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Ancient Creation Mythology and Intelligent Design

In 1992, while I served the UCC church in Carlsbad, Kay taught in neighboring Vista. Our two youngest daughters attended Vista High School. There were many candidates in that year’s Vista school board election – two were especially conservative but didn’t show up for many debates or seem to have much support. On election day however, those two, who had waged stealth campaigns in religious right churches, were victorious. Robert Simonds had written a book on how the religious right could take over a school board, and those two candidates followed his guidelines. They joined a third religious right advocate, already on that school board. Thus, Vista was the nation’s first school board to be dominated by the religious right.
For two years, until the Vista Teacher’s Association led a successful recall campaign, havoc reigned in Vista. The sex education curriculum was replaced by a hideous, unlawful new one. The three conservative members held hands and prayed as they took their seats at each meeting. They eliminated free food and social service programs claiming that was the domain of the family, not the schools. Several Vista educators quit their jobs, including the Superintendent and a high school principal. Morale dropped as the board attacked the ability and motivation of teachers. As the only clergy person willing to oppose the changes, I spent untold hours at board meetings and press conferences.

My first encounter with the new board came when Eugenie Scott, director of Berkeley’s National Center for Science Education, asked if I would attend a board meeting at which the board intended to replace the state science curriculum with biblical creationism. 

The meeting was a circus; hundreds of people were forced to listen outside the room. Wearing my clerical collar, I was one of the first speakers. I said I wanted my daughters to study the Genesis creation stories at school – the new board members began to grin. But I went on to say that I wanted them studying those stories in their English classes alongside other ancient mythology; not studying them as science. Needless to say, from that point forward I was not one of the board’s favorite people. A large circulation evangelical newspaper, The Good News, ran a two-page spread about me as a new Anti-Christ.
Today creationism has surfaced again under the guise of Intelligent Design. Even though courts have struck down attempts to put Intelligent Design into school science curricula, many people are still trying to make this form of creationism an equal alternative to evolution. I find frightening a study by the National Science Board that found only 44% of American people believed in evolution. 40% disagreed with it, and 16% were unsure. Even the President of the United States wants Intelligent Design taught in American schools. That’s why I think this sermon is necessary.
Today I want to share what I believe about evolution; then describe the claims of creationists along with some brief critiques of those claims; and then conclude by looking at the biblical creation stories themselves.
So what do I, most of my liberal colleagues, and probably most of you believe? Biblical scholar Roy Hoover, our initial Valla lecturer at First Church, said the first obligation of religious people is to be apostles of veracity, of truth. Therefore critical scholarship is an essential resource for a faith community. 
I accept and affirm the evidence generated by modern science that the universe is so enormous it is difficult for the human mind to grasp. It has no up or down, no center or edge. It has been expanding for about fourteen billion years from an event called the “Big Bang.” From that singular event, space, time and various forms of matter and energy have emerged. Billions of galaxies each made up of billions of stars and countless numbers of planets have come into existence. The creators of the Genesis stories did not know that!
When scientists look out into space, they also look back in time seeing our universe at many stages of cosmic evolution. As they reconstruct evolution’s history, scientists know that life on earth has evolved for nearly four billion years. 
Biological evolution means living things change over time. A great variety of organisms has come into existence over the last four billion years from one or a few original life forms. All living things descend from pre-existing life forms, and are related and interconnected. Evolution happens because of natural selection; some features of organisms lead to higher survival rates in their environments than others. Charles Darwin first brought together these ideas, and ever since scientists have refined and added to them.

Fossil discoveries, biogeography and genetics show humans and primates can trace their lineage to a common ancestor some seven million years ago. Roy Hoover contends humans emerged late in the history of the earth from earlier forms of life and that “we are the form of life in which the evolutionary process has become conscious of itself. Characterized by self-conscious, self-transcending intelligence and imagination, we create culture and shape history.” 
Do these views necessarily eliminate God? No! God could be the force behind the Big Bang, the source of life itself, interacting with an evolutionary world rather than intervening in it. Anglican priest and biologist Arthur Peacocke says, “God acts as creator in, with and under the processes of chance and natural selection.” Or you might see God as a Divine Lover faithfully holding creation in existence, calling it to levels of complexity, environment and selection that govern life. Or you may feel God gives the universe its freedom and opens up its future. Or, if you see God as I do, as the Ground of Being, as a Life Force, then evolution is no problem at all. God IS the evolutionary process. There are many ways to understand God while still affirming scientific cosmology and evolution.
Now to creationism. In 1925, John Scopes was tried for violating a Tennessee law banning the teaching of evolution. Attorney Clarence Darrow made a mockery of William Jennings Bryan’s defense of biblical creationism. By 1959, high-school biology texts placed evolution at the center of biology education. Several court decisions said only evolution could be taught in biology classes.
Creationists continue to fight this universal acceptance of evolution. There are essentially three kinds of creationism today. Young Earth Creationists say the Genesis stories are historical, scientific accounts of the way God began the universe. They believe the earth and the whole cosmos was created in six literal 24-hour days, some 6,000 years ago. They deny that the sun is the center of our solar system, insisting that we are. Many also believe the earth is flat, shaped like a coin, not a ball. The International Flat Earth Society in Lancaster, California and the Institute for Creation Research in San Diego are two centers of this thinking. 
Old-Earth Creationists say the biblical stories are literally true, but 24-hour days might be symbols of a longer period of time, even millions of years.
The newest form of creationism is Intelligent Design, rooted in Seattle’s Discovery Institute for Renewal of Science and Culture which sites as its primary goals to promote Christian theism and defeat philosophical materialism.

Intelligent Design theory claims living things have incredibly intricate features that could only be produced by the intelligent design of God rather than evolution. God as the intelligent designer. They build on theologian William Paley’s 1802 argument about finding a pocket watch in a field. Paley said the reasonable conclusion was that someone dropped the watch, not that natural forces created it there.  That analogy seems absurd to me. 
Sometimes advocates of Intelligent Design claim it is religion-neutral, but in reality virtually all its advocacy is done by conservative American Christians who accept  the Genesis stories as true literal accounts of the origins of the universe and of life.
Intelligent Design theory is rejected by virtually all notable scientists. A University of Wisconsin professor surveyed thousands of scientific journals seeking articles defending intelligent design, and found none at all. John Rennie, editor of Scientific American, wrote: “When Charles Darwin introduced the theory of evolution through natural selection, the scientists of that day argued fiercely, but the massing evidence from paleontology, genetics, zoology, molecular biology and other fields gradually established evolution’s truth beyond reasonable doubt. Today that battle has been won everywhere,” he said, “except in the public imagination.”
Let me now briefly list a few responses by scientists to the claims of Intelligent Design. First, the notion that evolution is “just” a theory and that Intelligent Design is an equally attractive alternative. The basic problem is how people who aren’t scientists understand the word “theory.” In science, a theory is a logical construct of facts, hypotheses and laws that explain a natural phenomenon. To the general public, a theory is just a hunch, a guess. Advocates of Intelligent Design have played on that misunderstanding by non-scientific people.
The National Academy of Science said, “Evolution pervades all biological phenomena and no other biological concept has been more extensively tested and more thoroughly corroborated than the evolutionary history of organisms.” The Big Bang theory and cosmic evolution are confirmed by discoveries in physics ranging from the smallest known particles of matter to the processes by which galaxies are formed. 
Intelligent Design claims natural selection is circular reasoning: the fittest are those who survive and those who survive are deemed the fittest. But survival of the fittest is simply a way of describing natural selection: differential rates of survival and reproduction. 

Advocates of Intelligent Design claim disagreements among evolutionary biologists show there is not widespread support of evolution. Biologists do passionately debate various topics as scholars do in every field. But according to the editor of Scientific American, “Acceptance of evolution as a factual occurrence and guiding principle is universal in biology.”
A final Intelligent Design criticism is that mathematically it is inconceivable that anything as complex as a protein, let alone a living cell or human, could spring up by chance. Scientists say, that although chance plays a part in evolution, evolution itself does not depend on chance to create organisms. Instead, natural selection harnesses non-random change by preserving desirable adaptive features. 

Do your own research if you have questions; scientists clearly reject Intelligent Design. 
I, and I imagine most of you, clearly refuse to accept any attempt to return to pre-scientific notions of human origins. I am bothered both by the biblical literalists’ rejection of science and also by what they have done to the beauty of the Genesis creation stories. Contrary to their claims, there is not one single biblical creation story but rather two stories written by different people at different points in history. Both stories were attempts to unify the Hebrew people by claiming the God who led them out of bondage in Egypt was the universal God of all humanity from the beginning of time. 

The first creation story which begins the Torah is a myth rooted in a three-storied picture of creation, probably put in final form by a editor in the sixth or fifth centuries before the common era. Its words are familiar:

In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth. But the earth became chaos and emptiness, and darkness came over the face of the Deep - yet the Spirit of God was brooding over the surface of the waters.

Then God said, “Light: Be!” and light was. God saw that light was good, and God separated light from darkness. God called the light “Day” and the darkness “Night.” Evening came, morning followed - the first day.

Then God said, “Now, an expanse between the waters! Separate water from water!” So it was: God made the firmament and separated the water above the expanse from the water below it. God called the expanse “Sky.” Evening came, morning followed - the second day.

Then God said, “Waters under the sky: be gathered into one place! Dry ground: appear!” So it was. God called the dry ground “Earth” and the gathering of the waters “Sea.” God saw that this was good. Then God said, “Earth: produce vegetation - plants that scatter their own seeds, and every kind of fruit tree that bears fruit with its own seed in it!” So it was, and God saw that this was good. Evening came, morning followed - the third day.

Then God said, “Now, lights in the expanse of the sky! Separate day from night! Let them mark the signs and seasons, days and years, and serve as luminaries in the sky, shedding light on the earth.” So it was: God made two great lights, the greater to illumine the day, a lesser to illumine the night. Then God made the stars as well, placing them in the expanse of the sky, to shed light on the earth, to govern both day and night, and separate light from darkness. God saw that this was good. Evening came, morning followed - the fourth day.

God then said, “Waters: swarm with an abundance of living beings! Birds: fly above the earth in the open expanse of the sky!” And so it was: God created great sea monsters and all sorts of swimming creatures with which the waters are filled, and all kinds of birds. God saw that this was good and blessed them, saying, “Bear fruit, increase your numbers, and fill the waters of the seas! Birds, abound on the earth!” Evening came, morning followed - the fifth day.

Then God said, “Earth: bring forth all kinds of living souls - cattle, things that crawl, and wild animals of all kinds!” So it was, and God saw that this was good.
Then God said, “Let us make humankind in our image, to be like us. Humankind was created as God’s reflection. In the divine image God created them. Female and male, God made them. God blessed them and said, “Bear fruit, increase your numbers, and fill the earth - and be responsible for it! Watch over the fish of the sea, the birds of the air, and all the living things on earth!” God told them, “Look! I give you every seed-bearing plant on face of the earth, and every tree on whose fruit carries its seed inside itself: they will be your food. And to all the animals of the earth and the birds of the air and things that crawl on the ground - everything that has a living soul in it - I give the green plants for food. So it was. God looked at all this creation, and proclaimed that this was good - very good. Evening came, morning followed - the sixth day.

Thus the heavens and the earth and all their array were completed. On the seventh day, God finished the work of creation, and so God rested. God blessed the seventh day and called it sacred.

That is a beautiful, imaginative mythic picture of the beginning of a universe where humans and animals all dwelt on a flat earth. When ancient people looked to the heavens, they were sure from the blue color there was water up there, part of a cosmic ocean. So in the Genesis 1 story, God created a firmament, a transparent dome to keep the waters out except on occasions when God would open some windows and rain would come down. Below the earth, people knew they could dig and find water. So the cosmic ocean must be below as well with earth pillars holding up the dry land. In wonderful poetry, this story explains how ancient people felt things came about. Notice also that God affirmed everything in creation – it was all good. 
The second story, found in the second and third chapters of Genesis, was written earlier than the first story, but may be a younger piece of the oral tradition. This writer used a different name for God and was more a story-teller than poet. Instead of a distant cosmic creator, the God of second story wanders about the earth, actively intervening in creation. 
At the time when Our God made the heavens and the earth, there was still no wild bush on the earth nor had any wild plant sprung up, for Our God had not yet sent rain to the earth, and there was no human being to till the soil. Instead, a flow of water would well up from the ground and irrigate the soil.

So Our God fashioned an earth creature out of the clay of the earth, and blew into its nostrils the breath of life. The earth creature became a living being.

Our God planted a garden to the east in Eden and placed in it the earth creature. Then Our God caused every kind of tree, enticing to look at and good to eat, to spring from the soil. In the garden’s center was the Tree of Life, and the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil.

A very different story – God creates humans first, not last as in the other story. This story goes on to speak of the creation of a woman, and of the struggles faced by people as a result of a decision to eat a forbidden fruit. This mythic drama was less interested in a cosmic picture than in human experience. Many of its details explained things with which people struggled: why do people have to labor to survive, why do women face pain in childbirth, why do snakes crawl on their stomachs, why do people die – all answered for the Hebrews by this second myth. 
The Hebrew myths of creation, unlike those of some of their ancient neighbors, spoke of a loving God who cared for people, and of human responsibility to care for and sustain a fragile creation. The second story, with Adam and Eve, spoke of community and the need that we all have for one another. Good theology, bad science!
These two myths from the ancient world were based on the knowledge available in the storyteller’s own time and culture. We can value them for what they are. However, they have absolutely nothing to do with a scientific picture of cosmic and evolutionary matters. 
We twenty-first-century people must use the minds that we affirm to be gifts from God, minds that are part of the goodness of creation pictured in the first myth. We must use those minds which lead us to a Big Bang theory of cosmic beginnings and to an evolutionary sense of how life develops. We must affirm the gift of that wisdom and discern what God means to us in that context. Perhaps we need to create new myths of our own, new stories to encompass our cosmetology and knowledge of evolution.

There is no conflict between religion and science, between God and evolution. So go forth, unafraid of new insights, courageous enough to seek wisdom, while still being sustained by the beautiful ancient stories affirming God’s love and the goodness of life. Amen.
� EMBED Word.Picture.6  ���





This sermon explains how the ancient creation myths in Genesis speak of a loving God who cared for people, of human responsibility to care for and sustain a fragile creation and of community and the need that we all have for one another. These myths are to be valued for the theology they give us while we simultaneously embrace the knowledge that modern biology has given to us.
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