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Mark 1:40-45 Jesus cleanses a leper

May this reading and sharing help us to ponder with our minds and see with the eyes of our hearts the healing power of God for our lives.

By way of introducing our topic this morning, I’m grateful for the way that Guy matches the music to our worship themes. The connection is especially clear on this Evolution Sunday. The words to the anthem were written by William Herbert Carruth who was born in 1859, the same year that Charles Darwin published The Origin of Species, presenting his basic theory of evolution. Carruth was a poet and professor of modern languages around the turn of the last century who would have been well aware of the growing tension between the scientific community and some parts of the faith community.

The first verse takes us quickly from the beginning of the universe - “A fire-mist” to the emergence of human culture and religion - “a face turned from the sod” - looking up and out. A “saurian” - further back on the tree of life - is a dinosaur. The poem, originally called “Each in his own Tongue,” is a beautiful illustration of the way that science and faith use different words to name the same reality.

~ Anthem ~

“A Fire-mist and a Planet”

“Some call it evolution and others call it God.” Carruth makes a valiant effort in this colorful poem to defuse the fight between science and faith by suggesting that these are two ways of getting at a common reality. But he still has people in two camps. I’d like to continue exploring with you this morning how we can embrace both faith and reason and express them in the same breath by celebrating THE MIRACLE OF EVOLUTION.

Let’s begin by seeing how it feels to say those words together. Say it out loud with me if you are willing, “THE MIRACLE OF EVOLUTION.” If it causes you discomfort, you’re not alone. It bothered me at first, and I thought it up! Initially it may seem like an oxymoron - a nonsensical phrase. We usually think of miracles as supernatural events and evolution - whatever we may understand about it - as a name for a purely natural process. But what if we see evolution itself as “a miracle.” What if we see all of creation as a miracle. And isn’t it? Think of watching a beautiful sunset from one of our north shore beaches. We could view that phenomenon with an analytical, scientific eye and understand that we are seeing photons from the sun slant through our atmosphere which acts like a prism as we rotate away at the end of the day, spreading the light into the whole spectrum from bright orange to deep purple. And at the same time we can let that light fill our hearts as well as our minds, inspiring us to awe and wonder that such beauty is even possible. It is miraculous. 

In fact, an increasingly popular argument for God is the fact that we are here at all - that we live in what some affectionately refer to as “a Goldilocks universe” - like the porridge that Goldilocks found in baby bear’s bowl which was what? - “not too hot and not too cold but just right.” Astronomers like our friend, Hank Maust, who is also a person of deep faith, will marvel aloud that if the initial explosion had been just a little hotter, everything would have been blown to smithereens right from the beginning and we would never know about it. Or if those early temperatures were just a little cooler, the primordial “fire-mist” would  never have expanded enough to become the stars and planets - and we wouldn’t know that either. But here we are. Gravity, the magnetic force, the powerful energy that holds the nucleus of an atom together - all the “laws” or discernable patterns of the cosmos and of our world - seem to be fine tuned to make it all work. We take it all for granted, but when you stop and think about it - even for a moment - Is it not “miraculous?” And, it’s a short step from there, to see the hand of God in and through the whole of creation. 

Even closer to home and to our daily experience I find it nothing short of miraculous that human society works as well as it does. We are far from perfect and the news is full of our collective crime and craziness, but most of us stay on our own side of the road and want to balance personal freedom and the common good. We are blessed by a Spirit of love and good will that calls us together in this precious faith community called Old Steeple Church. I experience that love - your love - as the presence of God. 

So if nature - including the best of human nature is itself miraculous and therefore revealing of a powerful, loving, and creative God, why not entertain the idea that the miraculous emergence of life on this planet has been, as a broad consensus of the scientific community would claim, a progression from the simplest of life forms - like bacteria - to much more complex ones like ourselves over the course of 3 billion years or so. To me that is much more awesome and miraculous - and believable - than to think that God created each species separately and pretty much as we see it now. The fossil record alone reveals that eons of our more primitive ancestors have come and gone and every living thing on earth today - plants, animals, and people as more highly developed animals - are relative new comers. And the process is still going on. - Amazing! Awesome! Miraculous! I see the work of God all the way through, don’t you?! 

OK, but are we just playing with words here? We can say that nature including the process of evolution is “miraculous” and point toward the reality of God when we as people of faith connect the dots. But what about Jesus healing that leper - and many others? Assuming the healing stories are historical, and I think they are, how did he do that? It certainly was miraculous. What kind of miracle was it? Did Jesus as the Son of God - meaning someone with the nature of God - intervene in the natural order to bring about “miraculous” healings?

We could stick with our “natural theology” here and make the case that such a powerful gesture of compassion could activate the immune system and dramatically restore health and well being. There is evidence of that happening in some amazing ways today that defy conventional medical explanations.

But all of that would miss the larger point that Ched Myers makes that the story is really about Jesus’ attack on the whole oppressive purity code of the time. By touching the leper, Jesus should have been contaminated, but by cleansing the leper, he reverses the priestly power and overturns the tables on the whole cruel system. It’s a defiant action on Jesus’ part. When the leper gives Jesus a chance to refuse, it’s almost as if he is saying, “You could declare me clean, if only you would dare” (1:40) Jesus does indeed dare, and he is moved with orgistheis, which could be translated as “anger” as well as “pity.”  Jesus declares the man whole, and then - embrimesamenos - “snorting with indignation,” dispatches the man back to the priest - Myers thinks - for the 2nd time - a direct challenge to the power elite.

I’m intrigued with the thought that Jesus doesn’t defy the order of nature, but that he does challenge and seek to transform the cruel and oppressive tendencies of human nature. In light of our faith and science discussion, you could say that Jesus is the embodiment of a more fully evolved humanity - the people - the species that we are meant to be - so in tune with and grounded in the loving power at the heart of the universe - also known in the language of faith as “the Holy Spirit” - that we would more naturally create the kind of healing community that Jesus calls “the Kingdom of God.” To the extent that we - by the guidance of that same Spirit - are able to even approximate that caring, compassionate realm - isn’t that “miraculous?” 

Being in ministry with this church has been a miracle for me. I have among many things, so appreciated the opportunity to delve into this dialogue between faith and science over the last several years. I see it as  promoting both a deeply devotional and spiritual relationship with the living God and affirming a mainstream scientific understanding of the evolution of life on this planet by natural selection from simple to complex forms. 

Having said all this, perhaps it doesn’t matter if “miracles” are natural or “supernatural,” or if we think of God as “inside” or “outside” of nature - or both. What I think does matter is that we keep the conversation going and keep on growing in our faith and our understanding. For one thing recent studies show that many young adults are leaving churches that they perceive as antagonistic to science. I see this church at the other end, welcoming the dialogue. 

There is a lot at stake. The problem with separating the realms of religion and science too sharply is that we all become detached from half of ourselves. Science needs religion to provide an ethical and spiritual framework. Without that deeper context of meaning the scientist can say, “I just build the bombs, or learn how to do human cloning. I am not responsible for the effect that those discoveries might have on others. And the faith community - in all its many flavors - needs to have at least a basic understanding and respect for the insights of the scientific community to appreciate the immensity of God’s creation in space and time, the complexity and interrelatedness of all life on earth, and to see both the danger and the opportunity that we humans have before us. 

One place where science and faith need to meet and this might be another sermon sometime - is the Biblical notion of original sin - that in eating of that infamous apple from the tree of the knowledge of all things we have become much too smart for our own good. Or, as a scientist concerned about the human impact on climate change or nuclear proliferation might worry, our technology has gotten way ahead of our ethics. Here both faith and reason are concerned with the serious problem of a proud, egotistical, and sometimes arrogant humanity. Our very survival may depend on more of that shared understanding of both the flaws and the promise of human nature.

And - certainly we can see - even in some of the recent presidential debates how socially divisive it is to polarize the Bible and biology. The underlying point of our Evolution Sunday series is that we don’t have to choose between them. Both are true - in different ways. To review briefly: The Bible is filled with truth about the nature of God and people. It gives us hope for eternity and  guidelines for living in a way that leads us toward the fulfillment of the vision of Shalom, Peace on Earth, health and wholeness, freedom and fairness for everyone. In terms of creation, it is more about Who than How. In the beginning … God created the heavens and the earth. 

More recently we could say - from a faith perspective - that God has given us - or helped us to discover - evolutionary biology and it’s younger cousins like molecular biology and genetics. These disciplines based on experiment and observation have - over the last 150 years - opened our eyes to some understanding of the How - which we call “the process of evolution.” Biology cannot tell us Who is behind it all, and the Bible is not a science book. But we can begin to put them together when we say things like “God created life on earth through THE MIRACLE OF EVOLUTION.” 

+++

Please pray with me … Gracious God, we see the miracle of your creative presence all around us. Thank you for calling the worlds into being and for allowing life to unfold as you have. Thank you for the gifts and the responsibility of our thumbs and our highly evolved brains that can grasp tools and big ideas. Thank you for sending Moses and the prophets and Jesus and the leaders of other faith traditions to bring us wisdom and compassion and a vision of life as you would have us live it. As followers of Jesus we are especially grateful that you have shown yourself fully to us through him. And thank you for scientific pioneers like Charles Darwin who dared to share a new understanding of how live evolved and how plants, animals and people are all cousins on the tree of life. Deepen both our faith and our understanding, we pray, so that we might learn to live more gently and more cooperatively on this fragile earth.

Trusting in the power of your Holy Spirit to heal us in body, mind, and soul, we are encouraged and moved to pray for …

· Prayer cards …

· Special needs …

· Needs of the world …

Thank you for hearing and responding to our prayers, God of all. Amen.

