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First Reading

I need to set the context for both of our readings and sermon

This morning.

Every year, as part of annual church auction,

I put up for auction the opportunity to sit down with the winner

And hear them propose a sermon theme for me to tackle.

Sometimes the winner likes to stretch and challenge the preacher with the topic,

Which is the case this year.

This morning’s theme of religion and science was proposed by our member

Jerry Cromwell, who won this at auction last year, in 2006.

We met back in the fall to talk about the theme,

And I’ve been stewing on it ever since.

Our first reading this morning is not really a reading at all,

But rather a selection of quotes that I have gathered over the last months

On this interplay between religion and science.

Let’s listen in:

This from Albert Einstein:

"The most beautiful and profound emotion we can experience is the sensation of the mystical. It is the foundation of all true science. He to whom this emotion is a stranger, who can no longer stand rapt in awe, is as good as dead. To know that what is inconceivable to us really exists, manifesting itself as the highest wisdom, as the most radiant beauty which our dull faculties can comprehend only in their most primitive form - this knowledge, this feeling, is at the center of true religiousness."
 

This from the Unitarian minister and transcendentalist, Ralph Waldo Emerson:

The religion that is afraid of science dishonors God and commits suicide."
 

This line, which was inscribed over the door of the laboratory of Max Plank,

Who is considered the founder of Quantum Theory and one of the most important

Physicists of the 20th Century:

"Let no one enter here who does not have faith."
   

This one, from Spock on Star Trek:

"You must have faith… that the universe will unfold as it should…"
  

This from Galileo:

“I do not feel obliged to believe that the same God who has endowed us with sense, reason, and intellect has intended us to forego their use."

This from Pope Pious XII (12th): 

“One Galileo in two thousand years is enough.”


This, from Pope John Paul II:

Science can purify religion from error and superstition; religion can purify science from idolatry and false absolutes. Each can draw the other into a wider world, a world in which both can flourish…We need each other to be what we must be, what we are called to be."

This one, from Kenneth Clark, who wrote and produced the television series

“Civilization” for BBC: 

“I reveal myself in my true colors, as a stick-in-the-mud. I hold a number of beliefs that have been repudiated by the liveliest intellects of our time. I believe order is better than chaos, creation better than destruction. I prefer gentleness to violence, forgiveness to vendetta. On the whole I think that knowledge is preferable to ignorance, and I am sure that human sympathy is more valuable than ideology. I believe that in spite of the recent triumphs of science, men have not changed much in the last two thousand years; and in consequence we must still try to learn from history. History is ourselves. I also hold one or two beliefs that are more difficult to put shortly. For example, I believe in courtesy, the ritual by which we avoid hurting other people's feelings by satisfying our own egos. I think we should remember that we are part of a great whole, which for convenience we call nature. All living things are our brothers and sisters. Above all, I believe in the God-given genius of certain individuals, and I value a society that makes their existence possible."

And finally these closing words, again from Einstein:

"A legitimate conflict between science and religion cannot exist. Science without religion is lame, religion without science is blind."

 Second Reading

Our second reading is poem from the Unitarian minister and poet the Rev. Robert Terry Weston.

His subject in this poem is evolution; it’s called “Out of the Stars:”

“Out of the stars in their flight, out the dust of eternity, here we have come,

Stardust and sunlight, mingling through time and through space,

Out of the stars have we come, up from time:

Mystery hidden in mystery, back through all time;

Mystery rising from rocks in the storm and the sea,

Kindled by sunlight on earth, arose life,

Ponder this thing in your heart; ponder with awe;

Out of the sea to the land, out of the shallows came ferns.

Out of the sea to the land, up from darkness to light,

Rising to walk and fly, out of the sea trembled life.

Ponder this thing in your heart, life up from sea:

Eyes to behold, throats to sing, mates to love.

Life from the sea, warmed by sun, washed rain,

Life from within, giving birth rose to love.

This is the wonder of time; this is the marvel of space;

Out of the stars swung the earth, life upon earth rose to love.

This is the marvel of life, rise to see and to know;

Out of the heart, cry wonder: sing that we live.”

                            “What Science and Religion Together Reveal: 

An Auction Sermon”

Back in the Fall, in the November 21st edition of the New York Times,

There appeared an article with the title “Free-for-All on Science and Religion.”

It opened with a quote from Steven Weinberg,

A Nobel laureate in physics, who warned that 

“The world needs to wake up from its long nightmare of religious belief.”


As a professional minister, I took that opening line a little personally,

But I kept on reading.

The article went on to describe and quote all kinds of respected scientists and thinkers

Who have begun taking on what the article described as an “evangelical role”

In order to compete with religion as the teller of the greatest story ever told.

There was Carolyn Porco, a senior research scientist at the Space Science Institute

In Boulder, Colorado, who said that “we should let the success of the religious formula

Guide us…and teach our children from a very young age about the story of the universe

And its incredible richness and beauty.


It is already so much more glorious and awesome – and even comforting,” she said,  

“Than anything offered by any scripture or concept of God that I know.”

There was Sam Harris, author of the wildly popular ‘Letter to a Christian Nation”

Who said that “every religion is making claims about the way the world is….

About the divine origin of certain books, about the virgin birth of certain people,

About the survival of the human personality after death….

And when we shy away from questioning these beliefs,

We are providing safe harbor for ideas that are at best mistaken

And at worst dangerous.”


And of course, there was also Richard Dawkins, author of the best-selling book

“The God Delusion,” who said that “anything we scientists can do to

weaken the hold of religion should be done and may in the end

be our greatest contribution to civilization.”
Which made me feel a tad defensive, a tad annoyed,

Not least because it threatened my job security.

And then there was the ending, where one anonymous scientist 

Described religion a bit fondly as a crazy old aunt.

“She tells lies, and she stirs up all sorts of mischief and she’s getting on,

and she may not have that much left in her,


but she was beautiful once.  When she’s gone, we may miss her.”

To which Dr. Dawkins replied: “I won’t miss her at all.  Not a scrap,”

He said.  “Not a smidgen.”

Right around that same time in the fall of 06’, as if to provide fuel to the fire,

There appeared in the nation’s newspapers stories about several school districts

In the Midwest who were continuing to debate whether children should be taught

Evolution, and if so,

whether it should be taught alongside theories of intelligent design.

Prior to the congressional elections in November,

Candidates in Ohio were deemed either “pro-science”

Or “pro-creationist” depending on their views of how the world began.

And then this past Thursday, during the debate between republican candidates

For President, three candidates said they don’t believe in evolution.

All of this, especially when combined together,

Is surely what drives the scientists we just heard from so crazy

With exasperation.

Meanwhile, it was around this time that Jerry Cromwell 

Walked into my office one morning 

So that we could talk together about this sermon.

His basic question for me, the one that served as a kind of guide

As I put these thoughts together was:

“Where are we - as religious progressives, as religious liberals,

as Unitarian Universalists – in relation to what appears to be this fight,

to use biblical language, this “den of vipers,” 

that is this debate between religion and science?”

To which I responded: 

We’re what sometimes feels like the small minority

Of religious people in the middle, 

We’re like the lonely Maytag men and women of religion,

Who are in a position to witness how both science and religion


Have something they can reveal to us, 

and how we are in fact ennobled by both.

And I know this because I hear these folks say they want to 

wake us from the nightmare of religion,

And I hear these other folks say they want to protect us against the theories of science,

And the truth is I just can’t recognize myself or any of us

Or our faith community or our Unitarian Universalist religion in the debate. 

Science helps me know about the universe I live in.

Religion and faith help me practice this living with a spirit of love and gratitude

And humility and grace.

Am I, are we, really that crazy, that far out on a limb,

To think that science and religion are compatible and complimentary?

Here’s my humble attempt to answer why I believe we are not.

First, 

Next time any of us run into Dr. Dawkins or Mr. Harris,

Or into our local biblical literalist or

Neighborly pro-creationist,

We can tell them gently and with love

That ours is a church and a religion that embraces science.

Science is the Latin word for knowledge,

And knowledge is what we gain when we seek after truth.

So when we say in our covenant every Sunday

that we “seek truth in a spirit of love”

What we’re saying is that for us the book must always be left open, 

That there is scripture still left to be written, 

That revelation is not sealed.

The new discoveries we come across, the new experiences we have,

The new knowledge we gain, the new science we are exposed to – 

In our religion we try to accept, even welcome these moments

Because they challenge our assumptions, 

Perhaps change our convictions,

And – in a word – helps us to grow.

This, of course, is why each of us likely don’t believe the same things 

We once did.

If you’re like me,

It was perhaps the demonstration in high school astronomy class

Showing just how truly small we are relative to the immensity of the universe

That forever humbled you as to our own perceived, assumed special-ness 

As human being.

And knowing what I know from my ministry about the random-ness of life,

How accidents happen and explanations don’t come easy,

God for me these days is less the old man magician in the sky, 

playing hocus-pocus with our fates,

And more like the experience of seeing grace in the face of pain,

And feeling a profound moment of connection to the world in nature 

or to those I love.

Embracing new knowledge, embracing new discoveries and new experiences

Doesn’t have to threaten or eliminate our religion is my point.

They can actually deepen our spiritual engagement with the world 

and with each other.

Can you hear us, Dr. Dawkins?  Can you hear us, pro-creationists?

Looking into the sky, discovering new things about this unfolding and expanding universe,

and then asking ourselves what it means to live a purposeful and meaningful life

Can be a religious act; it can be a form of prayer.

This business of us embracing science leads to another, sort of sub-question

That Jerry asked me in our conversation,

Which was: Given all that the world is facing, with global warming, 

with threats of worldwide flu epidemics, with things like anti-biotic resistant TB – 

Jerry even mentioned the threat of an asteroid hitting the earth,

He used the word ‘Armageddon,’ - 

Should we humans rely on faith or science to save us?

Sitting there thinking especially of the asteroid scenario, 

My first visceral response was: “Pray hard.”

My second response is one of balance to this 

Idea that we should embrace science or religion to the exclusion of the other.

I don’t believe science alone or religion alone can provide answers to what ails us.

My colleague in ministry, Helen Cohen, herself the daughter of a research chemist,

Says that “science cannot be our religion, and religion can’t be the source of our science.”
 “We need all our ways of knowing,” she says.

“[we need] love, and reason, and experiment, and history, 

and psychology, and ethical understanding developed through human history – 

we need it all….to figure out how to live our lives.”

Science has taught us enough to know about the threats we’re facing,

About what we’ve done to the world and what we can do to repair some 

Of the damage.
Religion helps inspire us to act.

As I reminded us in my Earth Day sermon several weeks ago,

“We are called to respect

The interdependent web of all existence,” 
For as immense as the universe is, for as small as we may be,

We affirm with our religion that we are all connected.

“One,” as Helen says, “among the human family, among the primates, 

Among all living things, among the stars.”

We need science and religion together to save us

And pass to our children a world they will be grateful to have.

But all this is really prelude to what I’ve been thinking about all week.

Truth be told, we seekers after the truth,

But during this week I struggled with what to say and do with this sermon.

Knowing that I have had since November to think about it hasn’t helped.

And as I mentioned during our sharing time this morning,

This week has been a week of loss for some of us here,

Which has meant that I have spent much of my time thinking about these families,

Visiting the hospital, leading a memorial service,

And standing in the midst of the sadness and grief that comes

When we lose, or fear losing, someone we love.

I wanted to call Jerry and confess that my heart wasn’t completely

In to the science and religion debate.

But then it struck me, 

Almost in an instant in one of these visits to the hospital,

That it’s often in these bedside moments, perhaps more than any other, 

That I’m privileged to witness one of the few places

Where science and religion make room for one another 

Without the usual suspicion, the usual disregard.

I know and the doctors know that it’s their medicine and their knowledge

And their science that in many ways is going to decide 

How we respond physically to whatever illness and age throw at us.

But I know and many doctors tell me they know

That it’s often our faith, our prayers, and the thoughts and prayers

Given us by others that help us respond to illness and age and even death

With a spirit of hope and grace and strength. 

This I know - science did wonders this week in

The work of healing, prolonging, and saving life,

And when it came time for endings, 

Helping to make these endings as peaceful and painless as possible.

But this I know as well, because it’s my work – 

Religion did wonders this week in the work of helping people 

Hold on, have hope, and when it came time to say goodbye,

Helping to say goodbye with the strength and determination to carry on. 

Science would have sorely missed religion this week.

This week religion would have sorely missed science.

Way back when I gave this sermon the title:

“What Science and Religion together Reveal”
And I admit to not entirely knowing then what my answer would be.

But I have it now, after the bedsides, after the hospitals.

What science and religion together reveal is awe and appreciation

And saving and savoring this life we have been given.  

“Ponder this thing in your heart,” Robert Weston writes in his evolution poem.

“Eyes to behold, throats to sing, mates to love.

This is the wonder of time, this is the marvel of space;

Out of the stars swung the earth, and life upon earth rose to love.

This is the marvel of life, rising to see and to know;

Out of your heart, cry wonder: sing that we live.”

To which I think we can have only one response: 

Amen.

