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"God’s Science"

(sermon given 2/13/11 by Scott Jansen)

Psalm 139:1-18

Let us pray…. Open our minds, loving God, that we may not fear to sing a new song, or learn a new teaching. Break through our defenses, that we may hear what you have intended for us this day. Amen.

You may be expecting a sermon on Valentine’s Day, since God is love. But there is another, optional, designation for this day. Ascension Lutheran and hundreds of other churches choose this day, the day nearest Darwin’s birthday, to celebrate the compatibility of science and our faith.

Of course, the fact that this focus is optional… means that I’m going out on a limb (hah) by endorsing it. I truly respect those good Christians who disagree with me. And I wouldn’t want anyone to change one’s mind just because I think differently. But, I can only tell you how I see it, and let you make up your own minds.

The Bible was not written within a Democracy—within a marketplace of competing ideas. Rather, it was written within a theocracy. The purpose of the Bible was not to explore our sensory observations. The books were usually commissioned by the king to create social policies and establish ethical norms. There are passages in the Bible that may sound, to us, like modern scientific theories. But I believe those passages are better understood as metaphors for important social and ethical truths.

So, it was difficult to find a passage in the Bible that connects with our modern world of Science. Of course, many passages approach scientific issues to varying degrees, but this psalm, I believe, is the closest thing in the Bible to a passage about Science itself…. So, listen now for God’s word for you....

O LORD, you have searched me and known me. You know when I sit down and when I rise up; you discern my thoughts from far away. You search out my path and my lying down, and are acquainted with all my ways. Even before a word is on my tongue, O LORD, you know it completely.

You hem me in, behind and before, and lay your hand upon me. Such knowledge is too wonderful for me; it is so high that I cannot attain it……

Where can I go from your spirit? Or where can I flee from your presence? If I ascend to heaven, you are there; if I make my bed in Sheol, you are there. If I take the wings of the morning and settle at the farthest limits of the sea, even there… your hand shall lead me, and your right hand shall hold me fast.

If I say, "Surely the darkness shall cover me, and the light around me become night," even the darkness is not dark to you; the night is as bright as the day, for darkness is as light to you….

For it was you who formed my inward parts; you knit me together in my mother's womb. I praise you, for I am fearfully and wonderfully made. Wonderful are your works; that I know very well.

My frame was not hidden from you, when I was being made in secret, intricately woven in the depths of the earth. Your eyes beheld my unformed substance. In your book were written all the days that were formed for me, when none of them as yet existed.

How weighty to me are your thoughts, O God! How vast is the sum of them! I try to count them—they are more than the sand…; I come to the end—I am still with you....

Amen. So ends the reading and may God add a blessing to our understanding.

My old preaching professor would flunk me today for sharing too much of my own personal story, but the psalmist shares some very private thoughts, so I offer these thoughts in that spirit.

The question I want to ask today is, “What should be the attitude of a faithful Christian toward the modern world of science????”

And, as most of you know, I was born and raised a scientist. From my birth, straight through college, I was dedicated wholeheartedly to science…; I did not attend worship; I did not even consider myself a Christian. In High School, I aced AP Physics, AP Chemistry, AP Calculus, and AP Biology. In my college days, I had a summer job as a research chemist. I wore a white lab coat every day, took measurements, crunched numbers, and published my findings in a scientific journal.

I loved science because I loved truth. I wanted to understand the world, so I learned all I could. What I learned inspired me. What I learned drove me to seek the face of God.

So let me tell you a little of what I learned. And I’ll try to minimize the jargon, but once I get going, it’s hard to stop.... We like to think of the world as made up of stuff, or “matter.” We call it “the material world.” But the truth is, scientists have never found any “matter,” only energy. Everything is energy. What we call “matter” is only our perception of a stable pattern of energy. Energy is real. “Matter” only exists in our imaginations.

If you think of yourself, of the energy that makes you “you,” we can call that your soul or your spirit, but somehow all of the different parts of you function together in harmony to achieve purposeful goals. Your kidneys, your liver, your heart, your muscles, your blood cells—they all somehow do their part to cooperate, to work in harmony, whenever your spirit decides… it’s time to go to church. Or, they also work in harmony when you decide it’s time to play hooky. So you can’t blame that on bad blood cells….

Of course, the harmony isn’t perfect. Sometimes a part of you rebels—you get sick, perhaps cancer or lupus. As you get older, there is more and more rebellion amongst the troops, until eventually the harmony breaks down entirely—and we call that death.

But, while you live, your life energy harmonizes many parts to accomplish goals…, to consume what you desire—whether you desire learning, or love, or warmth, or food. In the same way, the animals also have a living energy. They harmonize their parts to accomplish goals like building shelters, or reproducing, or eating food.

In fact, that same living energy functions in plants. A tree also harmonizes many different parts to accomplish overall goals like reproduction or consuming nutrients. Even one single cell—if you look inside just one living cell, you see a harmonizing of many mitochondria, cytoplasm, membranes, etc. to accomplish certain goals. Each cell has a nucleus, like a brain, which determines that cell’s goals. Each cell eats, and produces something, as directed by its living energy—its spirit.

But it’s not just the parts of the world that we usually refer to as organic life. Even one molecule, even one atom, shows this same energy. A nucleus determines the goals, and the atom has many parts that work in harmony to consume influences from its surroundings—influences such as gravitational effects or electromagnetic effects. But the atom does not only consume—it also produces similar types of effects.

The same goes for the sub-atomic particles, the quarks and whatnot. They consume influences, and they produce influences. In fact, this is what it means to exist. Everything that exists… consumes influences and produces influences. And this living energy pervades all of the universe. If we go up to the level of a star, we see the star consuming hydrogen and producing larger atoms as well as radiation. If we look at galaxies, they consume gas clouds and produce stars. The very same living energy is everywhere at every level of existence….

The psalmist asks, where can I flee from your presence, O God? If I ascend to the top of the mountain, you are there. If I lie down in the bottom of Sheol, you are there. The modern scientist asks, where can I escape the living energy? If I ascend to the study of galaxies, living energy is there. If I descend to the study of sub-atomics, living energy is there….

And somehow…, for reasons not obvious to everyone, the entire universe functions under the direction of a single… living energy. The same rules apply everywhere. Gravity, electromagnetism, the properties of electrons, etc., they work the same here as they do everywhere else. Why???? What unifies them all? What harmonizes all that is??????

The Bible says God IS Spirit. In fact, God is the Spirit of the Universe. Just as all the parts of your body work together under the direction of your Spirit…, so all the parts of the universe work together under the direction of God. That is not to say that the harmony is perfect. Parts of your body may rebel—you may get cancer. And parts of the universe may rebel—we call that evil. But, for the most part, God’s harmony abounds….

It was the scientific study of the universe that led me to believe that there is one living energy pervading all that exists. It was science that led me to the living God—though science didn’t use that name…. So it pains me to hear that there is perceived conflict between science and religion.

Why should there be a conflict? God is truth and God is everywhere. What could we possibly fear that scientists will find? There can be no discovery of truth that in any way injures the living God….

And yet, there is injury—injury that causes conflict. Let me give you an example. There are twenty some odd references spread throughout the Bible to the “four corners,” or the “four winds,” of the earth. It is quite clear that the Biblical authors, like every other human at that time…, believed that the earth was flat. They looked from the tops of mountains, and it appeared to them that the world went on and on and on; and then abruptly ended….

So they would occasionally write things such as… “the exiled tribes of Judah shall be gathered from the four corners of the earth.” But, such a writing was intended to instigate migration—it was not intended as a scientific assessment of the shape of the world….

However, as scientists started to ask questions about the shape of the world, some Christians told those scientists…, you folks can look through your telescopes all you want as long as you don’t find anything that contradicts the Bible….

And in this way, the evil of idolatry crept into the practice of Christianity…. Where can we escape from God’s presence? Nowhere! Which kind of truth can threaten God? Nothing! But, some Christians began to put the Bible into God’s place. They worshipped the Bible, not God. They looked to the Bible for the ultimate truth, not to God. And that, my friends, is idolatry. The Bible can be an idol, just as anything else on earth can be an idol.

So, what happened? Well, these idolatrous Christians held on to their belief that final truth was in the Bible, rather than in God. So, when the scientific evidence began to accumulate that the earth was not flat, these Christians lashed out at the scientists and told them they were looking for truth in the wrong place. They forgot that God is truth.

They forgot that the earliest Christians had to let go of a great many things from the Bible of their youths. They had to let go of circumcision, kosher laws, ethical norms towards enemies, social attitudes towards the sick and the poor, etc., etc…. Jesus said, I am the truth…. To be a Christian, one had to let go of the notion that all truth could be found in the Bible, and embrace the notion that the truth was to be found in God—the God who is everywhere…. But later Christians forgot Christ’s teaching about truth, and turned to idolatry of the Bible.

This idolatry caused many church leaders to persecute scientists such as Galileo or Da Vinci. Instead of rejoicing in our ability to learn more and more about the living God, who is present everywhere, they sought to protect their flawed understanding of the Bible.

The psalmist says that he is trying to count all of the thoughts of God. He is trying to understand as much of God as he can. Not that he will ever reach a perfect understanding. Not that he will ever count every grain of sand. Not that his writings somehow reflected the consummation of truth…. Nor did any other Biblical author reach the consummation of truth. But he rejoiced in knowing as much as could be known. And we must recapture that spirit.

Today, the conflict has become a social feud. The issues don’t even matter that much. What matters is, who do you want to be your friends. If you say too many nice things about scientists, you jeopardize your standing among the religious community. Likewise, if you say too many nice things about people of faith, you jeopardize your standing among the scientific community…. This is not what Jesus the reconciler, Jesus the Light of the world, ever wanted. This is a tragedy.

Often times, laziness plays a role in this evil feud. I have read many articles written by scientists attacking religion… where the notion that is being attacked is the notion that a typical eighth grader may have of God. Some scientists have not taken a serious class on religion since Confirmation, they don’t have any training in a sophisticated expression of faith, and yet they feel qualified to dismiss all religion based on the inadequacies of what they learned as kids….

If your religion is not helping you to understand your world, the lazy answer is to dismiss your religion. The responsible answer is to replace your inadequate religion with a more sophisticated version. But that requires more work—more education….

The psalmist talks about how God is involved in weaving together our unformed substances within the depths of the earth. That, in my opinion, was a remarkable insight for someone writing three thousand years ago—just to recognize that the ingredients that go into making a human derive from the depths of the earth. That was pretty perceptive. But he did not pretend to have all the answers. He did not expect us to rest content with his partial knowledge… for all eternity.

Listen again to what he wrote…. “How weighty to me are your thoughts, O God! How vast is the sum of them! I try to count them—they are more than the sand; I come to the end—I am still with you....”

Let us go, and do likewise.

Amen.

