PAGE  
1

Tang

7 Epiphany * Faith and Science Sunday Observed * Feb 22, 2009

Luke 20:20-26 and Psalm 30 excerpts, Brandt’s transliteration

United Church of Hayward, UCC * Rev. Kathryn Schreiber

What’s in the Purse?

My maternal grandmother, Gammy……amazing, ….wise, but also a little quirky. Take this for instance…. (put out the canister of Tang)  Tang!  Remember it?  My grandmother always kept a small jar of Tang in her purse at all times.  Not as an emergency orange drink -- but as a symbol and reminder of the potential of modern technology.  You might recall Tang from the Gemini mission, the astronauts drank it in space, and my grandmother was a HUGE NASA fan… she collected print clippings, inexpensive souvenirs, watched every broadcast.  She even kept a hand-written detailed record of each NASA project and mission.


From the moment President Kennedy addressed the Joint Session of Congress in 1961, stating: "I believe this nation should commit itself to achieving the goal, before this decade is out, of landing a man on the Moon and returning him safely to Earth.” …my grandmother was hooked!  She adored the space program!  She also understood the impact of the President’s challenge, for she wanted the U.S. to be a nation of fabulous thinkers.

Man on the Moon

Do you remember what happened on July 20, 1969?  That evening, my grandmother and I were standing in a meadow beside the house we rented in rural Tennessee.  The year before had been horrible -- so many good men died – Robert F. Kennedy, Dr. King, as well as both of my grandfathers.  That night we were relieved.  Some brave and bold men had crossed into new frontiers, and were still alive.


While cicadas and frogs sang evening mass, my grandmother and I held hands and looked up at the night sky.  Our eyes were trained upon the moon -- brilliantly reflecting back the light of the sun.

“Honey, honey, honey…” my grandmother said, “There’re up there right now.”  She squeezed my hand.


“I know, Gammy.”  I said, and I squeezed hers.


“Amazing.” we said together.

The woman standing beside me that evening began her professional career as a one-room schoolteacher in the great state of Kansas.  That career ended a few years later when she was married -- because in those days, married women were not allowed to teach children!  My grandmother was never again assigned to a classroom, though she was a lifelong learner and teacher -- as well as powerful advocate for the funding of science and arts education.  I often heard her say, “A nation is only as wealthy as her children are educated.”

Remember that little jar of Tang, she loved to pull it out of her purse, and talk about NASA… “We put a man on the moon!… O, the amazing things we could do if we set our minds and civic will to doing so!”

In her early 80’s, cancer began growing in her lungs.  After a year or so of various treatments, she got worse.  Often it seemed the treatments made her sicker than the cancer.  So despite her great love and respect for science, she was tired of being a human guinea pig.  Wanting to die with dignity, we left the hospital and came home.

A newly formed hospice team taught us how to live with her dying.  My feisty grandmother lived another two years.  Time we spent together recounting the achievements of science, and wondering what would be discovered after she died.  Spellbound, we’d listen for hours to classic recordings of Mozart and Beethoven and Chopin.  She’d tell me all about the wonders of Europe -- 

architecture, gardens, works of art all of which she’d only encountered through library books, because she never had enough money to travel anywhere.  And, of course, we spoke about our Christian faith -- of God and Jesus, of life and death and eternal souls.


She found no contradiction, whatsoever, in receiving the gifts 

from diverse fields of knowledge and wisdom.  She, the eternal learner, approached every idea with curiosity and respect.  Because of her example, it never occurred to me to read the Bible as a scientific textbook, any more than it would have occurred to me to read the telephone book for lyrical poetry.  Different gifts, different purposes.


So, I’ve never been able to fully appreciate the concern felt by those Christians who oppose the teaching and public funding of modern science.  I do understand that new information from the life sciences might challenge certain concepts of creation, but personally, I do not find my faith belittled or at risk.  Instead, I have wondered what Jesus would make of our debates.

Of course, we don’t have a single quote from Jesus about Darwin’s theory of Evolution, of DNA, or AIDS!  Jesus lived before the creation of the combustion engine, nuclear weapons and digital technology.  So, I’ve been scanning the Gospels for anything that might represent Jesus’ religious views on science or scientific process, as we know them, and I’ve come up empty-handed.  Jesus’ earth time was pre-Enlightenment.  He just wasn’t faced with the scientific world as we are.

Talisman

Back to that jar of Tang.  I think my grandmother kept that in her purse because it gave her something tangible, a talisman, of NASA’s space programs and the wonderful possibilities that were emerging from modern science and technology.  

Gammy was a devoted, go-to-mass-every Sunday Episcopalian.  Avid reader of the Bible and vast reams of religious literature.  Serious student of the life of St Paul.  Dedicated volunteer at St. George’s -- Altar Guild.  And her fried chicken was a perennial potluck favorite.  She was a woman of faith AND science.  She knew the first few chapters of the Book of Genesis contained three versions of creation -- the very ancient stories about God making people out of mud, and a later poetic liturgy about creation spanning seven days.  For some Christians these sacred texts have become their talisman -- something to hold onto -- evidence of absolute faith in our modern world, awash with nearly daily scientific discoveries.  My grandmother clung to her Tang, some cling to the Biblical Creation Stories.  So I wonder, what might we “Thinking Christians” 

cling to that honors our ability to believe in faith AND science?


Remember the Gospel passage Steve read today?  A common set up in the Gospels -- Jesus is discussing matters of Jewish Law with learned men, could be Sadducees and Pharisees, Temple priests and elders, or other Hebrew scholars and students.  Since this is a Christian telling of the incident, we hear a little anti-Semitic prejudice in the story -- the ones who come to question Jesus “spies” sent to “trap” him.  I see them as very smart guys, thinkers, who are asking Jesus how to apply ancient religious teaching to a contemporary situation.  Sound familiar?  

The Hebrew scholars ask about paying taxes.  Seems simple enough -- but let’s think about that...


Israel was founded as a sacred nation, deity and human community bound together by holy covenant.  Like many tribal peoples, in the past and even today, their nation was a sacred monoculture.  However, Israel didn’t remain independent.  During Jesus’ lifetime, Israel, was, again, a vassal state.  This time, the Israelites are subjects of the mighty Roman Caesar.  Though granted religious freedom, they are bound to the laws of the Empire including the mandate to pay taxes.


Torah, the Law of Moses, provides for the economic support of the nation of Israel and its religious & judicial leadership and guidelines for the practice about wealth offerings as sacred acts,

but it does not address the specific condition of being colonized and having to pay taxes to a foreign authority.


I think the scholars speaking to Jesus are in an “either/or” panic.  Are they Israelites or Romans?  Who’s law should they observe -- Moses’ or Caesar’s?  They are wondering how to apply the old laws to a new situation and remain true to God.


Jesus responds and asks for a coin of the realm -- the Roman coin -- a denarius.  Gazing upon the imperial money, stamped with the image of the ultimate authority of the empire, he asks the intelligent men: “Who’s on the coin? What’s his title?”  They answer, “The face of Caesar.  He’s the Emperor.”  And then Jesus says: “Give to Caesar that which is Caesar’s and to God that which is God’s.”


Jesus’ answer is so brilliant it silences the academics with amazement.  I’m afraid, however, it might silence us with confusion.

The turn of mind is so quick here, it is easy to miss.


One way to understand Jesus’ reply is to see how he refuses to choose one nation over the other.  One authority over the other.  One realm of power and influence over the other.  Rather -- he suggests a “both/and” response -- there are things that are Caesar’s and there are things that are God’s.


Jesus knows that these men interact with the Empire -- they benefit from imperial technologies, trade and employment.  Their pockets hold denarii -- Roman money. (How’d that get there?)  They engage and benefit from Caesar’s empire even as it also oppresses them.  So, Jesus tells them: Pay the Roman taxes with Roman money.  AND, he reminds them that they are Israelite’s too!

They must also keep the law of Moses.  Instead of an “either/or” decision, Jesus suggests a “both/and” solution.

Anniversaries

Today, on this Sunday, we have a lot to celebrate!  February 12th marked the 200th anniversary of the birth of Charles Robert Darwin; this year sees the 150th anniversary of this seminal work The Origin of Species; and it is our 50th year as a congregation.  United Church of Hayward, UCC has always been an open-minded Christian community which encourages intellectual inquiry and respect for diverse realms of knowledge and wisdom.  Maybe we could say…We render to science that which is science’s, and to God that which is God’s.  We know the Bible is not a scientific textbook, nor that The Origin of Species is a meditation on the nature of God.


Holy Scriptures where collected and codified long before the Hubble Telescope observed deep space, or Watson and Crick articulated a model of DNA, or the brilliant guys in Silicon Valley invited us onto the internet.  I believe we cheat ourselves, and fail God, when we misuse religion and ignore science.  Religion helps us be spiritually humans, to live lives that are moral, compassionate, reverent and meaningful.


We don’t take our Holy Books into the garage with us when it’s time to tune up the car, we take an auto manual -- but we can read the Bible as a tool to gather values when making choices about which car to buy, or how much to pay the workers who make them.


We can read the Bible from cover to cover, from the most ancient manuscripts, but we’ll never find there a vaccine for AIDS, 

or how to use stem cells to treat Alzheimer’s, or tools for accurately assessing global climate change.  However, students of Darwin’s theory of evolution are currently using his knowledge to solve these problems, because Darwin’s theory of evolution helps scientists understand living organisms on levels molecular to environmental.  Our lives are improved daily by developments from the scientific knowledge Darwin observed and expressed.  We owe this intelligent, courageous man huge dept of gratitude.


If Jesus were here in person this morning, and we asked him about Creation and Darwin -- what might he say?  I think, he’d turn the question around on us.  I think he’d commend us for the amazing way we’ve used our minds to create vast advances in healthcare, transportation, agriculture, information. But then he would ask us:

Why is there still hunger?  Why aren’t all sick people welcome in hospitals?  Why is anyone illiterate?  Why are there people without homes?  Why do some people have closets just for shoes they never wear, and others spend a lifetime barefoot?


(lift up the Tang) My grandmother had great faith in humanity -- 

in our ability to develop amazing technologies.  (touch my heart) She also had great faith in God -- and God’s endless invitation for us to love each other.  She knew that we need Jesus to remind us to lessen the suffering of the vulnerable ones.  On this morning when we honor faith AND science, May God open each heat, each mind, for the good of all.  Amen.  

Resources: Darwin, Niles Eldredge and On Natural Selection, Charles Darwin (penguin great books).

