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“Day Two: The Beautiful Heavens”
Preached at the United Church of Los Alamos
July 8, 2007
By Rev. Don Childers
Text: Geneds 1:6-8

When I was in the eighth grade our science class took a field trip
to an open field one night to look at the stars. I was hooked. I learned
about the constellations, planets, the sun and the moon in those years.
Many years later a friend who was chairperson of the astronomy
department at Northwest Missouri State University revived my interest
in the stars. I purchased an eight-inch scope and set about relearning
and enjoying the heavens.

I recognize that there are those present today who have spent
their lives studying the heavens. I am humbled by what is left to learn
and I am humbled by the constantly changing information and
discoveries about the heavens.

What is disturbing is that today old arguments about the cosmos
are again being revived. A multi-million dollar project has been
completed that attempts to present the idea that the earth is only 6,000
years old as the Bible says and that humans and dinosaurs lived and

walked together like in the “Flintstones™ cartoon series. The “Flat-
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earth” groups who believe that the Earth is flat and that there is an actual
dome above us at about 6,000 miles altitude, continue to exist and are
increasing their memberships. What is sad is not that such ideas exist,
because such ideas always exist. What is sad is that such arguments
divert us from the purpose and beauty of scripture and attempt to say
that the biblical story is THE SCIENTIFIC account. Such an idea
would have been strange to the Hebrews.

-1-

There are, in reality two different creation stories included in
Genesis. Attempts by some to present the creation story as a seamless
story only happens if scripture is ignored. The more ancient story
appears in Chapter Two of Genesis and is generally known as the
“Adam and Eve” story. In that story God makes Adam and THEN
creates the garden—the earth. Prior to that, according to the story,
there were no grass or plants and there was no rain. Only after creating
Adam did God then create the trees and animals.

The second story appears in Genesis, chapter one and part of

chapter two. This story was created or written down during the
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Babylonian Exile in the 6" Century BCE. The story was written in
response to the prevailing story of creation present within Babylon, an
epic story known as the Babylonian Creation Myth. This story was
adapted from earlier cultures. It was a rambling tale of primordial gods
battling for domination. In the end the male god killed the female god
and slit open her bowels. Out of her bowels came the heavens, the
earth, and humankind. The overall theme within this story was that
creation was accidental, creation was insignificant, and humankind and
the earth were made of bad stuff---it was not good.

In contrast the simple and elegant Hebrew tale of creation in six
days portrayed a different message. Creation was intentional, it had
purpose, and it was good.

Interestingly that same debate is going on today. In the scientific
community and within the greater society the debate is whether creation
is accidental, has no purpose or direction, and is neutral or flawed.
Countering this is the religious argument that no matter what the process
of creation, we believe that creation is intentional, has purpose and is

good.
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With that perspective let us now turn to Day Two of creation, the
creation of the heavens. The text reads,

God said, O command a dome to separate the water above it
from thewater bdowitOAnd thatOsvhat happened. God made
the dome andnamed it SKY. Evening came and then morning----
that wasthe secondday.

Up until a few centuries ago, people did believe that there was a
dome above the earth and that above the dome was “heaven”. They
believed that the sun, moon, and stars revolved around the earth.
Actually, if we are just observing, it does appear that way. Even today
with the expansion of our knowledge we still talk of ““sunrise” and
“sunset” as if the sun moved across the sky; not the earth moving
around the sun and rotating as it does. As I said the Genesis story is
not and was not perceived as a scientific account of creation. Itis a
story that explores the meaning of creation.

I have always been fascinated by the heavens. When the first

satellite went into orbit and was scheduled to be seen from earth, 1
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rushed out of the house to see it move overhead. I gotup early in the
morning to watch every one of the Mercury and Gemini launches. 1
continue to be fascinated by the Sky.

When I look into the heavens I have many different reactions.
One reaction is that the heavens bring me down to earth. When I am
feeling like the whole world should or does revolve around me---that
God 1s there to give undivided attention to the needs of Don Childers---
the heavens remind me of my rather insignificant place in the universe.
The universe did just fine for eons before I arrived and will do just fine
after I depart. When I recognize that the light from a star or galaxy
started its journey toward us long before there was an “us”, I am
humbled by the vastness of the universe we live within. I sometimes
wonder if there is not some intelligent creature looking up from a distant
planet in the Andromeda Galaxy in his or her telescope believing like
many of us do that we are the only ones around. I would like to tell him
or her that the universe is mysterious, vast, and wonderful. I would also
like to tell her or him that neither I nor they are the center of it all. The

heavens help put things in perspective.
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Yet, at other times when I look up at the heavens I join the
Psalmist who said,

| often think of the heavensyour hands have made and of
the moonsandstars you put in place. Then | ask, ONhydo you
care about us humans?C

I recognize that God’s love and compassion so vividly
demonstrated in and through Jesus Christ recognizes me and embraces
me. I recognize that I am not the only important thing in creation but I
am important in God’s eyes. I recognize that I have a place within this
universe, that I have a purpose within this universe and that I, like the
universe, am “good”. God does not nor has created “junk”.

Looking up brings me humility and confidence, perspective and
importance, and reminds me of God’s presence within the universe and
within me. Thus my approach to the dome above us is to allow it to

speak, to inspire, and to remind me of God.

! Psalm 8:3-4
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This perhaps is one purpose, for us at least, of the heavens. They
propel us to study, to question, to seek more knowledge---they remind
us of our place---and they lead us to inspiration about God. Over the
centuries the poets, the painters, the writers, and the mystics have
perhaps better understood Genesis One than we who try to fit it into
our particular world viewpoint.

This is why the beauty of this second quilt teaches us more about
how we approach creation than anything else. This quilt is to be
enjoyed, it is to be looked at, and we are to allow the inspiration of
those who created it to speak to us. Can you find the number “2”
within this quilt? Can you see the faith that guided the hands in its
creation? Is this quilt now more than the molecules and material that
makes it up? Does it not lead us---or might it lead us to a deeper faith?

Thus the heavens above us can remind us of God’s presence
within life IF WE HAVE THE EYES TO SEE, THE EARS TO HEAR
AND THE MINDS TO UNDERSTAND. Through the lens of faith

we see the universe differently. No matter how our understanding of
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the process of creation may change, the same message underlying
Genesis 1s true today as always. Creation is intentional, it is with
direction, and it is good.

Listen to the Psalms that use the heavens as a launching pad for a
deeper understanding of faith.

Theheavensare telling theglory of God; andthe firmament
prodaims his handiwork. Day to day pours forth speech and night
to night declares knowledge?

BlesstheLord, O My Soul O Lord my God, you are very
great. You are clothed with honor and majesty, wrapped in light
aswith a garment. You stretched out the heavenslike a tent, you
set the beams of your chambers on the waters, you make the
cloudsyour chariot, you ride on thewings of the windE .You set
forth the earth onits foundations so that it shall never be shaken.?

O give thanks to the Lord of lords, for his steadfas love
endures forever. Whoalonedoes great wonde's, for his steadfast
love endures forever. Whoby unde standing made the heavens,
for his steadfast love endures forever. *

The poets also look at creation and discover that creation inspires
them.

This poem by Leonard Allen Prowant written in 1937 titled

“Scenes In the Sunflower State” talks about the “dome of

2 psalm 19
3 Psalm 104
4 Psalm 136
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heaven”.’

Dawn
| Qe seen the azure dome of heaven,
Without a flickering cloud,
Tinged with shoding exhalations
Whch, enveloping like a shroud,
Gathered within its golden mantle
Thetwinkling sentinds of night,
Wrappe within its folds most gentle
By the SungodOsrilliant light.

Sunise
| e seen the golden dome of heaven,
Like an effulgent glowing cloud,
Tinged with darting sunreflections
While theearth, a queen mos proud,
Spoted dewy diamond jewels
Themog transent gems of alll
Lured without ther crystal pooks
By the Surrgodsbeaming call.

Night
| Qe seen the starlit dome of heaven,
Like a dazding, sparkling crown,
Tinged with ghogly, shimmering deflections
While theair in shining gown
Bathed in misty, spectral show
And the sentinds of night
Adddl their holy, auroral glow
To the Moon-goddesCsilvery light.

> Poetry of Kansas, “Scenes In the Sunflower State”, Leonard Allen Prowant, 1937, found at
http://skyways.lib.ks.us/poetry/prowant/scenes.html.
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This poem from Max Reif, titled “Stars” talks about gaining
perspective in life from the stars.

Thestars that were over my head this morning
Wee there from the First Day,

Those stars | hid crook-necked fromin cities,
While traveling my wayward way.

Slowly at first, then fagter,

| beganto see, eyes blinded, at first by neon andstreetlamps,
And the starsOnightsOcloseness only speaking

In a few foraysinto the Midnights between cities,

Bedazzing my eyes to see the jewels

Darkness has strungwith,

And always | wanted to stop, and enjoy, andstare, and pray,
But a motor inside me was going too fad,

Andin vansor cars

| sped back to cities

To undo my mind®

Tightly wound springs

Thenin a dozn years

| came out unde thestars,

And behold!' The Canopyof Heaven
Was still there,

And | murmured and prayed in valleys
Like green cupsfor my love, and It said:
Ovou were too busy before,

But we have always been here,

And we always shall beO

That which | wastoo busy to love
Patiently waited for me.

Now | have finished my busness
And am free to love:
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And the Morning Star@ Song
Has come to me with a Joy
That had always been concealed
Within my bread,
And the Heavens have exploded
Into Singing
And the weeping
Of the morning dew.?
4-

Attempting to push the biblical story of creation into the modern
matrix of understanding is a little like the sisters of Cinderella trying to
cram their feet into the glass slipper. Allowing the story of Genesis to
mspire us and seeing it as a window into God is to find the true fit for
today of that story.

How long has it been since you looked up? The simple act of
looking up and seeing the Milky Way or a distant star or a bright planet
reminds us that there is more than what is before us. When I am
overwhelmed with my own problems and worries, looking up humbles

me and puts things in perspective. When I am feeling further from God

when I look up I suddenly feel that I do have a place and a purpose

% Max Reif, “The Stars”, 1983 found at http://www.poetmasters.org/submissions/max/stars.
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within the wonders of the universe. The Psalmist question, “what is
humankind that you are concerned for us?” is answered in the history of
God’s love affair with us. It is answered in Christ where we once again
learn that “God so loved the world---and I am part of that world” that
Jesus came that we might have life, abundant life. The “dome” above us
reminds us each day and night of the presence, the mystery and the

beauty of God. Amen.



