Morning Prayer           2nd before Lent        27/02/2011

Genesis 1:1-2:3,  Romans 8:18-25, Matthew 6:25-34


What do these three people have in common? They all present Science programmes on the BBC. David Attenborough is probably the best known. At eighty four, the veteran broadcaster is still going strong with a recent programme looking at creatures that have been extinct for millions of years. Brian Cox is a professor of Physics at Manchester University, one time rock star and presenter of “Wonders of the solar system” among other science related programmes. A new series, “The wonders of the Universe” is imminent. The third is a young man called Greg Foot, who was a pupil at Ulverston Victoria High School in the early nineties and has appeared on the TV enthusing about science in a way designed to appeal to the BBC 3 generation. There is a you-tube clip that is set up to play after the service if you want to see what happens when you get enthusiastic about Physics. Science is part of our culture and we absorb the underlying messages that presenters such as these communicate along with the stunning photography and fascinating information that they are able to draw on for their programmes. The problem for us as Christians is that at three crucial points, their underlying assumptions about the world around us are contrary to what the Bible teaches. How did creation come into being? How did life start? What is the significance of man in the whole scheme of things? 

Science is not equipped to answer the question of how the stuff of the universe came into existence. It is there, we can observe it, seek to understand it and try to predict what happens based on what has been observed. Modern science is making sense of the tiniest particles that make up matter and his investigating the furthest reaches of the universe. We now know, for example, that there are more stars in the sky than there are grains of sand on all the sea shores of the earth. It can go back to the smallest fraction of a second after the big bang, but it can’t tell us how creation came into existence. Whenever a TV presenter assumes or even says that creation is a random, chance event, or that our universe may be just one of many universes, then they have strayed beyond the scope of science.

The origin of life on earth is another problem area. The assumption is that life evolved from amino acids. These came into existence in the conditions that existed on the earth in the time soon after its formation. They then combined to form the proteins that are the building blocks of living things. In his book, “God’s Undertaker”, John Lennox shows that the statistical probability of this occurring in the time available before the fossil records show that life existed on earth, is vanishingly small. He quotes Sir Francis Crick, one of the scientists who unlocked the genetic code, not someone sympathetic to the Christian faith, as saying “The origin of life seems almost to be a miracle, so many are the conditions which would have had to be have been satisfied to get it going.”  Despite what may be claimed on the TV, the jury is still out when it comes to explaining scientifically the origin and development of life on earth. 

We are the first generation to see the earth on which we live from the outside looking in. We are all familiar with the picture of our planet viewed from space, beautiful, yet somehow fragile and vulnerable. The assumption we are presented with is that this earth is just one of many planets in the universe on which there may be life, that humans are simply one species among many, that compared with the immensity of time and space, we are of little or no significance. The Bible, as we shall see, gives us a radically different message.

So may we turn to our Bible passages, first of all, Genesis 1:1 to 2:3, the account of the Creation. I don’t intend to give a detailed attempt to harmonise the six days of creation in the chapter with the scientific description that includes the big bang theory. This theory, for which there is overwhelmingly good evidence, describes a 15 billion year old universe. The  earth came into being from recycled, exploded star dust some 4.5 billion years ago. Only after this recycling could the heavier elements that we are familiar with be formed. Genesis chapter one is not a scientific text book, and so we would not expect it to say things in the same way. Science is tentative and scientific theories change as new observations are made.  A case has been made that Genesis chapter 1 adopts a literary approach; it is theological, rather than scientific. There is a good match between the order in which science describes the way the earth and its life has developed, but it is not possible to get a perfect match between the two. Just think about the many millions of words that have been written on the subject from a scientific point of view, and the simplicity and elegance of this one chapter of Genesis. This literary view and several others are covered in the books by the cosmologist and theologian David Wilkinson. I can let you have the references at the end of the service if you wish to pursue that yourself. The alternative view of a very young earth of only ten thousand years or so is espoused by  a number of scientists. One such is John Mackay and you can get an idea of that approach by doing an internet search under his name. He did visit the area a few years ago and spoke to a group of home schooled children as well as to adults. 

My thinking on this subject has been stimulated recently in conversation with a friend who is Jewish and who pointed me in the direction of a Jewish scientist and Hebrew scholar, Gerald Schroder. It is worth noting that this same debate is taking place in Jewish circles as well as Christian. Some of his insights I found helpful and interesting. He adopts the position, correctly I believe, that time, as well as space and matter were  created by God. He brings in the relativity of time that was introduced by Einstein; the idea that time does not pass at the same rate for observers travelling at very high speeds relative to each other. This relativity of time was recognised by the Psalmist many years before Einstein when he wrote  that a thousand years from our  point of view are like the passage of an evening from God’s point of view. Schroder suggests that Genesis 1 looks forward from the instant of creation to the creation of Adam and Eve, and as far as God is concerned, only six days pass before the work of creation is completed. As we look back from the present, 15 billion years have occurred. It is not a case of either six days or fifteen billion years, but both six days and fifteen billion years. It is an intriguing argument that is worth thinking about.

“In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth.” No attempt to explain or justify, just the simple, elegant statement, God did it. Creation, the earth, the universe, came into being and it has a Creator. At first there was no particular shape or form to what had been created, God is Spirit, wind, breath, mind, and was ready to start work to bring shape, form and purpose to what had been set in train. We don’t have time to go through each day in detail, but it is worth noting the refrain at the end of each day of creation, “There was evening and there was morning…”.  The Hebrew root for the word “evening” suggests disorder, in the evening things are blurry and hard to see. Similarly, the root meaning of the word “morning” is order, when it gets light, things become plain and orderly. So, as we progress through each day of creation, things go from disorder to order. Conditions take more shape, the earth becomes a place where plants and animals are able to flourish and grow, until eventually man, the pinnacle of God’s creation, is able to take centre stage in an earth that is good and right in every way. This reverses the way that systems, according to scientific understanding, become more disordered as time progresses. Just  imagine trying to get the milk back out of a cup of tea once it has been stirred up, and you will understand the concept. The conclusion at verse 31 is that “God saw that everything that he had made, and behold it was very good. And there was evening and morning the sixth day.” 

So, the earth and universe that we inhabit are not a result of blind chance and unthinking evolutionary forces, it is a very special place that was brought into being by the Creator God, who continues to hold it in being every moment that passes. It has been designed specifically for us. Men and women are the peak, the pinnacle of what God created. We are not just one species among many, but the ones God created to be the stewards and caretakers of all that He made. We have privileges and responsibilities. We have been created to enjoy a relationship with the Creator. The Westminster confession puts it like this “The chief end of man is to glorify God and enjoy him for ever.” Our place is at the peak of the creation, but under the God who is the Creator.

The problem is that man has rebelled against this and set himself up against God. Starting with Adam and Eve, we have said to ourselves that we can do it our way, and that pride is the basis of sin. Genesis chapter 3 describes the fall from what God intended for the pinnacle of his creation. To further compound the problem, we have dragged the rest of creation into our rebellion, so that the creation itself no longer operates in the good way that was God’s original plan. The reading from the epistle set for today, Romans 8:18-25 describes the creation as being subjected to futility, in bondage to decay and groaning as if in the pains of childbirth. But there is hope. No sooner had Adam and Eve set in train the pattern of rebellion and sin, but God set in train his own plan to restore and recreate. The plan went through men like Noah who were obedient to God’s call on their life, Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Joseph and Moses. The plan continued through the nation of Israel, under Godly kings like David, guided and corrected by the prophets and culminating in the sending of his Son, Jesus. Jesus was the only person to live fully as God intended. He taught as one who had authority and revealed God in a unique way to his followers. His death on the cross was a sacrifice for sin and opened the way for forgiven sinners to have a restored relationship with the Holy God. His resurrection from death confirms that death has been defeated and that he is alive in the presence of God. He sends the Holy Spirit to live with us and be in us, so that we are not left to struggle with life under our own steam. Rather, we have the resources we need to live for him among men and women who are still in rebellion against him. 

In our second reading this morning from Matthew chapter 6 verses 25 to 34, Jesus uses the creation to teach about the significance of men and women and their position as the pinnacle of that creation. God feeds the birds. I am not sure that the golfers on Ulverston golf course realise that they are helping with this work of God. The crows there have learned that golfers eat snacks and keep them in their golf bags. When you go to play the eleventh hole, you have to leave your bag unattended, and it is quite normal to see several crows trying to unzip the pockets on the bags to get at the food they have learned is inside. Birds, as well as being quite intelligent, are amazingly designed to do what it costs us a great deal of time, effort and scientific ingenuity to perform, that is, fly through the air. Jesus tells us that, amazing as they are, we are of more value than the birds. The flowers and grasses of the field, says Jesus, are a wonderful example of the complexity and beauty that is to be found in that part of the creation. So much so that it would be impossible for us to attempt to reproduce a flower given the chemical elements that are present in its make up. Solomon in all his finery couldn’t begin to compete. We throw dead grass and flowers, complex and beautiful as they are, into the compost bin when they die. If God has taken so much trouble over something that is recycled without a thought, how much more will he love and care for us. “Don’t be anxious”, is Jesus message. God cares for every part of his creation. How much more will he care for the pinnacle of that creation. We are important and our lives have an eternal significance. Spending time in anxious fretting about things that our heavenly Father knows we need, is time wasted.  Far better is to seek first his kingdom, his rule in our lives. Put first being the kind of people that he is seeking, and do the things that he calls us to. Then all the things that would otherwise cause us anxiety and worry will be added to us. Jesus isn’t saying that we will not have problems, or that there will be no difficult situations to face. Paul starts off our reading from Romans by talking about the sufferings of this present time. He goes on to say that they are not worth comparing with the glory that is to be revealed to us. The teaching of Jesus is realistic about the trouble that comes to each of us at different times in our lives. It is to be faced with the confidence that each of us is of infinite worth to our Father God, we are after all the ones for whom the whole of creation was designed and brought into being. Worry and anxiety are a waste of time, because God loves us. The ultimate proof of this is the death of Jesus on the cross in our place and for our sakes. There is a hope that goes beyond the grave, because the work of recreating is still ongoing. Jesus will return in glory and usher in his perfect reign when we and the whole of creation will be set free to serve and honour him in the new heaven and earth. 

