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GOD AND CREATION

TEXT: "In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth". Gen. 1:1

I wonder if young people today still have difficulties when they read the first two chapters of Genesis? Those stories are so different from the story of how the world is made that they get in their science classes. One of our Sunday School boys a few years ago expressed this difficulty. “Science,” he said, “refutes all that.”

Now a hundred years ago this difference between what Science says and what the Bible says of the beginning of the world caused serious trouble. Darwin’s great book “The Origin of the Species” was new, and it seemed to prove that life in this world is an evolution of the species by the process of natural selection.

But for centuries people had believed in what was called 'Special Creation'. They thought that God had separately and specifically created each species of the animal world. That was what the Book of Genesis said, and it was what most scientists believed before Darwin.

When Darwin said that the different species were evolved from each other, he seemed to be contradicting the Bible. The result was a long drawn out conflict of ideas. You saw people reluctantly giving up on their faith because they were forced to accept the scientific accuracy of the theory of evolution, and they thought they could not believe in both the Bible and Science. It was one or the other.

Well, it is now one hundred years later and we can see a bit more clearly than they could then. We ask ourselves now, “Does science refute the Book of Genesis?” and we answer, “No more than a book of zoology could refute Keats’ Ode to a Nightingale. Science and poetry use different language and you do not expect them to speak the same language.

Before you can decide whether certain writing is true, you have to discover the form in which it is written, and the purpose for which it is written. Is it science, or history, or poetry, or a fairy tale, or a novel? Jesus, for instance, told us the Parable of the Good Samaritan. It is a story told to illustrate, to illuminate, a great truth. You never stop to ask, “Is it a true story? Was there an actual Good Samaritan who really lived?” There may well have been. It may be a true story. But the point is that you get the truth of Jesus, whether the story is actually a true story or a made-up story. You can teach truth by fiction, by stories that are made up, but true to life.

So we look again at these first two chapters of Genesis, and the stories of the Beginning of the World in them. We read them. They read as if the writer is not trying to write fiction, but as if he really believed that it all happened. In other words, the writer clearly thinks he is writing the true story of the Beginning of the World.
But as we read, we notice another feature about the story. It does not read like the Science Books you read in College or University. It doesn’t read like them at all. It is another kind of writing altogether.

The best way I can show the kind of writing that the chapters of Genesis are, is to read you a modern story of Creation by a black poet named James Weldon Johnson:
The Creation

And God stepped out on space,

And he looked around and said:

I'm lonely--

I'll make me a world.

And far as the eye of God could see

Darkness covered everything,

Blacker than a hundred midnights

Down in a cypress swamp.

Then God smiled,

And the light broke,

And the darkness rolled up on one side,

And the light stood shining on the other,

And God said: That's good!

Then God reached out and took the light in His hands,

And God rolled the light around in His hands

Until He made the sun;

And He set that sun a- blazing in the heavens.

And the light that was left from making the sun

God gathered up in a shining ball

And flung against the darkness,

Spangling the night with the moon and stars.

Then down between

The darkness and the light

He hurled the world; And God said: That's good!

Then God himself stepped down--

And the sun was on His right hand,

And the moon was on His left;

The stars were clustered about His head,

And the earth was under His feet.

And God walked, and where He trod

His footsteps hollowed the valleys out,
And bulged the mountains up.

Then He stopped and looked and saw
      That the earth was hot and barren.

So God stepped over to the edge of the world

And He spat out the seven seas--

He batted His eyes, and the lightnings flashed--

He clapped His hands, and the thunders rolled--

And the waters above the earth came down,

The cooling waters came down.

Then the green grass sprouted,

And the little red flowers blossomed,

The pine tree pointed his finger to the sky,

And the oak spread out his arms,

The lakes cuddled down in the hollows of the ground,

And the rivers ran down to the sea;

And God smiled again,

And the rainbow appeared,

And curled itself around His shoulder.

Then God raised His arm and He waved His hand

Over the sea and over the land,

And He said: Bring forth! Bring forth!

And quicker than God could drop His hand,

Fishes and fowls

And beasts and birds

Swam the rivers and the seas,

Roamed the forests and the woods,

And split the air with their wings.

And God said: That's good!

Then God walked around,

And God looked around

On all that He had made.

He looked on His world

With all its living things

And God said: I'm lonely still.

Then God sat down--

On the side of a hill where He could think;

By a deep, wide river He sat down;

With His head in His hands,

God thought and thought,

.Till He thought: I'll make me a man!

Up from the bed of the river

God scooped the clay;

And by the bank of the river

He kneeled Him down;

And there the great God Almighty

Who lit the sun and fixed it in the sky

Who flung the stars to the most far corner of the night,

Who rounded the earth in the middle of His hand,

This Great God,

Like a mammy bending over her baby, 
Kneeled down in the dust

Toiling over a lump of clay

Till He shaped it in His own image;

Then into it He blew the breath of life,

And man became a living soul.

Amen. Amen.

Now, as you hear that poem, you feel that it is beautiful and true. It does give us the meaning behind the Creation of the World. But obviously, the writer does not want us to take it literally. The writer does not mean that God literally took the light in his hands and rolled it around until he made the sun. He does not mean that God really walked around and that his footsteps hollowed out the valleys of the earth. He does not mean that God actually spat and the Seven Seas came out of his mouth.

He's telling the story for black people in the Southern States, at a time in history when many, though just as intelligent as you or I, did not have the advantage of a formal education. He is telling the story in a picturesque way. And they could get the truth about the Creation of the World much better from that poem, which imagines God as a Tremendously Big Man, much better than they could ever get from a Scientific Text or a Book of Geology. Without a formal education, the textbook likely would not make sense to them. It would be over their heads.
Now, let us go back to the Book of Genesis and try to imagine the world in which it was written. It was a world that knew nothing of modern science. The old Hebrews were civilized, but they were not, could not, be scientifically learned. 

And so we can reconstruct the way in which the Hebrews came to have a story of the beginnings of the world. Remember the first Hebrews were wandering Nomads.  We can
imagine a tribe of Hebrews coming to an oasis, and lighting a campfire to warm them in the cold night air. We can see the boys gathering round the fire and respectfully asking questions of the old grandfather, the patriarch of the Tribe. And among the questions were the ones that children still ask: “Who made the world? How long did it take to make?”

And the old patriarch would draw on the stories that he had heard when he was a boy – stories that Babylonian grandfathers told, and Assyrian grandfathers too. But there was a difference. The Hebrews believed in One God, the Lord Jehovah. Gradually they were being taught that he is the Lord of all things. So the Hebrew stories of the beginning of the World became more and more different from the stories of other people.

In the Babylonian story of Creation, for instance, there is a great monster-goddess, named Tiamat, who brooded over the formless deep like a hen brooding over her nest. And along came Marmaduke, the Babylonian favorite god, and sliced Tiamat in two and pushed the top half up and that made the sky and the heavens, and pushed the lower half down, and that made the lower firmament.
How different is our book of Genesis! All the mythology, the strange monsters, have gone. Instead there is just the simple, wonderful words “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.” Yet we know that the stories came from the same source. Some of the words are identical in the Babylonian and he Hebrew stories. In Genesis for instance, you find the words “brooded”, only it is the Spirit of God brooding on the waters, and not any great monster Tiamat.

And so, we see how inspired the Book of Genesis is. It sees behind the beginning of the World to its real meaning. We see Gods Creative energy working through it all. We see God teaching the Hebrews about the meaning of this Universe, using all the knowledge they had then of the beginning of the world. He does not teach them the modern scientific theory of evolution, for they could not have made sense of it. He teaches them through the knowledge they have.

So we do not go to the Book of Genesis for our science. We go to the Geologists and the Anthropologists and all the others who tell us so much about the wonderful beginnings of the world. We take that knowledge, and with it in our minds, read again the Book of Genesis.

And the wonder of Gods ways deepens and grows the more we know. If God made the world in six days it would not have been nearly so wonderful as the way he chose, the long, patient, age-long method of evolution.

So for the details, the method, the way in which the world was created, we listen to modern science. But for the meaning of it all we turn to the Bible. Nothing that science says can put the truth better than the inspired word of God, which says “In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth.”

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Preached by Howard Hewlett Clark, on January 21, 1951, Septuagesima Sunday, while Dean of Christ Church Cathedral in Ottawa (he later became Primate of Canada 1960-1971).

Septuagesima Sunday the Church begins a series of Bible readings from the beginning of the Bible – Genesis, Exodus, and Deuteronomy. Therefore, on Septuagesima at Morning Prayer and Evening Prayer we hear the old Hebrew stories of the creation of the world that are in the first two chapters of Genesis." 

