapestry of meaning and of abundance for all of God’s creation.
Today is Scout Sunday, affirming the scouting movement world-wide for both girls and boys, and specifically celebrating the relationship that this church has with Boy Scout Troop Five [the oldest troop west of the Mississippi] which will be celebrating its 102nd anniversary in September. And now this year the formation of Cub Scout Pack Five, which will be having its Blue and Gold Banquet after worship in the East Fellowship Hall. We live in a day when there are many activities for youth – sometimes I think too many structured activities by adults directing the youth. Of all these activities, including competitive sports, I think that scouting is the one that does the best job for all around character formation. I know of no other organization in which there is such a strong ratio of adult to youth – in many cases with Troop Five, it is almost a one-to-one ratio of boys to adult men. And yet the advancement of the boys is by their initiative and by their actions, with the adults present as an encouraging and supporting role. This does not mean that I agree with all the institutional policies of Boy Scouts of America, just as I do not agree with all the institutional policies of the United Methodist Church. But I do believe that there is no better organization to serve the overall maturing development skills than the scouting program.

This morning, there are two aspects of scouting that I want to lift up. The first is its encouragement of the young men’s and women’s curiosity – to look at the world around them with wonder, to look beyond the fact that something exists, taking it for granted, and to wonder about how/why it works, and through their curiosity to learn a broad base of skills [merit badges] that will serve them well into their maturing years. May all of us, be ever guided by our curiosity!

The second aspect of scouting is awe – through the strong connection with outdoor skills as experienced in year around backpacking and camping, hiking, and summer camps. It was through my personal experiences as a Boy Scout that I first found those moments of awe in the wilderness setting of Colorado.

Awe and curiosity – it is these two qualities that help a scout form an appreciation of the beauty and majesty of creation and at the same time seek to understand how it works through inquiry and study.

This morning, I particularly want to lift up these two dynamics of awe and of curiosity. I want to suggest that one of the significant roles for religion is that of affirming awe. And that one of the great roles for science is that of affirming curiosity.
The scripture reading this morning is an example of our faith-based awe.

Psalm 33: By the word of the Lord, the heavens were made and their entire host by the breath of his mouth. He gathered the waters of the sea as in a bottle; he put the deeps in storehouses. Let all the earth fear the Lord; let all the inhabitants of the world stand in awe of him.
Psalm 8: When I look at your heavens, the work of your fingers, the moon and the stars that you have established; what are human beings that you are mindful of them? Mortal that you care for them? Yet you have made them a little lower than God, and crowned them with glory and honor. You have given them dominion over the works of your hands.
As a way of affirming the role of science in our lives, I want to acknowledge that today is the 203rd birthday of Charles Darwin. Fifty years after his birth, Darwin published his seminal work On the Origin of Species.  Almost immediately following the publishing of this book, significant tension emerged from various voices within the field of religion, a tension that exists to this day.

As I suggested in my Friday email, this battle between certain voices within religion and evolution is largely a false battle. The Christian faith can easily affirm the presence and the spirit of God moving through the forces of evolution. Evolution does not negate the existence of God and certainly, an affirmation of God does not negate the various theories of evolution.

In truth, I really don’t think that the battle is between evolution and God as much as it is a battle over which authority will dominate: the authority of science or the authority of the Institutional Church. My take on history is something like what follows. With the emergence of the Modern Age, around 1500 C.E. the Western Christian Church increasingly found itself defensive. For a thousand years, it pretty much had a monopoly on authority. The Church was able to make pronouncements on the existence of humanity, the world, and the university that went largely unchallenged. Most obvious was the firm conviction of a geocentric universe – that is, that the earth was at the center and the sun and everything else moved around the earth. Of course, it was the Italian mathematician and astronomer Galileo who began to establish a different theory.

In studying the emergence of modern science with the scientific method, over the next three hundred years, pronouncements of Truth that had been made by the Institutional Church came more and more into question. Understandably, the Church became more and more defensive. In many ways, this tension hit a critical mass with the release of Darwin’s book On the Origin of Species. The Church began to profess the notion of literalism, which prior to this had not existed. According to the religious authority, literalism was more factual that than scientific knowledge. And thus the battle was on and is far from over. In its more extreme voices, Creationism [or the so-called Intelligent Design] declares that the universe is only ten thousand years old, and was made according to the Book of Genesis Chapter 1, in six 24-hour days.

To me, it is sad that the Institutional Church decided that it needed to defend its authority. I believe that it would have far better served the people of faith by examining what role faith serves in this newly emerging world rather than fighting it with some type of pseudo-scientific language of its own, attempting to force people to choose religion over science. Sadly, such a forced fight too often has only served to discredit religion as an obstructing, divisive force in the world, making us seem irrelevant when, in fact, humanity is better served by an affirmation of both science and religion.

As to Mr. Darwin, he was proposing a theory to account for the variations in species. In 1835, the survey ship HMS Beagle approached the Galápagos Islands, about 600 miles off the coast of Equator. A young Darwin [26 years of age], was on the ship as a naturalist [recording and collecting geological and biological samples]. What he was to discover was that among the various islands, there seemed to be variations within the species – that is, in their isolation from each other, separated by the ocean currents, the species evolved differently from each other. This became the core observation for Darwin. In trying to explain the driving force that would account for these diverging changes, he suggested the straightforward notion that the species that survived would be the ones that would propagate and increase. And thus his famed notion of “the survival of the fittest.” In the news this last week, is the amazing occurrence by the Russians in Antarctica of drilling through more than two miles of ice, which has taken over twenty years. Their drill has broken through to a large fresh water lake that is the size of Lake Ontario [approx. 160 miles long]. The water does not freeze because the ice acts like a thermo blanket and the ground has geo-thermo activity. It is estimated that this water has been isolated for over 15 million years. The possibility of studying life micro-forms that have been completely isolated is a contemporary equivalent to what Darwin found at the Galapagos Islands.

Keep in mind that Darwin was fairly narrow in his observations and conclusions. But others latched on to the notion of “the survival of the fittest” and soon an entirely different notion was being promulgated – what came to be known as Social Darwinism. The essence of this was that those who had power and wealth have every right to accumulate more power and more wealth. Those who were struggling and marginalized simply needed to accept their station in life because they were obviously inferior. We need to be clear that Darwin himself had nothing to do with this type of self-serving elitism. In fact, what Darwin was attempting to theorize about was the “life force” that drove species to develop, to evolve. His best attempt was to suggest that in order to develop and evolve a species needed to survive, if somehow it developed characteristics that made it difficult to survive then it would then to die off. If it developed characteristics that made its survival more possible, it would tend to live. For Darwin, that life force was survival.

But as a people of faith, while survival is a crucial element, we would suggest an additional, more important element – the spirit of God. I love the image used in Genesis chapter one, verse one: “In the beginning was darkness and void and God’s Spirit passed over the waters and brought forth light and life.” As a metaphor, that is exactly the primordial image of the emergence of life here on earth. It is easy enough for us as a people of faith to acknowledge that it is the Spirit of God that in ways beyond our understanding has moved the evolution of creation and all its life forms along.

Teilhard de Chardin, the Roman Catholic Jesuit priest and paleontologist who helped in the exploration and discovery of the Peking Man in the 1930s, suggested that this life force of the Spirit of God is very much in action today, in creating a energy field of life that is radically connecting all of life together. This he called the Noosphere. “The progress of the universe, and in particular of the human universe, does not take place in competition with God, nor does it squander energies that we rightly owe to God. The greater man becomes, the more humanity becomes united, with consciousness of, and master of, its potentialities, the more beautiful creation will be, the more perfect adoration will become…” [The Divine Milieu; Harper, 1960, p.153-154]
I close with this final statement:

There is certainly solid evidence of order beneath whatever chaos we may encounter. “God is subtle but not malicious.” In Albert Einstein’s memorable phrase…There seems to be mystery at every level of reality. Ultimately, we have no choice but to trust in the world around us, in the marvelous processes of nature that we observe daily, in the forces of healing at work in our bodies and in the earth’s apparent ability to govern itself and even heal its wound, in the ingenuity and heroism of our own human companions…. [Prayer to an Evolutionary God, William Cleary, Skylight Paths, Publishing, 2004, p. 45]

There are two gifts that God has given us to know our world more fully: religion and science. May we gracefully weave these two gifts into a tapestry of meaning and of abundance for all of God’s creation.
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