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Today we start our year-long exploration of faithful living by taking a look at a variety of biblical characters. We begin with Adam and Eve – but that is easier said than done. There are several issues to contend with first – mostly having to do with our understanding of scripture.

Two books sit on my desk. One is by Sam Harris, titled, The End of Faith. The other, by Harvey Cox, is called The Future of Faith. 
You can’t have it both ways.

Harris is a neo-atheist attacking religion as a hopelessly outdated, irrational, and even dangerous way of viewing the world. He and others with him offer a more aggressive version of the death-of-God movement of forty years ago. They assert that religion has entered “the terminal phase of our credulity,” as Harris puts it, and, therefore, “must... slide into obsolescence.” (The End of Faith [New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 2005], p. 14)

In contrast, Cox rises to the defense of religion, at least as it is unfolding around us in new ways. He and others observe that major changes are happening in the world’s great religious traditions. They are, according to the Harvard professor, moving away from patriarchy, from hierarchy, and from strict dogmatic fundamentalism, toward a more open view of faith.  Some have called this perspective “a generous orthodoxy” – religion focusing not on doctrine or creed but on a way of life. (Hans Frei coined this phrase about forty years ago, while at Yale. More recently, Brian McLaren has picked it up; see his book o the same title.)

It will not surprise you to hear that I find myself in the latter group. The future of faith – indeed, the future of life on this earth – depends on our learning to live faithfully in a religiously plural global community. There was a time when we could ignore people of different religious traditions because they lived far away. Now, at least in this country, we find ourselves inhabiting a highly diverse religious landscape. 

Driving down Lake Street the other day I found myself at a stoplight next to a car full of Muslim women, all wearing the hijab. I nodded at them through our open windows and said, “Ramadan kareem,” meaning, “Have a Blessed Ramadan,” in Arabic. They all looked surprised, but they were smiling as they pulled away from the light. 

It is incumbent upon us – particularly those of us in the religious majority – to learn to live faithfully with those of other traditions, and with those who reject religious commitment altogether. That does not mean we have to give up what we hold to be true about God or that we have to let go of our commitment to follow Jesus. On the contrary, we will need to be even clearer about our own faith in order to live with integrity in this religiously plural world.

God may be alive and well for us, but holding to Christian faith in our time is not without its challenges. This is especially true when it comes to scripture. Pollsters report that around 45% of Americans believe in a literal reading of the Book of Genesis. Atheists pounce upon this as a way to discredit our tradition and its sources of authority. How can a post-Enlightenment, educated person read the Bible, they ask, and actually hold it to be true? How does a thinking believer read scripture and make peace with its stories? How can one’s faith be founded on a narrative about life that has no rational basis?

I am reminded of poet Philip Appleman’s verse:


O Karma, Dharma, pudding and pie,


Gimme a break before I die:


Grant me wisdom, will, & wit,


Purity, probity, pluck and grit.


Trustworthy, loyal, helpful, kind,


Gimme great abs & a steel trap mind,


And forgive, Ye Gods, some humble advice –


These little blessings would suffice


To beget an earthly paradise:


Make the bad people good – 


And the good people nice;


And before our world goes over the brink,


Teach the believers how to think.

In her new book, The Case for God, former nun Karen Armstrong argues that people can be committed to both faith and reason. The God the atheists and others attack, she says, in no way resembles the God embraced by many people of faith today.  

“Jews, Christians, and Muslims,” Armstrong says, “all knew that revealed truth was symbolic, that scripture could not be interpreted literally, and that sacred texts had multiple meanings, and could lead to entirely fresh insights.” (“Out, Out, Damned Atheist.,” by Lisa Miller, www.newsweek.com/id/215180)

We do not have to believe that the earth was created in the six days described in Genesis to find in this account deep and sacred truth about ourselves, about our world, and about our God. Physicist John Polkinghorne, who is also an Anglican priest, says, “The assertion that God is Creator is not a statement that at a particular time God did something, but rather that at all times God keeps the world in being.” (Science and Creation [Boston: New Science Library, 1989 ], p. 54) 

Taking these texts literally robs them of their power to instill in us a sense of profound wonder and awe. Forcing Genesis to fit into 21st century categories depletes the ancient biblical narrative of its mystery, and makes it all the more difficult to trust these stories as bearers of truth. 

When asked about religion, no less an authority than Albert Einstein wrote,

“The mysterious… stands at the cradle of all true art and science… Behind anything that can be experienced there is something that our minds cannot grasp, whose beauty and sublimity reaches us only indirectly.” (Quoted by Harvey Cox, The Future of Faith [New York: Harper One, 2009], p. 21)

That we encounter God in the beauty and mystery of the natural world is a recurring theme of the statements of faith of today’s confirmation students. They are posted in the Heller Commons. I invite you to take a look at them. These young people have found their way to God through the mystery of the world around us. Since the beginning of time human beings have sought to name that mystery. 

Once we get past the need to equate the poetry of scripture with the hard science of biology, once we get beyond the need to see Genesis as challenging what science has revealed to us, then we can get on with the business of learning, through these ancient sacred stories, what we hold to be true about us and about our God.

A chief task for us, people who seek to live faithfully in our time, is to recover and sustain the deep power of the old stories about God – which brings us back to the Garden of our origins and to those two ancient cousins of ours. The biblical account is familiar: God creates humankind in the image of God, male and female God creates them. Another account of God’s creating humankind has the man formed first , out of the very ground, which in Hebrew is adamah – thus, the name adam, Adam, for the one made from the earth itself. From dust you have come….

God places the two earthlings in a Garden; there, they live in idyllic fashion, until they eat of the forbidden fruit, offered them by the serpent. They had been told that they would die if they consumed the fruit of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil – but they eat anyway. They do not die; instead, God drives them from the Garden and into the world.

Unfortunately, over the ages the church has focused almost exclusively on the concept of original sin arising from this story. That fixation, with its negative view of women and its negative view of human nature, has so colored our reading of Adam and Eve that we may have missed what the narrative actually communicates about human beings. 

As a creation parable, the story of Adam and Eve teaches us at least three things about living faithfully.

First: Adam and Eve learn that they are agents of their own future. The story introduces us to our independence. We act. We choose. We are not helpless. We decide. Eating the forbidden fruit is an assertion of choice that forever stamps us as willful individuals. I have wondered if maybe the story is a set-up: God needs the two earthlings to disobey in order to discover their agency in the world. The Creator wants a creature that acts independently; when Adam and Eve stumble onto that, they hide from God. So do we, because we can – but we can also choose to embrace the mystery that is God. We decide. We act. We choose.

Today we mark the entrance of the latest Westminster confirmation students into the life of the church. This is a way station on your journey into faithful living. Today you make a commitment you do not fully understand; you are in good company – not many of us fully understand it either! You may spend the rest of your lives trying to make sense of the God in whom you place your trust this day. The important thing is that you have exercised your free will; this is your choice, and you choose to accept the invitation to companionship with God in the Church of Jesus Christ. Faithful living begins with that choice, even in the midst of our doubt and all our wonderings about God.

Second: Adam and Eve learn that they are not God. The story introduces us to our humanity. It teaches us that although the psalmist tells us we are only “a little lower than God… and have dominion over all things,” we are not God. We are not perfect. We fall short of the glory of God. We all miss the mark. Even those with great power and influence and wisdom among us are no better than any other. We live faithfully when, in humility, we recognize our own humanity. We are no different from any other person on this earth. 

Third: Adam and Eve learn that they cannot live without each other. The story introduces us to our need for life in community. We are not alone. We belong to each. We cannot live in isolation. In the Creation story, God realizes that the earthling needs a companion; the earthling discovers that, as well, as the story unfolds. We live faithfully when we accept that we were made for community, from our family to our clan and nation, and to the whole inhabited earth. We are not alone. 

In a moment we will celebrate the sacrament of baptism. In this act we will welcome little Jenna into the community; she will be marked forever as belonging to Christ. It is our job to see that one day she will learn from the same ancient narratives that have taught us about God and about human life, so that she, too, will find her place in that story, as have we.

Thomas Berry has called the words of Genesis “the Great Cosmic Liturgy.” Adam and Eve are the opening act of the drama. From them we learn that we are agents of our own future, that we are human and not God, and that we are made for community. We are not alone. 

That is sacred wisdom about living faithfully today, from an old, old story. 

Thanks be to God.  Amen.

“Adam and Eve as the Opening Act”
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