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The universe is made of stories, not atoms.  —Muriel Rukeyser  

 

Science without religion is lame. 

Religion without science is blind.   

—Albert Einstein 
 

 

Ancient Witness:  Genesis 1:1-15 

 

A couple weeks ago I met with a group of students visiting from Iraq at the Islamic Center.  And their 

biggest questions had to do with how can we reconcile religion with science.  We live in a world that 

increasingly sees science and religion as incompatible.  So today I’m starting a sermon series about 

science and religion. 

 

One of the marks of a progressive Christianity, it seems to me, is to see science not as a threat to faith 

but actually as a means to enlarge it.  And lately, we’ve seen a prevalent anti-science attitude in our 

political discourse, and I’d say that religiously, we are obligated to defend science from this attack. 

 

My point today is not to teach you any science.  (Some of my scientific understanding probably needs 

the latest updates!)  My point is to allow scientific understanding to change our model of God.  What I’d 

like us to do is to think theologically in light of science.  Just as scientific thought evolves and changes—

goes through paradigm shifts—so should religious thinking! 

 

So let me contrast that creation myth in Genesis with another account.  If we compress the last 17 billion 

years into a single year so that each month equals a little over a billion years, here is the picture we get: 

 

Though the momentum of the mysterious primordial explosion, matter expanded against its own 

gravity and in the process began to cool.  In a tiny fraction of the first second of January 1, 

matter  comes into beginning: the elementary particles, and immediately after that, the simplest 

atomic nuclei, hydrogen and helium. Before the end of January, matter and radiation become 

uncoupled, and the galaxies emerge. 

 

Around the middle of August, our solar system forms from a collapsing cloud of gas and dust. 

Earth witnesses the arrival of the first complicated chemicals, followed by biological structures.  

The oldest rocks on the earth’s surface go back to the middle of September. 

 

The beginning of October marks the birth of fossil algae.  In the course of two months, enormous 

variety of plant and animal species begins growing in the waters. 

 

On December 19, the plants colonize the continents. By the twentieth the land masses are 

covered with forests, and life begins creating an oxygen-rich atmosphere. On the twenty-second 

and twenty-third fish evolve into four-footed amphibians and conquer the moist surface of the 

earth. They in turn evolve into the reptiles on the twenty-fourth. On the twenty-fifth the first 



 

 

warm-blooded creatures come into existence. Late in the evening of the twenty-fifth, the first 

mammals appear alongside the dominant saurians. On the night of the thirtieth, the Alps begin to 

fold upward. 

 

On the night of the thirty-first (on the last day, in other words) humans branch off from their 

ancestral apes. The Neanderthals live five minutes before midnight, and seventeen seconds 

before twelve Jesus Christ is born. One-half second before twelve the technological age 

commences.  (from The Search for Meaning, Willigis Jager) 

 

There have been scientists who say that the latest creation is just one among many possible ones, 

perhaps as the universe goes through endless cycles of expanding and contracting, or as a parallel 

multiverse. Yet others say this universe, that increasingly expands, has an ultimate beginning and end.  

In any case, this new creation account makes us seem rather insignificant—a grain of sand on a huge 

beach. We would be a speck of dust on that grain. Perhaps we are not as unique as we might think. 

 

Listen to what Harlow Shapley once wrote: 

 

Of all the stars in the universe perhaps only every thousandth star has planets. Let’s make the 

very conservative assumption that only every thousandth plan teary system has a planet with 

temperatures capable of sustaining life. According to our calculations, this would mean that of 

every thousand billion stars there would be exactly one with a viable planet. And then how many 

viable planets would there be? In that case there would still be a hundred million viable planets 

in the cosmos. A hundred million planets like earth. 

 

On Christmas Eve, 1968, the first astronauts in orbit around the moon appeared live on TV in millions of 

American homes.  Frank Borman read the opening verses of Genesis: 

 

In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth. The earth was without form and void, 

and darkness was upon the face of the deep; and the Spirit of God was moving over the face of 

the water. And God said, “Let there be light,” and there was light. 

 

Borman’s message concluded: “Greetings from the crew of Apollo 8.  God bless all of you on the good 

earth.” Those astronauts were the first to see the beauty of the earth as a blue and white gem spinning in 

the vastness of space, and the reading from Genesis seemed an appropriate response.  But how can the 

Genesis story be reconciled with the finding of modern astronomy? How ironic that the very science 

which seemed to lead people away from affirming God now leads these astronauts to affirm the mystery 

of God before millions by reading sacred scriptures.  Their reaction was one of awe, wonder, even 

worship. 

 

In his book, Why Christianity Must Change or Die, Bishop John Shelby Spong talked about the effect of 

scientific understanding upon religion, driving faith into exile: 

 

Many citizens of our century have given up believing and have assumed citizenship in the secular 

city. They no longer call themselves Christians or religious people or even believers. Others, 

reeling the face of these pressures, have tried to dismiss al the data received as if it were false or 

evil or even as if it did not exist. These people maintain their premodern convictions with hostile 

vigor while asserting that everyone must be wrong but them. With great vehemence, they deny 

the realities that have produced the exile. They refuse to engage in debate. They even produce 



 

 

bumper stickers, designed to defend their biblical source of authority, which say, “God wrote it! 

I believe it! That does it!” (p. 40-41) 

 

But there are many others, who refuse to abandon the reality of God, who have been driven to find new 

meaning in light of our new scientific worldview.  This third position, which sees science and religion as 

being complementary and not conflicting, is articulated by people like John Polkinghorne, who is both 

an Anglican priest and a physicist.  He says, 

 

I am convinced of the unity of knowledge. There is one world of human experience and human 

understanding that we are trying to come to grips with. If we are to understand that world, we 

need the insights both of science and religion. 

 

Twentieth-century Canadian Jesuit, Bernard Lonergan, sees all search for truth as ultimately the search 

for God, whether God i know by name or not.  He wrote: 

 

God is the unrestricted act of understanding, the eternal rapture glimpsed in every Archimedean 

cry of Eureka. 

 

As I noted, the world as we know it originated about 17 (or 14) billion years ago in the fiery explosion 

of the “Big Bang.” It started very simply. It was just a uniform ball of energy. In fact, one of the reasons 

that scientists can talk very confidently about the very early universe, I am told, is because the very early 

universe was very simple. 

 

But the world that was so simple became very complicated to include amazing consequences such as 

human life. Scientists talk about this as the Anthropic Principle. And what this says is that things have to 

be just right for human life to evolves. We live in a universe that is one in a trillion. Here are a couple 

examples. 

 

First, a fruitful universe must contain not just stars, but the right kind of stars. The early universe was so 

simple that it could generate only the most simple elements: helium and hydrogen. But life needs a 

richer chemistry that what they can provide. In particular, it needs carbon, with its aptness to produce 

long chain molecules. Every atom of carbon in our bodies was once inside a star. We are all made from 

ashes of dead stars. And so you need stars that would burn for a very long time, so that they could 

provide energy. 

 

But you also need some stars that would explode as supernovae to provide for the essential element for 

life. And for this to happen there needs to be a precise balance between the basic forces of nature.  Only 

a small shift would destroy the possibility of life in the universe. If you made gravity a little bit stronger 

or electromagnetism a little bit weaker, those small changes would have mad the history of the universe 

sterile an boring. 

 

A second example has to do with the size of the universe. Our sun is an ordinary star among the hundred 

thousand million stars in our galaxy, the Milky Way. And the Milky Way is just an ordinary galaxy 

among the hundred thousand million galaxies of the observable universe. We not understand that there is 

a necessary connection between how big the universe is and how long it lasts. A universe that is smaller 

than ours would not have survived 17 billion hears needed to make men and women. 

 

Philosopher John Leslie tells the following story: 
 



 

 

You are about to be executed, and ten sharpshooters are lined up with their rifles trained on you.  

They shots ring out, and to your amazement you find that you are still alive. Now that is a very 

remarkable fact—so remarkable a fact that is requires an explanation. It is not rational just to 

shrug your shoulders and say, “Well, gee, that’s the way it is. I just happened to survive.” You 

want to know why it happened. Similarly, he suggests, when yo look at the fine-tuning of the 

universe it is not enough to say, “We’re here because we’re here, it just happens to be that 

way.” It is rational to ask why it is so.   

 

Going back to the execution, Leslie says there are only two rational explanations.  One is that there were 

many executions taking place that day, and you happened to be the lucky one in which all the 

sharpshooters missed.  That is one explanation.  The other explanation is that the sharpshooters were on 

your side.  There was more going on than met the eye. 

 

And this is the religious answer: There is more going on than meets the eye.  Religion talks about 

purpose and meaning that is behind the scenes.  Another way to talk about this is to say that science is 

largely concerned with answering the question, “How?” and theology is more concerned with answering 

the question, “Why?”  Einstein once said, “Science can only ascertain what is, not what should be.” 

 

Now, one can ask and answer both questions about the same event: The kettle is boiling because the 

burning gas heats the water (how) and because I want to make a cup of tea (why). What theology can do 

for science is provide answers to those meta-questions that arise from science but go beyond what 

science itself can answer. Yet, there is a consistence between the two.  (I do not put the kettle in the 

refrigerator.)   

 

Einstein’s famous saying is appropriate here.  “Science without religion is lame.  Religion without 

science is blind.”  They need each other.  For example, a literal interpretation of Genesis chapter 3 

understands the present flawedness of human nature and the brokenness of the physical world as a result 

of a disastrous ancestral act, ending a period of paradisal perfection.  But we know from science that the 

cosmic history has been weaving a seamless evolutionary web, and death has always been the necessary 

price for new life.  They myth of the Fall addresses not the question of “How?” but more the question of 

“Why?” the question of meaning and purpose. 

 

When it comes to the creation, I think that we can still have some basic religious affirmations.  First, that 

the world is essentially good, orderly and coherent.  And second, the world is dependent upon God.  

What we can pick up from science is that the Creator is not a God in a hurry; rather God is patient and in 

a continual relation to an expanding universe and an evolving world.  This, but the way, is to distinguish 

Christianity from Deism.  Deism says that God created the world entirely, once and for all, and then 

stepped back, like a divine clockmaker.  Christianity affirms that God is eternally creating.  God is as 

much the Creator today as 17 billion years ago! 

 

And so, if we are wondering how God was the Creator “in the beginning,” we can say “the same way 

that God is creating right now!”   Science can help us see that God does not act by sheer force, not by 

intervening in the natural course of events, not by overruling the laws of physics.  But more by intention, 

gentleness and patience, as a creative participant within the flux of all things. 

 

Luke wrote that in God “we live and move and have our being.”  And Paul wrote that in the eternal 

Christ “all things hold together,” all things cohere.  There is a way to see this is the case.  But the image 

of God emerges and changes alongside scientific understanding.  We have a new model for God thanks 

to science. It is not all-powerful, omnipotent or controlling, but one who interacts without controlling or 



 

 

overruling.  A God whose power is love and persuasion and yet whose constant presence if necessary for 

creation to continue to unfold. 

 

And so I end this morning with that beautiful line by Thoreau.  It is a line that neither the unreligious 

scientist nor the science-rejecting believer can say.  But those of us who take a third position, convinced 

in the unity of knowledge, can joyfully sing it: 

 

The poem of creation  

is uninterrupted, 

but few are the ears that hear it. 

 

Friends, may we continue to listen. 

 

 

 

 

(NOTE: The spoken sermon, available online, may differ slightly in phrasing and detail from this 

manuscript version.) 
 


