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Science and Theological Education

Learning Theology at the Aquarium

By the Reverend William P. Brown, Ph.D.

Columbia Theological Seminary

o conclude the required introductory course in Old Testament, |
took my class to the Georgia Aquarium. No, this was not an end-
of-class celebration, although some considered it so. My students
were actually on assignment as they gazed in awe at the graceful
belugas and the bizarre sea nettles. The event was part of a number of
teaching events that took place on campus throughout the year, both in
and outside the classroom, made pos-
sible through a generous grant from
the AAAS.!Y Endnotes on page 11.

The program is designed to
integrate forefront science into a
seminary’s core theological curricu-
lum, thereby increasing scientific
literacy among students of ministry
(especially those who had forgotten
high school biology) and developing
an informed appreciation of sci-
ence as a part of theological inquiry.
Columbia Theological Seminary, I
must add, was the only Presbyterian
institution selected to participate in
this pilot program, which included ten
seminaries.

For our first year, we focused
on three courses: Old Testament
Interpretation, Introduction to Chris-
tian Theology, and Introduction to
Pastoral Care. Since I was one of the
teachers in the Old Testament course,
here are my reflections.

The Old Testament course began, as most introductory courses do,
with a discussion of the first several chapters of Genesis, wherein it was
discovered for the first time by many students that the Bible begins not
with one but with two very different creation accounts (Genesis 1.1-2.4a
and 2.4b-3.24). Moreover, we later discovered other creation accounts
dispersed throughout the Old Testament such as Psalm 104, Job 38-41,
and Proverbs 8.22-31, to name but a few. Together they acknowledge the
natural world’s glorious complexity.?!

An Arctic cetacean, the Beluga is a slow swimming creature but
able to reach depths of 2,300 feet. Gregarious by nature, their
pods average 10 and in summer months the whales may gather
in 100s or even 1000s in estuaries and shallow coastal areas.

In our study of the Old Testament creation traditions, we also added
science to the mix. For example, while studying Genesis 1 in its theologi-
cal and historical context, we also heard from scientists sharing their rich
discoveries of the universe, from the cosmological to the biological.

Why do so? Not to pick a fight or to argue over differences between
the so-called biblical perspective and the scientific. Far from it. We did so
in order to fulfill the biblical mandate to seek wisdom (Proverbs 2.1-5),
including the wisdom of God evidenced in creation (Proverbs 3.19-20).
Throughout our course we brought into constructive dialogue the unfold-
ing drama of the Bible and the epic story of Creation as told by science,
sometimes described as God’s “two
books,” a conceptual framework that
has deep roots in Christian tradition,
beginning at least with John Chryso-
stom (ca. 347-407) and Augustine
(354-430), and extending to Galileo
(1564-1642).%1

Augustine, for example, refers
to creation as God’s “great big book,
the book of created nature.”* He
goes on to say, “Look carefully at it
from top to bottom, observe it, read
it.... Observe heaven and earth in a
religious spirit.”

That “religious spirit,” however,
does not mean rejecting the findings
of science in favor of the three-tiered
model of the universe presupposed in
Genesis. To the contrary, Augustine
finds it utterly shameful for Chris-
tians to make empirical claims about
the nature of creation by spouting
Scripture.?!

So it is a matter of duty that
God’s “two books” be read together for God is the author of both. It is
no coincidence that a certain psalm begins with “The heavens are tell-
ing the glory of God; and the firmament proclaims his handiwork™ and
concludes with reflections on the efficacy of God’s Torah: “The precepts
of the Lorp are right, rejoicing the heart; the commandment of the LorD
is clear, enlightening the eyes” (Psalm 19.1, 7-8). This single psalm binds
together God’s creation and God’s Torah, God’s world and Word, into an

> “Aquarium” concludes on page 3
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Ignorance

Must Affirming Creation Be Controversial?

n December 8th Charleston-Atlantic Presbytery acted on the

“Affirmation of Creation” overture at its fall stated meeting. The

outcome was not what I hoped but was instructive even if in a
disappointing way.

The first instructive disappointment was that there were only three
voices in the discussion. Mine in the affirmative and two in the negative.
Although there were several “seconds” when I moved the Affirmation,
none of those voices spoke for the overture. It is difficult to know how
to assess such silence but it seems to suggest either that the relationship
between a theological affirmation of God as Creator and the findings of
the sciences that describe that creation is inconsequential or that people
think so infrequently about it that no one is prepared to speak about it.

The two objections to the overture were voiced by two women
clergy: one Anglo and one African-American. The first argument against
the overture was that adopting it would “disturb the peace and unity” of
the Church because some Presbyterians continue to cling to the ancient
middle eastern cosmology reflected in scripture as though it was hal-
lowed. When the truth about the creation is sacrificed on the altar of
religious sentiment, then both the truth and the Christian faith suffer.

This is not a new observation. Augustine in the fifth century made
the same observation more eloquently. The bulleted items in the “Affir-
mation” are not scientifically controversial. They are certainly open to
change but only in the light of new observations of creation. And such
changes will likely be ones of greater accuracy or still deeper understand-
ings of creation rather than a complete dismissal of these discoveries. The
gravitational constant discovered by Newton did not change because his
classical understanding of physics was superseded by Einstein’s Theory
of Relativity.

The second objection was that since many of us in the church repeat
the Apostles’ Creed on Sunday mornings, affirming that God, the Father,
is “maker of heaven and Earth,” why do we need to concern ourselves
with the details, the specifics of that creation. It has been said that if you
say you believe something, it should commit you to something. To say
that we believe that God is Creator of all nature and then are not com-
mitted to affirm the particulars of that nature makes it hard to see what it
means to say that God is Creator.

So it is hard to understand what a Presbyterian might mean when
she or he declares that God is Creator and then ignores or denies what can
be observed of that creation. Or worse, Presbyterians affirm a “creation”
that cannot be supported through experience and reason no matter how
ancient or presupposed in the biblical tradition. One of my favorite phi-
losophers has written, “Where attainable knowledge could have changed
the issue, ignorance has the guilt of vice.” It remains to be seen how
“guilty” the Presbyterian Church (USA) may be.

The February 2016 issue of SciTechi will have an update on the
progress of the “Affirmation” as it is addressed by councils of the
PCUSA. Stay tuned.

Jim Miller is an honorably retired teaching elder of
the Presbyterian Church (USA) with an M.Div. from
Union Theological Seminary (Virginia) and a Ph.D.
from Marquette University. Before retiring in 2007
he served as Senior Program Associate for the Pro-
gram of Dialogue on Science, Ethics, and Religion
of the American Association for the Advancement

of Science.

About this Issue

xecutive Board member Stephen Kolderup
Ecoordinated this issue of SciTecht around
the theme of science and faith in education,
public policy, and intrafaith dialogue. Stephen
currently serves at South Jacksonville Presby-
terian Church, his tenth interim position after
nineteen years of installed ministry. He is a
graduate of Gettysburg College (with a major
in Physics) and earned his M.Div. at Princeton
Theological Seminary.

Stephen invited William P. Brown to
contribute this issue’s lead article. Dr. Brown is
William Marcellus McPheeters Professor of Old
Testament at Columbia Theological Seminary
in Decatur, GA. He earned his Ph.D. at Emory
University, his M.Div. at Princeton Theological
Seminary, and his BA from Whitman College.
He is an ordained teaching elder in the Pres-
byterian Church (USA). Some specific interests
include creation theology, faith and science
dialogue, the psalter, and wisdom literature.

-

Bill’s most recent book is Sacred Sense
(Eerdmans) which Stephen reviews in this issue
of SciTecht (page 11). Stephen also wrote
the article on page 4 about the importance of
nurturing conversation between scientists and
religious communities.

Executive Board Elections

lection of Vice President and two Board
Emembers for terms ending in 2018 was
completed in November. Fifty-three ballots
were returned, and the nominating committee’s
proposed slate was unanimously elected.

Charles Reece was elected to a second
term as Vice President. Charlie’s Ph.D. in phys-
ics was earned at the University of Rochester.
In 1987, he joined the team that set up the
US Department of Energy’s Thomas Jeffer-
son National Accelerator Facility, in Newport
News, VA. His work there continues in applied
research, developing the technology of super-
conducting RF acceleration systems for par-

ticle accelerators. Charles is a ruling elder and
a founding member of the Kirkwood Church,
Yorktown, VA.

Elected to the Board were Lisa Schrott
and Arnold Rots. Until recently Dr. Schrott was
Associate Professor of Pharmacology, Toxicol-
ogy, and Neuroscience at LSU Medical School
in Shreveport, LA. She is a ruling elder at First
Presbyterian Church, Shreveport. Sensing God
calling her from bench science and biomedical
research and teaching to the practice of minis-
try, she is in her final year of M.Div. studies at
Columbia Theological Seminary.

Dr. Rots is Archive Astrophysicist for the
Chandra Data Archive at Harvard-Smithsonian
Center for Astrophysics and formerly Senior
Research Scientist at Universities Space
Research Association. His research has largely
centered in radio astronomy with special
emphasis on galaxy dynamics. He is a ruling
elder at Church of the Covenant in Boston and
a past moderator of Boston Presbytery.

)
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into an inseparable whole.

Science and Searching

To disregard what science reveals about
the intricate order and unfathomable age of
the natural world as we know it is tantamount
to tearing out the first pages of the Bible. The
unfolding drama of God’s redemptive work in
the world need not have begun with creation; it
could have begun just as easily with the exodus
account or with the family history of Abraham
and Sarah (Genesis 12 and following). But it
didn’t. It is a canonical fact that the Bible begins
with the cosmos. Moreover, it ends with the
cosmos. Is it merely a coincidence that creation
serves as the Bible’s bookends? Is it accidental
that in between these bookends the psalmists,
sages, and prophets often inquire of the natural
world in their testimonies to God’s providence?
“When I look at your heavens, the work of your
fingers ...” (Psalm 8.3; cf. 19.1). “I turned my
mind to know and to search out and to seek
wisdom and the sum of things ...” (Ecclesiastes
7.25). “It is the glory of God to conceal things,
but the glory of kings is to search things out”
(Proverbs 25.2; cf. Jeremiah 31.37). The first
sentence of the first chapter of Charles Dar-
win’s On the Origin of Species begins with the
words, “When we look to ...

Looking and searching, observing and
studying—psalmists, sages, and scientists are
the cohorts of wonder and the practitioners of
“inquisitive awe.”!”! Together they validate the
human desire to explore the world, “to search
things out,” to observe and study the world that
God in wisdom has created (Proverbs 3.19-
20). “The self-revelation of creation,” as the
great biblical scholar Gerhard von Rad once
described biblical wisdom,® is an integral
part of divine revelation. To construe biblical
faith as anti-scientific is truly anti-biblical. If
theology is “faith seeking understanding” (a la
Anselm), and science is a form of understand-
ing seeking further understanding, then theol-
ogy has nothing to fear and everything to gain
by engaging science.

Faith “vs.” Science?

Culturally, however, we confront a
very different situation. In their fight against
“soulless science,” creationists champion a
view of creation so narrow that it is decid-
edly unbiblical. At the other extreme, certain
scientists construe faith in God as the enemy
of scientific progress and human well-being.
I As one might expect, misunderstandings
and distortions abound as each side reduces
the other to laughable caricatures. Illiteracy,
both scientific and biblical, reigns. The prob-
lem lies in the vain attempt to treat the biblical
accounts of creation as scientific. This is like
forcing a round peg into a square hole. The
scientific method and its resulting discoveries

are products of the Enlightenment, thousands
of years after the Bible was written. Moreover,
it was never the intent of the biblical authors
to provide a scientific report on the nature of
the world and how it developed, but instead

to claim the world as God’s world. Neverthe-
less, there is plenty of room for constructive
dialogue between science and theology, even
biblical theology, but first some deep miscon-
ceptions and prejudices have to be vanquished.

Is science really hell-bent on eroding
humanity’s nobility and eliminating all sense
of mystery? Not the science [ know. Is faith a
lazy excuse to wallow in human pretension?
Not the faith I know. What if faith in God
entailed, among other things, acknowledging
the remarkable intelligibility of creation as
well as its mystery? What if science informed
and enabled persons of faith to become more
trustworthy “stewards of God’s mysteries” (1
Corinthians 4.1-2)? What if faith fostered a
“radical openness to the truth, whatever it may
turn out to be” 211"

The faith I know does not keep believers
on a leash, preventing them from extending
their knowledge of the world. The science [
know is not about eliminating mystery but
about enhancing it. The experience of mystery
“stands at the cradle of true art and true sci-
ence,” as Albert Einstein intoned. “Whoever
does not know it can no longer wonder, no
longer marvel, is as good as dead.”!"!

Faith with Science

Christian faith demands familiarity with
and appreciation of science. The evolution-
ary biologist Theodosius Dobhzansky, a
devout Russian Orthodox Christian, famously
observed, “Nothing in biology makes sense
except in the light of evolution.”!' Christians
can say something parallel about faith: “Noth-
ing in the Christian faith makes sense except
in the light of the Incarnation.” Here, in fact, is
common ground: Faith in God incarnate “will
not allow us to ignore the physical world, nor
any of its nuances.”™) Faith in the incarnate
God calls us to know and honor the physical,
fleshy world, whose “nuances” are its delicate
balances and indomitable dynamics, its life-
sustaining regularities and surprising anoma-
lies, its remarkable intelligibility and bewilder-
ing complexity, its order and its chaos. Such
is the World made flesh, and faith in the Word
made flesh acknowledges that the very forces
that produced me also produced microbes, bees,
and manatees.

As much as we cannot ignore the incar-
nate God, we cannot dismiss the discoveries of
science. Theologically, there is no other option.
Faith in such a God calls people of faith to
understand and honor creation, the world that
God has not only deemed “very good” (Genesis
1.31) but saw fit to inhabit (John 1.14). In Christ
the God in whom “we live and move and have

our being” (Acts 17.28) has all to do with the
world in which we live and move and have our
being.

Through the lens of science, we find
ourselves more connected to creation than we
could ever imagine, countering once and for
all the sinful tendency to see ourselves utterly
apart from, rather than as a part of, creation.
We are connected to a creation that is incom-
prehensibly large and marvelously complex,
strangely diverse, and constantly in flux. We
are part of a creation that at its most fundamen-
tal (i.e., quantum) level is fuzzy and indetermi-
nate, assuming different states at the same time.
At creation’s macro-cosmic level, things we
once thought were stable and steady turn out to
be dramatically dynamic, both catastrophically
(e.g., supernovas and black holes) and genera-
tively (the birth of new stars and planets), with
every bit of it interconnected, including time
and space itself. As the universe is fearfully
and wonderfully made, so also the human self
(Psalm 139.14). The saga of science can only
enhance the greatest story ever told. All truth is
God’s truth.

When we finished our tour of the Georgia
Aquarium, I invited students to reflect on their
experience. Here’s what two of them wrote,
both cited with permission.

Rebekah Carpenter

What amazed me most? The sheer volume
of different types of creatures. If we ever for
a moment doubt that we need to embrace
diversity, all we have to do is look at nature.
This experience changed my perception of
God into a Creator who delights in diversity
and expects us to take care of what is around
us.... It was enlightening to learn that when
debris is brought from the ocean, sixty percent
of it contains recyclable materials. [ was also
disheartened to learn that surgeries have to be
performed on sea creatures that ingest plastic
that has been put into the ocean from human
products.

Jeane Torrence

What a great way to end our deep (no pun
intended!) involvement with the Old Testa-
ment! This trip combined with the three science
lectures helped me enormously with my wisdom
of creation. This really enhances my pastoral
care with those asking at the end of life, “Why
are we all here?” and “What was it all about,
anyway?” No answers to those questions, but
definitely an expansion of my small knowledge
of cosmology and our beginnings. It was not

frightening at all that I am such a small speck

in the scheme of things, as when [ was young,
but faith and some scientific knowledge have
made me feel not apart from the world but a

part of God'’s universe.

To which I can only say, “Amen.”
SciTech® ¢ November 2015 3



Nurturing Conversations

Between Scientists and Religious Communities

The Reverend Stephen Kolderup

PASTCF Board Member

he American Association for the

Advancement of Science (AAAS) is

one of the premier interdisciplinary

science organizations in the world and
has long held stature in the public discussion
of issues involving the care of Earth and our
society. The Association has advised elected
officials and the general public for years, and
since 1995 has sought better conversations
between science and religious communities
through its Dialogue on Science, Ethics and
Religion (DoSER). Our current PASTCF Presi-
dent, James B. Miller, was part of that office
and was editor of its publication, The Evolution
Dialogues: Science, Christianity, and the Quest
for Understanding.

Efforts at creating new opportunities for
communication have continued over the years.
In this same issue you can read about DoSER’s
Science for Seminaries Project as told through
the experience of Professor Bill Brown and his
students at Columbia Theological Seminary. In
2012, the Perceptions Project was launched to
explore and facilitate better
conversations between
scientists and religious
leaders. The Project worked
to identify perceptions,
stereotypes, and misunder-
standings from both sides
and began modeling ways
to share concerns, insights,
and commitment to issues
of common concern.

This particular proj-
ect made an intentional
approach to those who
self-identify as Evangelical
Christians. Four multiday,
highly structured meetings
were held around the country with a goal of
moving past barriers to conversation, helping
working scientists and Christian leaders begin
finding points of contact. There is much more
to this process and many other religious groups
were involved in other kinds of conversations.

The important point is that the Perceptions
Project went to places where the greatest mis-
trust or conflict might be expected and found
positive ways to connect. This article cannot
examine all the nuances of the three-year study
and | commend the final report for further
reflection at <www.aaas.org/report/percep-
tions-science-and-religious-communities>.
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Jim Miller and I attended the wrap-up
conference of the Perceptions Project in March
2015. It reported on the findings and collabo-
rations of the project and provided a daylong
model of conversation among journalists, scien-
tists, and church leaders. The purpose that day
was not engaging debating issues but identify-
ing openings for dialogue and promoting better
strategies for continuing discussion.

I attended a panel on global health moder-
ated by Galen Carey of the National Associa-
tion of Evangelicals that included researchers
and field specialists,
as well as federal and
nongovernmental (NGO)
decision-makers. The
discussion focused on
collaborative models of
delivering health care in
difficult to reach popula-
tions. Faith-based NGOs
often have established
trust with people where
the best scientific knowl-
edge is needed.

Amy Gambrill of
USAID commented that stakeholders in global
health in Africa have religion as
the fabric of daily life. Speaking
on the same panel, Dr. Anbrasi
M. Edward of Johns Hopkins
Bloomberg School of Public
Health added that he has seen the
importance of prayer for many in
the medical field.

Another panel included Sarah
Pulliam Bailey, Religion Reporter
for The Washington Post who
joined with scientists in consider-
ing effective ways to inform and
engage the public on issues with
a scientific component. The day
concluded with remarks from
Nobel Laureate William D. Phil-
lips of the National Institute of Standards and
Technology. Addressing the whole gathering,
he said “We share a desire for truth, but lacking
respect we fail to look for it together.”

Earlier meetings between scientists and
evangelicals were facilitated by Public Agenda
and while we sat together at lunch we were
introduced to the process used. You can see
the whole array of approaches in the booklet,
Same World, Different Worldviews, avail-
able at <perceptionsproject.org/wp-content/
uploads/2014/10/A A AS-Choicework.pdf>. The
different strategies can be adapted for local
discussions in congregations and presbyteries.

Surprising Discoveries
of Agreement

Keep in mind that these methods were
employed over several days in the four venues.
The first avenue of conversation is called
“Build Common Ground: Explore shared
values and promote understanding.” The second
avenue is called “Increase Collaboration:
Work together to confront common concerns.”
The third avenue is called “Simply Relations:
Ensure civility and minimize confrontations.”
The booklet briefly discusses the benefits and
limitations of each approach while encourag-
ing starting somewhere within those choices
to model better
dialogue.

Iam
heartened by
the range of
people who
participated
in the March
conference. |
didn’t know
how invested
the National
Association of
Evangelicals
was in the science and faith discussion (one of
my false perceptions). NAE eagerly cooperated
with AAAS and even issued a booklet of essays
entitled When God and Science Meet: Surpris-
ing Discoveries of Agreement.

One of the coauthors of the essay on “The
Competencies and Limitations of Science” is
Katharine Hayhoe, noted climate scientist and
one of the panelists at the March meeting. That
booklet is available for free download at <nae.
net/godandscience/>.

There are also a number of journalists cov-
ering this “beat” including Cathy Lynn Gross-
man with the Religion News Service, Barbara
Bradley Hagerty, author of Fingerprints of
God: The Search for the Science of Spirituality,
Jaweed Kaleem with the Huffington Post, and
Eli Kintisch with Science magazine. Follow
them in Twitter for other related writings.

Part of the scientific method is replica-
tion of experiments and comparison of results.
Obviously the AAAS has substantial resources
to gather people into conversation and their
results indicate that there is value in moving
past original perceptions to find ways to con-
nect our communities.

Using strategies and guides that are avail-
able for public use, we have the opportunity to
check their findings and contribute our own
ideas for how to do this locally, starting with
the scientists, educators and clergy in our own
congregations and presbyteries.



Finding God in Science

The Reverend Laura S. Sugg, Ph.D.

Wheat Ridge Presbyterian Church, Colorado

Romans 1.1a, 5-8, 16-17, 19
Paul, a servant of Jesus Christ, called to be an apostle, set apart
for the gospel of God ... B through whom we have received grace and
apostleship to bring about the obedience of faith among all the Gentiles
for the sake of his name, including yourselves who are called to belong to
Jesus Christ, To all God’s beloved in Rome, who are called to be saints:
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.
First, I thank my God through Jesus Christ for all of you, because your
faith is proclaimed throughout the world. "® For I am not ashamed of the
gospel; it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who has faith,
to the Jew first and also to the Greek. For
in it the righteousness of God is revealed
through faith for faith; as it is written, “The
one who is righteous will live by faith.” 1!
For what can be known about God is plain
to them, because God has shown it to them.

ou have seen them, no doubt,

those figures on the back win-

dows of cars. Stick figures indi-

cate how many adults and chil-
dren in a family, occasionally you will see
dogs or a cat added to the mix. I’ve recently
seen variations appearing. I saw the same
rudimentary stick figures, only this time
they looked like Princess Leia, R2-D2, and
Darth Vader. I had to laugh the other day
when I saw a simply drawn T-Rex and the
words, “My dinosaur ate your stick figure
family.”

I have seen a similar evolution of
a much older symbol. The simple fish
design, ichthus, is an ancient symbol for
Christianity. The story goes that when
early Christians were being persecuted,
one person would draw an arc in the dusty
ground and a fellow Christian could iden-
tify him or herself by drawing an upside
down arc intersecting a little bit short at
one end, making the simple shape of a fish.
Of course, Jesus and his disciples were
fishers of people, but the fish was a symbol
of Christ because the first letters of the
Greek words for “Jesus Christ, Son of God,
Savior” spells ichthus—the Greek word
for fish.

In the 1970s, I got a costume jew-
elry ichthus necklace and somewhere in
the 1980s or so I started seeing them as
plaques on the back of cars—stopping at
traffic lights and you were bound to see
them. I first saw simply the outline of the
fish; then I saw the outline along with the
Greek letters spelling ichthus; then to make
it perfectly clear, the word, “Jesus” inside
the fish.

Fish Evolving?

It is only in the past ten years or so, that I have noticed fish with
feet and the word “Darwin” instead of Jesus. Then, like the dinosaur that
ate the stick figure family, there is the wide-mouthed fish with the word
“TRUTH” shown gobbling up the footed Darwin fish like the great white
shark eating the character Quint in the movie Jaws. Culture wars writ on
the backs of Chevys and Subarus.

I'had to go online to see one fish logo that someone told me about.
Instead of Christianity eating Darwin’s evolving fish, it shows the ichthus
and the Darwin fish kissing. There is even a group on Facebook called
“Kissing Fish” that describes itself as a fan-page for the book, Kissing
Fish: Christianity for People Who Don’t Like Christianity (by Roger
Wolsey).

As a lifelong Presbyterian, I have always cherished the respect
that the life of the mind, education, and theological enquiry have in our
branch of the Reformed tradition. Of course, like
anything, one can go overboard and become cold
and cerebral or look down on those who lack a good
education. We have all heard Presbyterians referred
to as the “frozen chosen.” We need be wary of these
flaws the way our brothers and sisters in charismatic
traditions need to avoid the temptation to collapse
into all feeling and a deep suspicion of anything
intellectual.

Someone has probably written a book or
perhaps several hundred on how the varied religious
history in the United States has influenced and
impacted the culture wars through the 250 years of
our nation’s life together. The Tennessee vs. Scopes
so-called “Monkey” Trial ninety years ago is only
one chapter, albeit a big one, in this long conversa-
tion.

Only three years ago, Tennessee passed a law
stating that “the teaching of some scientific subjects,
including, but not limited to, biological evolution,
the chemical origins of life, global warming, and
human cloning, can cause controversy” and that
“teachers shall be permitted to help students under-
stand, analyze, critique, and review in an objective
manner the scientific strengths and scientific weak-
nesses of existing scientific theories.”

Gov. Bill Haslam allowed the bill to become
law without his signature. Critics have called it the
“monkey bill” and say it could enable the teaching
of creationism."! Endnotes on page 11.

Inherit the Wind, the play and movie based on
the Scopes Trial, is a classic example of the so-
called war between science and religion. It is true
you can find plenty of evidence for such a tug of
war, but that is not the whole story. Contrary to what
you might see in media that love to polarize complex
issues, there does not have to be a conflict. Those
kissing fish are what I am rooting for: a continued
respect for the God-given intellect with which we
can serve God—in all areas of exploration: theologi-
cal, artistic, and scientific.

But Laura, what about the Bible? Are you going
to mention the scripture reading? What, you may
ask, does our reading from Romans 1 have to do
with science? As you have likely surmised, “Finding

> “Fish” concludes on page 6
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< “Fish” continued from page 5

God in Science” is the theme today in our
summer series exploring the question, “Where
Is God?” In the letter to the people in churches
in Rome, the apostle Paul is dealing with a mul-
ticultural group, this time primarily Gentiles
rather than Jewish Christians as were prevalent
in other parts of Paul’s known world. He was
writing to help them deal with the pressures of
a sometimes immoral society. The gist of what
Paul writes is that, even if some people do not
benefit from the rich witness of the prophets of
the Hebrew Bible, or the instruction in Jewish
law, or even the saving gospel of Jesus Christ,
God speaks through creation. Verse 20 is the
key verse: “Ever since the creation of the world,
[God’s] eternal power and divine nature, invis-
ible though they are, have been understood and
seen through the things [God] has made.”

So, for first-century Paul, God speaks
through what God has made. By looking
closely around us, exploring God’s world,
we can understand God’s eternal power and
divine nature. 1,500 years later, there
was no big conflict between religion
and science for the grandfather of
our denomination, John Calvin. In
his epic 1,800-page Institutes of the
Christian Religion, he talks about
any of us being able to see God in
creation, but, he writes, scientists who
explore God’s world have the ability
to obtain, “a deeper insight,” and the
mind can take a “loftier flight” and
obtain a “brighter view” through their
scientific exploration. Because I have
an unwritten obligation to quote John
Calvin at least once a year, [ will do
so now. Please listen past the archaic
male language for God and human beings in the
translation of this 455-year-old book in order
to hear a church leader affirming scientists and
their special insights almost half a millennia
ago:

“In attestation of [God’s] wondrous
wisdom, both the heavens and the earth present
us with innumerable proofs not only those more
recondite proofs which astronomy, medicine,
and all the natural sciences, are designed to
illustrate, but proofs which force themselves
on the notice of the most illiterate peasant, who
cannot open his eyes without beholding them.
It is true, indeed, that those who are more or
less intimately acquainted with those liberal
studies are thereby assisted and enabled to
obtain a deeper insight into the secret work-
ings of divine wisdom. No man, however,
though he be ignorant of these, is incapaci-
tated for discerning such proofs of creative
wisdom as may well cause him to break forth
in admiration of the Creator. To investigate the
motions of the heavenly bodies, to determine
their positions, measure their distances, and
ascertain their properties, demands skill, and
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a more careful examination; and where these
are so employed, as the Providence of God is
thereby more fully unfolded, so it is reason-
able to suppose that the mind takes a loftier
flight, and obtains brighter views of his
glory. Still, none who have the use of their eyes
can be ignorant of the divine skill manifested
so conspicuously in the endless variety, yet
distinct and well ordered array, of the heavenly
host; and, therefore, it is plain that the Lord has
furnished every man with abundant proofs of
his wisdom.” (Emphasis added.)”!

Here at Wheat Ridge Presbyterian Church,
there is a strong history of respecting science
and scientists as people of faith. The formerly
active chapter of the Presbyterian Associa-
tion on Science, Technology, and the Christian
Faith (PASTCF) has met here before, and I
know some of you still get the PASTCF news-
letter four times a year. You can be proud to
stand in the tradition of Calvin and others who
applauded the search for truth as a Christian
vocation.

The lead article in the August 5 (2015)
issue of The Christian Century is entitled
“Scientists Welcome: A Challenge for Con-
gregations.” The cover has a wonderful draw-
ing of the ceiling of a great cathedral with an
image of an atom with its protons, neutrons,
and electrons where a medieval mosaic of the
heavens and angelic cherubs might normally
be. The article’s first lines are an indictment of
churches like ours:

“By and large mainline congregations
have situated themselves outside the debates
over religion and science, leaving it to the
young earth creationists and the militant athe-
ists to fight it out. Unfortunately, the rationale
for disengagement from that shrill debate has
resulted in a disengagement from science alto-
gether. The congregations that claim they are
at peace with science do little to articulate why
or how that is possible. An alternative narrative
to that of hostility between religion and science
remains ambiguous and inarticulate within the
church and in the public imagination.”?

Gulp.

It made me wonder how much I or we

“go public” with our support of science and
scientists as Christian endeavors and disciples.
Rather than being a war, we can celebrate the
vibrant contributions science makes to the
appreciation of the awesome creative power of
the God we worship and love. The author of the
article, David Wood, is a pastor in Glencoe, IL.
He urges us to honor the scientists in our con-
gregations and he also urges congregations:

“Churches ought to be sites for the intel-
ligent, lively, convivial engagement between
religion and science. Such conversations will
not be the kind that set out to prove somehow
that God fills the narrowing gaps of unex-
plained territory which science will never be
able to fill. Rather, they will seek to engage
the world that science discloses as evocative of
God’s manifold creative Spirit. Science with its
manifold discoveries and descriptions does not
threaten the existence of God. More often than
not, science discloses how thoroughly mystery
interpenetrates all things.

“The English physicist Sir William Bragg
did groundbreaking work with
X-rays, for which he was awarded
the Nobel Prize in Physics in 1915.
On one occasion he remarked,
‘Sometimes people ask if religion
and science are opposed to one
another. They are—in the sense that
the thumb and fingers of my hand are
opposed to one another. It is an oppo-
sition by means of which anything
can be grasped.””

Here at Wheat Ridge Presby-
terian, let’s look for ways to grasp
with thumb and fingers, to rejoice
in the kissing fish, to celebrate the
scientists who obtain a deeper insight into the
magnitude of God’s creativity, and to share in
the wonder each of us can have by looking at
the things God has made.

Amen.
© Laura S. Sugg. All rights reserved.

Laura S. Sugg is pastor of the Wheat Ridge
Presbyterian Church. Her undergraduate degree
is from the University of Virginia. She earned the
M.Div. from Yale University Divinity School and her
Ph.D. in Systematic Theology from the University
of Edinburgh in Scotland with a particular empha-
sis in Celtic Christianity. Laura enjoys movies,
anything performed on a stage, photography,
travel, and adventures with her family, almost all
of whom live in the Denver area. In her ministry
she says, “My hope is to listen to the Spirit and to
the congregation. Together we can move into this
next chapter at Wheat Ridge PC confident that
there are ways to continue the great traditions of
this caring place as well as fresh ways to reach
out in love to the community and to serve in God’s
world.” This sermon was one in a sermon series
entitled “Where Is God?”



Readers Write

To the Editor:
September 22, 2015

very much commend Sara Joan Miles for her article “Help Answering

Those Questions” which appeared in the August 2015 issue of SciTecht.

She has raised very important issues and has organized and provided
an impressive list of resources and references. I would like to make a
couple of observations to emphasize and support the points made by Dr.
Miles.

1. Her point and example pertaining to vocabulary is very pertinent
but I suggest it is an even broader problem. American English (although
there really isn’t a unique American English) has become a world lan-
guage and the second language for most of the world. As such it influ-
ences other cultures and languages and it is also influenced by other
cultures and languages. Obviously when writing for the newsletter you
are doing it in English but religion is not restricted to English even in the
United States.

2. That brings me to a second but related point. In science, technol-
ogy, and engineering there is a constant drive to assign standard mean-
ings to words and terminology in order that when people use these words
they have a common understanding (irrespective of language). [ dare say
that theologians have a similar desire but many faith members do not see
or understand this. In society at large we often deliberately attempt to
imply one meaning when we really intend another—advertising is based
on this principle. The appeal and beauty of poetry is perhaps another. It
is unlikely that we could ever overcome this practice and probably it is
not desirable in society at large. However, the perceived conflict between
science and religion is very much a question of vocabulary and misunder-
standing the importance of standard meanings for words and terminology
in science, technology, and engineering.

3. “Belief” is a good example of word that is greatly misunderstood.
For example, there are many people who say they don’t “believe” in
evolution without recogniz-
ing that it doesn’t really make
any difference whether they
do or do not. It doesn’t change
biology nor our understanding
of it. It is like saying that they
don’t believe in gravity, there-
fore there is no risk of falling
for them.

4. Dr. Miles has identified
a number of key words that are
used differently by scientists
and the general public but [
think that some of the differ-
ences need further elaboration.

a. The use of the term
“law” in science is essentially
an artifact of history but no one
in science interprets the word
now the way it might have been at one time decades or centuries ago.
For example, it is common even now to refer to Newton’s laws, or the
law of averages, but in the scientific literature these have more explicit
delineations. In the case of Newton’s laws, these can be demonstrated by
experiments and more importantly can be used to predict the results of
experiments.

There are multiple versions of the law of averages and these do not
depend on experiments. They are theorems and can be established by
logic. As pointed out, in common usage, “laws” can be changed or modi-

To the Editor:

Dear Sir:

A= AL B0 30 3. I 0

T | o -
i L e N R

fied, since they really represent an agreement or decision by a group of
people.

As the article notes, “theories” are really explanations or under-
standings but more importantly they can be used to predict actions or
consequences. “Theories” are frequently incomplete and often can not
be subjected to experiments, e.g., the theory of plate tectonics. As yet
we have been unable to concentrate enough energy to actually move a
“plate” but we are able to observe the consequences of plate movements.

b. Neither “fact” nor “truth” are terms that are commonly used in
science. Even in general usage these have varying meanings. For exam-
ple, there is a reason why a jury verdict is either “guilty” or “not guilty.”
The latter is often interpreted to mean “innocent” but at least in courts in
the United States they are not the same.

In statistics there are two types of errors (known as Type I and Type
IT) when testing a hypothesis. The first is incorrectly rejecting the null
hypothesis and the second is incorrectly accepting the null hypothesis.
The consequences of these two errors can be quite different. Under
United States law a defendant is considered innocent until proven guilty,
i.e., at least theoretically defendants do not have to prove themselves not
guilty and the judge will point this out to the jury. A decision-making
process that minimizes the likelihood of one type of error will likely
increase the likelihood of the other type of error. A “hanging judge” will
never let a criminal escape the consequences of their crime, simply con-
vict all defendants without bothering with a trial. Of course, a few inno-
cent people may be convicted in the process but that is a trivial matter for
such a judge. Alternatively the judge could throw out all charges immedi-
ately without bothering with a trial, in this case there would be no risk of
an innocent person being convicted.

c. It is likely that when people use the word “random” they have
no real idea of the meaning of the word. “Erratic” is probably a more
common intent than “haphazard.” In science and particularly in statistics
the term is almost never used alone, e.g., to say that an event or an entity
is “random” does not make sense.
Instead it would be “random
selection” or “random sampling”
or perhaps “at random.” For each
of these there is an implied action
or process and the term “random”
pertains to that action or process,
not to the result of the process.

While coin tossing would
be a familiar instance to most
people, it is not an adequate
explanation of “random.” The key
point is the assumption that there
are only two possible outcomes
when a coin is tossed. Actually, of
course, there are other possibili-
ties but the real issue is observed
outcomes and we can avoid or
neglect any other possible out-
comes by simply not observing them. Now the question is whether one of
the two possible outcomes is more likely than the other and whether the
outcome on one toss is effected by the outcome on a prior toss. If “heads”
and “tails” are equally likely then this is completely analogous to simply
choosing H or T “at random” for each toss. The “at random” means the
process for choosing between each of the possible outcomes makes each
equally likely.

Think of the wheel in one of your favorite TV game shows. If the

b
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< “Readers” continued from page 7
possible stopping points for the pointer are
not equally likely then the game is “rigged.”
Clearly one could modify the physical charac-
teristics of a coin to make one outcome (heads
vs. tails) more likely than the other. But believ-
ing that the outcome on one toss is effected
by the outcome on a prior toss is quite another
matter. One would have to ask then how does
this effect occur and how is it quantified?
Science is very much about quantifying
actions, occurrences, effects, etc. whereas
people in general tend to use imprecise and
personally perceived measures. “Similarity”
is another good example of a word that is used
very differently by the general public and in
science. For the public it has only the meaning a
particular person gives to it at a particular time.
As a good presentation of the conflict
between personalized word and measure usages
vs. a scientific approach, readers might appreci-
ate the book The Measure of All Things by Ken
Alder (Free Press, 2002).

Donald E. Myers
Emeritus Professor of Mathematics
University of Arizona

Nz
To the Editor:
August 24, 2015

[ ver since my first call to Jim Miller sug-
— gesting that PASTCF furnish a month’s
worth of meditations to These Days,

I was excited about both the process and the
outcome. While I had high expectations for
the result, [ am more than pleased with the 31
meditations for July 2015. I expected that the
individual meditation for each day would be
well written. What surprised and pleased me
was how many of the meditations invited me
to consider a given Scripture reading in an
entirely new way, negating nothing I already
knew, but adding a new level of understanding I
had never considered before.

Here are a few general and then some spe-
cific comments about the July meditations.

First, I was struck by the fact that none
of the Scripture passages used by the several
contributors were repeats: 31 meditations, 31
different scripture texts.

Second, it seems to me that the 31 medita-
tions fell into four or five broad categories. Ten
of the Scriptures from both Old and New Testa-
ments called attention to the fact that God’s
witness to us humans through the Good News
of Creation is consistent with God’s witness to
us through the those very Scriptures. Four of
the meditations stressed how God considers
us humans to be an integral part of creation,
neither somehow above nor apart from it. Nine
of the meditations illustrate how God works
with us humans through community. And six
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meditations deal with very specific instructions
of Jesus to his followers, instructions as valid
today as when they were first given.

Finally, I must call attention to the medita-
tions for July 1st and 31st.

When I first opened the discussion with
Jim, I told him I would like to do those two
days, opening with the first Genesis story of the
creation and ending the month with the Revela-
tion 3.20 invitation of Jesus for us to open the
door in order for him to celebrate with us in a
common meal. Jim allowed that he liked the
idea but asked if our son, Patrick, would be
interested in writing the Genesis meditation.
I was pleased with this suggestion for several
reasons. One of those is that today marks
the seventh anniversary for Pat serving the
small Barrington, Rhode Island Presbyterian
Church. He is also serving as vice-moderator
of the General Assembly Permanent Judicial
Commission. These things have resulted in
some positive recognition for BPC, the small-
est church in the Presbytery of Southern New
England. It was fun for me to participate with
Pat in this endeavor.

[ want to add now some detailed consid-
eration of two particular meditations. [ used
to think the funniest story in the Bible was
part of the telling of the first Pentecost in Acts
2. Remember that some of the bystanders
explained the whole thing by saying the apos-
tles were drunk. But Peter says they were not
drunk because it is only nine in the morning.
Several years ago a work commitment required
me to be on the Washington-LaGuardia shuttle
most Monday mornings for about nine months.
Remembering how many cocktails I saw served
on those short flights, I couldn’t help wonder-
ing what nine in the morning had to do with
being sober.

But the meditation by Bob Keefer for
July 14th reminded me of really how funny
we humans sometimes are. It is a continuation
of the Pentecost story and some of the conse-
quences that followed for the apostles. Peter
has been in prison for several days when an
angel of God arrives in the middle of the night,
frees and leads him out of the prison, and then
leaves him alone some distance away. Realizing
his freedom is the real thing and not a vision,
Peter makes his way to the house where the
faith community was gathered praying for his
release. He bangs on the door to be let in and
one of the servant girls is so excited on hear-
ing his voice that she forgets to open the door.
Instead she runs to the group with the news that
Peter is at the door. When you read the whole
encounter in Acts 12.1-17 reflect on how likely
any one of us might be to act as she, or they, did
in a similar situation. “What do you mean inter-
rupting our prayers for Peter’s release with this
tale that he is outside?”

But the meditation that most arrested me
was by Daniel Wolpert for July 23rd about

Jesus healing of the demoniac, found in Mark
5.1-20. I have read and heard this story many
times and am quite familiar with it. I read the
scripture verse he highlighted and the first
paragraph of his meditation:

“They came to Jesus and saw the demo-
niac sitting there, clothed and in his right mind,
the very man who had had the legion; and they
were afraid.” (Mark 5.15)

Mr. Wolpert wrote: “Our understanding of
mental illness has come a long way. No longer
considered possession by evil spirits, ‘mad-
ness’ is an illness governed by brain chemistry,
genetics, and the environment.”

As I read, several interesting questions
began to take shape for me. First, how often do
we become afraid in the presence of something
we understand on some level to be good but do
not fully comprehend? For me, at least, it hap-
pens more often than I care to admit.

Second, we Presbyterians say that we
believe Jesus is fully human and fully God.
But I really wonder how many of us (myself
included at times) completely believe that
Christ was fully human. In his letter to the
Philippians, Paul touched on this when he
wrote about “Christ Jesus, who, though he was
in the form of God, did not regard equality with
God as something to be exploited, but emptied
himself, taking the form of a slave, being born
in human likeness.” (Philippians 2.6-7a)

So as I read this mediation I reflected
on several questions. If Jesus really was fully
human, did he recognize mental illness as
we have come to recognize it today, or did he
believe that evil spirits possessed the demo-
niac? What was it that Jesus sent from the
demoniac into the pigs? How did Jesus under-
stand his power to heal persons?

I do believe that Jesus was fully human
and, therefore, consistent with the beliefs of
the time, understood human illness as being
possessed by evil spirits. I remember reading
somewhere many years ago that a professor
asked college students if they believed Jesus
understood radar. Depending on the tense of
the question I believe there are two different
answers. If the question is, did Jesus during
his human ministry understand radar, I believe
the answer must be NO. If the question is,
does Jesus, the resurrected savior of creation
understand radar, I believe the answer must, of
course, be YES.

I hope there can be additional conversation
about these kinds of questions. Maybe SciTecht
can be an appropriate venue for such a dialogue.

In closing I would just say that I really
enjoy reading each SciTechf when it comes and
that I learn something new from each issue.
Thanks for all the work put into writing, edit-
ing, and publishing this journal.

David P. Notley
Bethesda, Maryland



Holy Mystery

By the Reverend D. William Mclvor, D.Min.

SciTecht Editor/Publisher

[Reflecting on what the universe reveals and a way faith connects,
August 30, 2015, Rainier Beach Presbyterian Church, Seattle.]

My text this morning is from Exodus, the second book in the Bible.
It begins with the ancient Hebrews living in Egypt. They have greatly
multiplied and prospered, so much so that the Egyptians were afraid and
enslaved and oppressed them. Then Exodus tells about the birth of Moses
and his growing up and in due time he becomes the liberator who leads
the Hebrews out of slavery in Egypt. That story takes up the first 18 chap-
ters of Exodus, which brings us to my text today in Exodus 19.

The escaped Hebrews have arrived in the wilderness at the foot of
Mt. Sinai. We don’t actually know for certain where Mt. Sinai was; there
are several traditional possibilities.!"! Endnotes on page 11. But wherever
it was, the tradition teaches that it was from Mt. Sinai that God gave the
Ten Commandments to the people through Moses. (Exodus 31.18) And
today’s text is about what happened just before the commandments were
given. Let’s read it now from Exodus 19.

Exodus 19.1-13, 16-21, 25 (NRSV)

On the third new moon after the Israelites had gone out of the land
of Egypt, on that very day, they came into the wilderness of Sinai. They
had journeyed from Rephidim, entered the wilderness of Sinai, and
camped in the wilderness; Israel camped there in front of the mountain.
Then Moses went up to God; the Lorp called to him from the mountain,
saying, “Thus you shall say to the house of Jacob, and tell the Israelites:
You have seen what I did to the Egyptians, and how I bore you on eagles’
wings and brought you to myself. Now therefore, if you obey my voice
and keep my covenant, you shall be my treasured possession out of all
the peoples. Indeed, the whole earth is mine, but you shall be for me a
priestly kingdom and a holy nation. These are the words that you shall
speak to the Israelites.”

So Moses came, summoned
the elders of the people, and
set before them all these words
that the Lorp had commanded
him. The people all answered as
one: “Everything that the LorD
has spoken we will do.” Moses
reported the words of the people
to the Lorp. Then the Lorp said
to Moses, “I am going to come
to you in a dense cloud, in order
that the people may hear when I
speak with you and so trust you
ever after.”

When Moses had told the
words of the people to the LorD,
the Lorp said to Moses: “Go to
the people and consecrate them
today and tomorrow. Have them
wash their clothes and prepare
for the third day, because on the
third day the Lorp will come
down upon Mount Sinai in
the sight of all the people. You
shall set limits for the people all

The Hubble Ultra-Deep Field — NASA, June 2014

around, saying, ‘Be careful not to go up the mountain or to touch the edge
of it. Any who touch the mountain shall be put to death. No hand shall
touch them, but they shall be stoned or shot with arrows; whether animal
or human being, they shall not live.” When the trumpet sounds a long
blast, they may go up on the mountain.”

1191 On the morning of the third day there was thunder and lightning,
as well as a thick cloud on the mountain, and a blast of a trumpet so loud
that all the people who were in the camp trembled. Moses brought the
people out of the camp to meet God. They took their stand at the foot
of the mountain. Now Mount Sinai was wrapped in smoke, because the
Lorp had descended upon it in fire; the smoke went up like the smoke
of a kiln, while the whole mountain shook violently. As the blast of the
trumpet grew louder and louder, Moses would speak and God would
answer him in thunder. When the Lorp descended upon Mount Sinai,
to the top of the mountain, the Lorb summoned Moses to the top of the
mountain, and Moses went up. Then the Lorp said to Moses, “Go down
and warn the people not to break through to the Lorp to look; otherwise
many of them will perish.

51'So Moses went down to the people and told them.

ONE: Mystery

I want to talk about two things today. First, the mystery of God’s
holiness and why that mystery is a sign of grace. Then I want to talk
about obedience. The commandments that come from God’s mysterious
holiness are not just suggestions—do these things if that feels okay to
you. No! They are, in fact, commandments. They are not optional. God
expects people to obey and when we do, we continue as the Lord’s trea-
sured possessions. But let’s talk first about mystery and holiness.

In the text, God’s holiness is depicted as dangerous and frightening.
If the people come too close, they will die. The Lord will break out even
against those who come too near just to take a peek at things. In other
words, this meeting with God, as one scholar puts it, is not a meeting
between buddies.”? God danger-
ously and disruptively intrudes
upon the people. Danger lies
even near the boundaries that
God told Moses to establish.
The people must carefully pre-
pare. They must be clean. Even
their clothes must be clean. It’s
all about the absolute holiness of
God and we dare not be casual
about that.

Back in the day when [ was
in seminary, we read a classic
book of theology called 7he
Idea of the Holy by a German
theologian named Rudolf Otto
(1869-1937). The book was
originally written in 1923 and [
don’t know if they are still read-
ing it in seminaries today. But
they should be. Otto coined the
word “numinous” to depict that
which transcends our compre-
hension in rational terms. He
spoke of God as the mysterium

> “Mystery” concludes on page 10
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< “Mystery” continued from page 9

tremendum, to use a Latin phrase. God is holy,
awesome, “wholly other.”C! God is not like us.
God is absolutely overpowering, an ineffable,
transcendent Reality.

That is the God who came upon the people
at Sinai. In our casual times, when it seems
nothing is sacred and nothing is taken with true
seriousness, it is hard for us to even imagine
such a God and were we to imagine it, we
might be truly frightened because such a God is
beyond our comprehension or control.

I think this is why [ was very moved by
something I found on the Internet some time
ago. It got me thinking about the mystery of
God. In 1996 and again in 2004, the Hubble
Space Telescope was pointed at a tiny piece of
the sky that as far as anyone knew was entirely
empty—no planets, no stars, no galaxies. Just
a small blank spot in the sky. How small was
this blank spot in the heavens? Picture holding
a single grain of sand in your fingers at arm’s
length. That small.

This was a very risky thing for the scien-
tists to do. Observation time on the Hubble is in
great demand and eleven full days of time was
taken up looking at “nothing.” It was entirely
possible that in looking at nothing, the Hubble
would in fact detect nothing.

But when the images from the telescope’s
detectors were analyzed, images formed by
single photons landing on the detector one
every minute for eleven full days, what was
seen was far from nothing. The picture shows
a bit of it. Hubble saw more than 10,000 galax-
ies each containing perhaps a 100 billion stars!
It is now called the Hubble Ultra-Deep Field
and some scientists claim its picture to be the
most significant photo ever taken. If even a tiny
blank spot in the sky reveals 10,000 galaxies it
shows the universe to be even more incredibly
vast than we’ve ever imagined before.

I know there are scientists and non-scien-
tists who believe that the universe is so vast and
the laws of nature so universal that there is no
need to believe in God, that God is not neces-
sary to either explain or create the universe.

Most famously, this is the view of Stephen
Hawking in a book published a few years ago
called The Grand Design." Profes-
sor Hawking, whose life story was
depicted in the recent movie The
Theory of Everything, may be the
most brilliant man living and he
has suffered tremendously for years
from a slow-progressing form of
ALS or motor neuron disease. Some
consider his theories on a par with
Einstein’s. But with all due respect
to Stephen Hawking, I believe that
God, the Mysterium Tremendum,
the absolutely transcendent Reality is greater
even than the vastness of this universe, greater
than anything even a theory of everything can
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describe.

And here’s the grace. That God, that
Mystery, that uttermost Holiness, is the God
of Sinai who swept down upon the people and
bore them up on eagle’s wings and brought
them to himself.®! Before the universe we are
as nothing. Before the Mysterium Tremendum
we are even less. But from the Mystery comes
a love that saves and lifts up. The mystery of
God’s holiness is a sign of grace.

TWO: Obedience

Which leads to obedience. The holiness
of God cannot come upon us and we just stay
the same. If even scientists who do not believe
in any kind of god become awestruck at the
size and complexity and beauty of the universe,
how much more must believers be changed by
the holiness of God come upon us? If God is
the Holy Mystery beyond all that we know or

and the nurse said she was going to give him a
shot that should take care of any pain he might
feel. But 20 minutes later he was groaning and
crying out, “I hurt. I can’t stand it. I'm going to
die.”

When the nurse came back Peterson sug-
gested that the first shot really had not done
much for Kelly and maybe she should give him
a second injection. But the nurse replied that
she would oversee the medical care of Kelly
and she left. But 30 minutes later Kelly began
to hallucinate and having lost touch with reality
he shouted out, “Peterson, pray for me. Can’t
you see I'm dying? Peterson, pray for me.”

That finally brought the nurses and doc-
tors running and they finally gave Kelly a shot
that quieted him down.

That became a parable for Eugene Peter-
son. When Kelly was scared, he wanted some-
one to pray for him. When he was crazy, he

ever can know, then we cannot come
into the presence of this Holy Mys-
tery thinking that we can remain the
same.

In a book called 4 Long Obedi-
ence in the Same Direction, Eugene
Peterson tells about a time when he
was in the hospital recovering from
an operation on his nose. The surgery
was minor but his pain was great and
he was in misery. Later that after-
noon a man was assigned to the other bed in his
room. He was scheduled to have his tonsils out
the next day. He was in his early twenties, good
looking and friendly. He introduced himself to
Peterson and said, “Hi, my name is Kelly. What
happened to you?”

Peterson was not in any mood for friendly
conversation. So he just grunted his name and
said he had gotten his nose broken. Kelly got
the hint and left him alone. But later that eve-
ning friends visited Kelly and he said, “There’s
a man in the next bed who is a prize fighter.
Got his nose broken in a championship fight.”
And he went on to embellish the story for the
benefit of his friends.

Later on Peterson was feeling a little better
and he said, “Hey, Kelly. You misunderstood.
I’'m not a prize fighter. My nose was broken in
a basketball game years ago and I'm
just now getting it fixed.”

“Well, what do you do then?”
Kelly asked.

“I’m a pastor,” said Peterson.

“Oh,” said Kelly, and he turned
away. He wasn’t interested in Peter-
son any more.

But the next morning Kelly
woke him up. “Peterson, Peterson,
wake up! [ want you to pray for me.
I'm scared.” So before Kelly went
into surgery Peterson went to his bedside and
prayed for him.

A couple of hours later Kelly was back
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wanted someone to pray for him. But
in between, when he was “normal,”
he had no interest in prayer or any-
thing to do with a pastor.[*!

Isn’t this a dilemma we all face?
Most of the time we’re not fright-
ened and most of the time we’re not
crazy. When we are either of those
or in some other extremity, we pray
and want others to pray. But most
days are normal days and our faith and practice
become routine. We go through the motions
with God. Sometimes we don’t even go through
the motions.

But the Holy Mystery wants to be at the
center of our lives and allowing God to be truly
at the center is just plain hard. The daily routine
makes it very hard. We’re all very busy. We’re
distracted all the time. We live in such a casual
time. Putting God at the center is hard. It’s hard
for me and it’s had for you.

That’s why God commands us to obey.
Following the commandments is not about
working our way to heaven or earning God’s
love. All of God’s commandments, whether the
Ten Commandments or other commands, are
the patterns of love. God gives us these pat-
terns of love to obey so that God remains at the
center of our lives.

God lifts us up as on eagles’ wings, draws
us to Godself as treasured possessions, and
calls us to obedience within the grace of Holy
Mystery. Wow!

D. William Mclvor has published SciTecht since
1992 and also assumed editor responsibilities

in 1997 after the resignation of founding editor
Daniel W. Martin. Bill is an honorably retired
teaching elder have served four PCUSA congrega-
tions in Washington, Michigan, and Massachu-
setts. Bill is a graduate of Whitworth University,
Fuller Theological Seminary, and earned his D.Min.
at San Francisco Theological Seminary.
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Sacred Sense: Discovering the Wonder of
God’s Word and World by William P. Brown
(Eerdmans, 2015)

Reviewed by Stephen C. Kolderup

ill Brown’s latest book continues his

exploration of scripture both as a theolo-

gian and a lover of the arts and sciences.
His emphasis on wonder and wisdom is not new
here and if one wants more detailed accounts of
particular passages highlighting God’s creative
work, then turn to his earlier work, The Seven
Pillars of Creation: The Bible, Science, and the
Ecology of Wonder (Oxford University Press,
2010).

Two things distinguish this newer work.
Both aspects are important in describing its
value for readers of this journal. One is a
whole chapter devoted to wonder as a forma-
tive human experience and as a hermeneutical
principle for exploring a variety of texts. He
describes a tension in wonder between fear and

GOOD * BOOK

fascination, between disorientation
and newfound order. With both
extensive biblical knowledge and
genuine humility, Brown invites us
to reread a range of texts and open
ourselves to surprise and reorienta-
tion.

As we would expect from such
a Bible scholar, we are provided in
subsequent chapters with context
and cues to read with understand-
ing. Yet he also invites us into a
conversation that he has begun at
Columbia Theological Seminary
with professors and students and
now continues in this book. Far
from presenting a series of pronouncements
about the meaning we should see, he pauses
now and then to simply ponder, to question, and
to suggest matters that are behind the text and
matters that might evoke our response. After
all, the wonder of the Bible is there to engage
us.

The second aspect that distinguishes
this book from earlier projects is the range of
scripture that Brown chooses in order to pursue
wonder as the heart of biblical faith. He revis-
its all of the texts he analyzed in The Seven
Pillars of Creation. The fuller expositions in
that volume are helpfully summarized. But in
this book there are additional questions to raise
and further possibilities to discuss. And here
the same approach is extended to other texts
about covenant, holiness, incarnation, resurrec-
tion, communion, and the new creation. So, for
instance, he probes the narrative of terror at the
tomb in Mark’s ending verses.

Each essay can be read on its own, after a
careful look at chapter 1, but each text interre-
lates with previous discussions: the new heaven

and new earth invite comparison with the first
Eden. Reading this book is a delight and a
privilege to be sharing in Professor Brown’s
thoughts and questions about the biblical wit-
ness. But the work that began in the study was
clearly tested in the classroom and this calls
us to gather our own conversation partners at
church or in homes.

Wonder is indeed something to be culti-
vated and shared. He quotes the text, “lost in
wonder, love and praise,” from a well-known
hymn. To that I add another hymn text: “For the
wonders that astound us, for the truths that still
confound us, most of all that love has found us,
thanks be to God.”

WILLIAM P.
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