The Park Road Pulpit

Sermons from Park Road Baptist Church
Russ and Amy Jacks Dean, Pastors

“t=0" and Counting: Lessons Along this Darkened Ha +
Genesis 1; John 1.1-5 Y (|

Russ Dean, July 4, 2010 (first preached on Jun2@)

“And the Lord God formed man of the dust of the mglcand breathed into his nostrils
the breath of life; and man became a living so@enesis 2.7). There may be no more
controversial words in our culture than these ftbmKing James Version of Genesis. How,
exactly, didthe Lord God form mar?” On one far side of the debate are those whandlaia
miracle of supernatural power, the all-powerful Gadply said it and, “poof,” there was a man,
whose given name was “Adam.” These believers imthst-literal-of-all-creation are now
referred to as “young earth creationists,” and tveér understanding to the work of Archbishop
James Ussher of the Church of Ireland. In 1650dgidissher meticulously chronicled the events
of scripture, recording the dates of all the Oldtament’s kingdoms, reigns, and epochs,
matching them with what historical data he could] eoncluded that the earth was created “at
midday on October 23, 4004 B.E.”

Young earth creationists contend that Noah cattiedlinosaurs on the ark, and that God
createdhe striations in the earth’s crust under 10,088ry ago, making some apptabe
millions of years old, even planting within thosemingly oldetlayers, a fossil record — to

confuse the archaeologists. (Just a little diviioe the fun of it,” | guess!)

1 Bill Bryson, A Short History of Nearly Everything,74. As | understand it, there are relatively few
“young earth creationists” still advancing Usshe'sory (or some version of a very young earth)siMo
“creationists” bring to the discussion an underdilag of the ancient age of our universe, and maimgb
understandings of evolutionary development — thedistinction being that they hold that whatever
happened was the direct result of God’s controt tive process. A relatively new movement called
“Intelligent Design” is the newest version of ciieatsm, the proponents of which capitalize on
unexplained gaps in the Darwinian theory. (Theifessord shows long slow periods of gradual eviolut
and then major advances, which have yet to be iequidy Darwin’s random mutation and natural
selection. The ID movement points to “irreducibtemplexities” in the biological makeup of organisms
(the human eye is an example), which they beliewddcnot have been produced one step at a timg aon
standard evolutionary scheme.)



On the other end of the philosophical and thealalgand scientific spectrum are the
radical followers of Charles Darwin’s theory of dam mutation and natural selection. (Darwin
never used the word, evolution, and was not tis¢ tir make such a proposal.) According to the
strict Darwinists, some 14 billion years ago adl giuff that was, was compressed within a mere
pin-prick of space and for no reason (and with@gding a reason or a cause or a “first-
mover”)? the stuff just exploded with a bang that “sentpiezes flying,” in the whimsical words
of David Wilcox’s musical spoof, cooling and twitj “into dinosaurs and dandelior’s.”

For 14 billion years, unaided by divine design anduided by a Providential hand,

unfathomable trillions upon trillions of randoewents have occurred, leading blinttya

universe of infinite proportion, and with only okeown speck of dust inhabitable for life. From
one basic amino-acid, coming forth from the veryalise “primordial soup” of early earth, life
blossomed into an endless variety of living thingse two-legged, thinking thing (us!) has just

become the latest (but certainly not the last) pebdf the “darkened path” of evolutién.

2 This is the point at which what | have called ‘icadl Darwinists” lose many people. According taremt
cosmological theories, the “singularity” (from whiour universe began) is acceptable/ understandable
is the “bang” that “sent the pieces flying” — withigositing any need for cause, necessity, orrat“fi
mover.” When | preached this sermon in 2005, thatriote continued with these words: “Though fully
affirming what | can know and understand of thesces, this is a sticking point for me. In my cokigg

I still maintain that God is the “source of lifghd that still translates for me into some measfifist
causation.” My own theology has now moved to thiafpihat | can perhaps even accept a “causeless
creation” (a “bang” with no necessary first-movéinding God, instead, in the progression that leslife,
and life with purpose — yet still the “source délf (I address “purpose” in the sermon, below.) My
sermon, “From Mold to Manger: Signs of an EmergBuag,” which | will also reproach this summer,
addresses this topic. Perhaps the Genesis stelyigtgelling us thisin the beginning when God created
the heavens and the earth, the earth was a formigss..(Gen. 1.2) Is the narrative suggesting to us that
when God came onto the scene, the “stuff” was dirélaere? Maybe we need not view God as the “first
mover” (maybe the stuff was already there, butasviormless, lifeless, purposeless). Butaawind from
God swept over the face of the watef&en. 1.2) the “source of life” whispered from theep and wooed
life out of the chaos and bestowed purpose intaahdomly evolving process of the universe. If the
Church could let go of this idea of God as thepaliverful “Creator” (as it has had to let go of athdeas

of God when science proved them outdated), it wetilbdfind room for God a$pirit! (John 4.24) This
conceptualization of God, which would show love &felto be the heart of God (not power or brute
force), may, in fact, be more helpful to us in euolutionary development (spiritually, if not bigically).

3 lincluded the lyrics to a song by David Wilcoxtas cover of Sunday’s bulletin. These words can be
found at the end of the sermon, on the page gbtsea.

* “Darkened path” is from Wilcox’s “Big Mistake.” Othis far-side of the spectrum, some believe that
there are actually an infinite number of infiniteiverses, and given such an infinite opportunitye of
those universes was, eventually, just bound tougngroducing life as we know it!



Whether you care about science or not, the contsgwaver creation/evolution is
important to us as a people of faith. What, Whéfbp isGod in this vast universe? It is equally
important to us as people of a diverse and plti@i®@mmunity. How shall we educate our
children in such a culture? And if we take bofithose commitments seriously, the convergence
of the two will be most important of all — What wive teach our children about themse®dse
they just random accidents (a.k.a., a “big mistgkas one backwater planet in an infinite and
purposeless universe, or are they the centerati?ivVhat is the ultimate reason for God's
creative action — is the world created for our plea and enjoyment, for our use (and even our
abuse)?

Some people believe that there are only theseddiocal options (however much | have
caricatured or overstated them). We are meaningiassve are the center of it all, the “crown of
God's creation.” Some believe that science antl fadtve hacommon ground. Many people of

faith believe that all evolutionists represent thisseral elite,” “secular humanist” band whose
goal is to take God out of the classrooms and batiolives forever.

| believe we ought to read the science book ang¢ople’s book, together. Daring even
to read the science book asking for spiriinalght: “Let us listen novior the Word of the
Lord.” So, let me speak as plainly as | can about thisishat you asked about five years &go,
an issue that is so important to me. What lessame tve learned from the moment of “the

singularity” (the very beginning) until now? An inite number of answers could be given; |

suggest only three.

1) Science is good. Our life is as it is becaussc@nce. Period. When you got up this

morning, science illuminated your home, througlttieity. Science provided your breakfast by

® In our opening scripture Amy and | read resporgifrem the Genesis 1 creation account and excerpts
from Bryson'’s book, prior to which | expressed nigtgude to our congregation for allowing my non-
orthodox approach to hearing the “Word of the Lbiidhe text is appended to the end of the sermon.

® This is the first in a ten-sermon series entitlddhis | Believe,” developed from a congregatiosafvey
we conducted to solicit suggestions for sermoncgpi



refrigeration, food preservation, and agricultuwt@elopment to mention only a few. Science
provided you with a host of information sourcestath@ur world, and science drove you to
church this morning. Science amplifies my voice keeps us comfortable in our clothing and an
imported climate. Science keeps us well. Scienea &vings us back to life. The day before |
preached this sermon five summers ago, our own@zmapbell had walked 250 steps down the
hall of Duke University Hospital, breathing Tarhe@lthrough his new, transplanted, 14-year-old
Puerto Rican lungs — all of the science that go&ssecuring such a life-gift (two lungs) and
transferring that gift into a grateful recipientisyond my understanding.

| hope | need not say more. Our way of life, somes even our very living, is the

product of sciencéNe simply cannagpick and choose what science we will believe id ahat

we will not, just because a growing science chagksna stagnant and defiant idea about God. In
other worlds, if “evolution” challenges our notiohGod — so be it! It will not be the first time,
nor that last, that science shook up the Churchit mihigh time the Church stopped sticking its
head in the sand of dogma and opened itself tgridnge and light of an ever-evolving God.

It took hundreds of years for the church to affthma truth of Galileo and Copernicus —
that the world really does not revolve around @ighat long-overdue admission destroyed
someone’s idea of Gddt was a Deity not worth having to begin with. IBbthe Church, and the
people of the Church, be the first to affirm thewtedge of the world, the appreciation of the
world, the enjoyment of the world — that comeshathand of science. And let us, people of the

Church, thank Goébr every advancement that comes in this excitigney.

2) Life is beautiful. Life itself is blessing. BiBryson says simply, “we are awfully lucky

to be here.” The Church must learn to recognizedhd to thank Gofbr all the life and beauty

" | say “idea of God” and not “God” very intentioha+ we will never destroy the God who is, yet our
“ideas” of God, which can so quickly become idalan (and sometimes need to be) destroyed.



that is around us. Catholic theologian, John Haugho writes extensively about science and
faith, particularly about the evolution debate,sstys:

It simply cannot be unremarkable that the univessantually abandoned the

relative simplicity of its earliest moments andaered, over the course of

billions of years, into an astounding array of ctewjty and diversity, including

human consciousness and moral aspiration. Thibetéstlirectionality was

enough finally to convince the great philosophdredl North Whitehead that

there is indeed a point to the universe. Purposmmthe “realizing of value,”

and to Whitehead, beauty was the queen of all s&lue

Let us revel in the beauty of life. In the immeadlie opportunity that has been bestowed
upon us, to know and appreciate the beauty treabisnd us. Especially, let us learn to joy in
finding lightin the darkness and love amidst the randomnesstaut that is still our home. |
think the point of David Wilcox's jab at evolutionascience is not to reject that science
altogether, but to point to the eternal that carenbe completely contained by the material. That
we can find loven an evolutionary universe, “the fact that anyonald find their only one along
this darkened path” is a hint of a light, callingito that which is of ultimate importance — and

that is, to the building of relationshig®nly in relationship we will know our true “purge.”

Only in love we will know one another, and ourssivand even God.

3) Darkness gives way to light. This is my mosfidiifit, but the most important point of
all, so stay with me. Because | am committed tatmh of science, | am committed to
understanding God within a scientific frameworkokionary theory is by no means complete;
large gaps in the Darwinian process have yet texpéained. But, neither is evolutionary theory
“just a theory.” | believe that one day the Chuwngh again come around (see the light!), and

come to grips with the randomness and chancedtatthe heart of the process of unfoldingife.

8 John Haught, in an article entitled, “Science gaastion the idea of cosmic purpose.” Those intedeis

this topic might look for Haught's bookBgeper than DarwirandGod After Darwin

° | have work yet to do in my own theology (as thisenotes have expressed my changing theology even
from five years ago). | am simply trying to accép full findings of scientific inquiry, as | camderstand
them, come what may to our current understandir@aaf. In so doing, at each stage, we will adapt and
learn and mature in our understanding of the wanrld of God!



Acknowledging this “darkened path” withean the eclipse of God for some, but only fosého
whose idea of God has become the idolatrous récdead past. A livingsod will never die at
the hands of any science.

If John Haught is right, that purpose means thalizing of value,” then God need not be
understood as literally speaking every step oftmrain order for Godo give the world its
ultimate meaning. Maybe Teilhard de Chardin isecdrthat God is to be understood less as

alpha (the beginning) and more as omega (the iredulfillment, purpose endf.As we as

human beings realize our value to the world anahi another — light dawhs

As Christians, we affirm that we learn this valnene named Jesus, of Nazardthe
Word made flesfJohn 1.14). He is the Spirit of God, eternal,se#n among us — even as one of
us. Jesus showed us how to live, taught us whiadgertant, was and is ligl#long our way.
Jesus shows us a fully human being, fully alive kitself, to a community, to the God within
and abové’

The Apostle Paul affirmed that wevalk by faith not by sigh{2 Corinthians 5.7). So it
is with our evolution, botliological and spiritual. The darkened path ofd@n chance is
enlightened by God’s spirit, still brooding oveetaters of chaos (Genesis 1.2). God calls us to
be more than just biological human beings, to avtgour evolution, to accept and affirm in one

another the verlight of God Darkness may have been our origin, but lightisdestiny!

19| have not located the primary source for theheeill quotation, which came to me in Robert Wright's
book,Nonzero “One theologian has paraphrased Teilhard asuiefighat ‘God must become for us less
Alpha than Omega’™ p.332.

1| thought here of words from Walter Wink’s bodlye Human Being'Central to the Eastern Orthodox
tradition is a statement by the church father Attsauns that Christ became as we are that we migiunhe
as he is. This has usually been interpreted to rtiedrChrist became human that we might becomaelivi
We might hear it saying rather that Jesus becdwmeaib — people living within the constraints oftelr
reality — in order that we might become like hirfulty human. But that way of speaking is still too
mythologically literal for me. It still imagines ags coming down from heaven to earth in order to
incarnate God. | would prefer to say, Jesus in¢cach&od in his own person in order to show all ®how
to incarnate God. And to incarnate God is whatéans to be fully human” p.30.



If you are still having trouble with the idea thyaiu can have purpose and meaning in the
world and to God — even if God did not pkou from the very beginning, consider this true
story...

She was just three years old when the doctor ®tgharents there was nothing more he
could do. He advised them to take her home anovi® ther. To be there for her and enjoy
whatever time they had left. As so they did, buewkhat little light went out, the very last thing
on earth that these parents wanted was anothel chil

So they did noplan_her They did nopremeditate her birth. They did resek to create
her life out of nothing. In fact, they will tell woto this day that because of the pain they had jus

been through, the knowledge that life had comenagaite_ unplanned an_accidends it were —

greeted them with much more dread than joy. But...
Cooing at a mother’s breast... toddling into adathexcited and trembling hands...

growing into a young woman, and carrying their narealizingtheir valuesinto even another

generation of life... in that flowering, emerging gealight shinedand the darkness could not
put it out(John 1.5). As a daughter and a sister, as a wifeaanother, as a pastor and a friend,
God's purpose, God’s light shines. You see, littley Adair Jacks was not planned. (They say
that most accidents happen in the home!)

But neither is she a big mistake!

May God, who is our home, light our darkened p#tigugh Christ our Lord.

May it be so. Amen!



The Scripture Lessons

Excerpts from Genesis 1 (KJV) and
A Short History of Nearly Everythingy Bill Bryson
(Standing on opposite sides of the rostrum, Amkd&rean read the scripture passages and
Russ Dean read from Bryson’s account.)

In the beginning God created the heaven and théneAnd the earth was without form, and
void; and darkness was upon the face of the deeghttde Spirit of God moved upon the face of
the waters.

To build a... standard Big Bang universe, you'll need. to gather up everything there is —
every last mote and particle of matter between herand the edge of creation — and squeeze
it into a spot so infinitesimally compact that it kas no dimensions at all. It is known as a
singularity. [And then] get ready for a really big bang... It is natural but wrong to visualize
the singularity as a kind of pregnant dot hangingm a dark, boundless void... there is no
space, no darkness... There is no space for it toaupy, no place for it to be. We can't even
ask how long it has been there... Time doesn'’t existhere is no past for it to emerge

from... And so, from nothing, our universe begins (p.9).

And God said, Let there be light:

When this moment happened is a matter of some delmat. the consensus seems to be...
about 13.7 billion years... all that can really be sd is that at some indeterminate point in
the very distant past... there came the moment knowto science as t=0... (p.10).

and there was light.

In a single blinding pulse, a moment of glory muchoo swift and expansive for any form of
words, the singularity assumes heavenly dimensionsin less than a minute the universe is
a million billion miles across... It is a place of tle most wondrous and gratifying possibility,
and beautiful too (p.10).

And God saw the light, that it was good: and Godddid the light from the darkness. And God
called the light Day, and the darkness he calleghiliAnd the evening and the morning were the
first day.

And God said, Let there be a firmament in theéstwf the waters, and let it divide the waters
from the waters.
Thank Goodness for the atmosphere. It keeps us warrVithout it, Earth would be a lifeless
ball of ice with an average temperature of minus 6degrees... In addition, the atmosphere
absorbs or deflects incoming swarms of cosmic raysharged particles, ultraviolet rays, and
the like. Altogether, the gaseous padding of the mosphere is equivalent to a fifteen-foot
thickness of protective concrete... Even raindrops wadd pound us senseless if it weren't for
the atmosphere’s slowing drag (p.255).

And God called the firmament Heaven. And the egesiid the morning were the second day
And God said, Let the waters under the heavayabigered together unto one place, and let the
dry land appear: and it was so.
About 4.6 billion years ago, a great swirl of gasral dust some 15 billion miles across
accumulated in space where we are now and beganaggregate. Virtually of it... went to
make the Sun. Out of the floating material that wadeft over, two microscopic grains floated
close enough together to be joined by electrostatiorces. This was the moment of
conception for our planet. All over the... solar syiem, the same was happening. Colliding
dust grains formed larger and larger clumps... It allhappened remarkably quickly. To



grow from a tiny cluster of grains to a baby planetsome hundreds of miles across is thought
to have taken only a few tens of thousands of yeais just 200 million years... the Earth
was essentially formed... (p.38).

And God called the dry land Earth; and the gathgriagether of the waters called he Seas: and
God saw that it was good.

When earth was only about a third of its eventualige, it was probably already beginning to
form an atmosphere, mostly of carbon dioxide, nitrgen, methane, and sulfur. Hardly the

sort of stuff that we would associate with life, ad yet from this noxious stew life formed...

For the next 500 million years the young earth coiriued to be pelted relentlessly by comets,
meteorites, and other galactic debris, which broughwater to fill the oceans and the
components necessary for the successful formatioflde. It was a singularly hostile
environment and yet somehow life got going. Somenti bag of chemicals twitched and
became animate. We were on our way (p.39).

And God said, Let the earth bring forth grass, lileeb yielding seed, and the fruit tree yielding
fruit after his kind, whose seed is in itself, uploa earth: and it was so. ... the third day.

And God said, Let there be lights in the firmat the heaven to divide the day from the
night; and let them be for signs, and for seasans, for days, and years: And let them be for
lights in the firmament of the heaven to give lighon the earth: and it was so.... the fourth day.

And God said, Let the waters bring forth aburtijathe moving creature that hath life, and
fowl that may fly above the earth in the open firmeat of heaven... And God blessed them,
saying, Be fruitful, and multiply, and fill the veas in the seas, and let fowl multiply in the earth
... the fifth day.

And God said, Let the earth bring forth theriyicreature after his kind, cattle, and creeping
thing, and beast of the earth after his kind: ahdas so. And God said, Let us make man in our
image, after our likeness:

At one point between three and two million years ag it appears there may have been as
many as six hominid types coexisting in Africa. Oyl one, however, was fated to last... [and]
emerged from the mists beginning about two millioryears ago. ... [our] line begins with
Homo habilis... and concludes with us, Homo sapien§térally “man the thinker”) (p.447).

So God created man in his own image, in the imég&od created he him; male and female
created he them. And God blessed them, and Godistadhem, Be fruitful, and multiply, and
replenish the earth, and subdue it: and have damniiver the fish of the sea, and over the fowl
of the air, and over every living thing that movagon the earth.

...if you were designing an organism to look after fe in our lonely cosmos, to monitor

where it is going and keep a record of where it hdseen, you [would not] choose human
beings for the job [so destructive have we been ofher living things in our very short time
upon this planet].

But here’s an extremely salient point: we_haveeen chosen, by fate or Providence or
whatever you wish to call it. As far as we can tellve are the best there is. We may be all
there is. It's an unnerving thought that we may behe living universe’s supreme
achievement and its worst nightmare simultaneously.

If this book has a lesson, it is that we are awfly lucky to be here — and by “we” | mean
every living thing. To attain any kind of life in this universe of ours appears to be quite and
achievement. As humans we are doubly lucky, of cose: We enjoy not only the privilege of
existence but also the singular ability to appreci& it and even, in a multitude of ways, to
make it better It is a talent we have only barely bgun to grasp.



We have arrived at this position of eminence ia stunningly short time. Behaviorally
modern human beings — that is, people who can speakd make art and organize complex
activities — have existed for only about [ten-thowendth a] percent of earth’s history (p.477).

And God saw every thing that he had made...
We really are at the beginning of it all. The trick of course, is to make sure we never find
the end. And that almost certainly, will require agood deal more than lucky breaks (p.477).

And, behold..., it was very good!

*kkkk

John 1.1-5 (NRSV)
In the beginning was the Word, and the Word wals ®ibd, and the Word was God. He was in
the beginning with God. All things came into beimgugh him, and without him not one thing
came into being. What has come into being in him i@, and the life was the light of all people.
The light shines in the darkness, and the darkdiekaot overcome it.

*kkkk

FROM THE BULLETIN COVER: “Big Mistake,” David Wilcr
They taught us kids in school between the recesakisr
That the universe just sorta fell together likeig Bistake
It started with a bang that sent the pieces flying
Then it cooled and twirled into dinosaurs and déiodse

Chorus:

It was a Big Mistake to have eyes that see

To have love like this inside of me

To have lips that smile as | swim your kiss

To have minds that will forever every part of this
All the moonlight shrouded in the clouds above and
the autumn leaves and the falling love

The still reflection in the moonlit lake

All, they said, it was a big mistake, it was a bitstake

Now back to science class through the looking glass

We were magnifying little ancestors of our ancieast

Watch 'em break a couple chromosomes, wait azillears or so
And get an ostrich, a jellyfish, a kangaroo, arRbbaneo

Chorus

The choreography of a coincidence

At the turning point there was eternity behind ameat's glance

It was for you and me the timing made us laugh

The fact that anyone could find their only one gltims darkened path



