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The other day as I was driving home, I heard a story on NPR about the 1925
Scopes Monkey Trial. I had a very vague recollection of knowing this had
happened. Again it was vague. So, I sat down and began to do some
research.

Maybe you are more familiar than I am about it, as it has been fictionalized
in the classic movie Inherit the Wind. What I learned both alarmed and
fascinated me. I found it fascinating that this event could even take place.
And then I found it alarming because these perspectives about creationism
vs. evolution are still dividing Christ followers almost a century later.

The Scopes Monkey trial was properly known as the State of Tennessee v. John
Thomas Scopes. Scopes was a high school science teacher accused of violating
Tennessee's Butler Act. The law, which had been passed in the previous
March, made it a misdemeanor punishable by fine to “teach any theory that
denies the story of the Divine Creation of man as taught in the Bible, and to
teach instead that man has descended from a lower order of animals.”

I was amazed to learn that this all began when the businessmen of Dayton,
Tennessee began a process of arranging and searching for a trial to take
place as a way of increasing tourism and bringing publicity to this small
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community. Scopes agreed to be the one changed with this violation of the
law.

Hearing of this coordinated attack on Christian fundamentalism, William
Jennings Bryan, the three-time Democratic presidential candidate and a
fundamentalist hero, volunteered to assist the prosecution. Soon after, the
great attorney Clarence Darrow agreed to join the newly formed American
Civil Liberties Union in the defense. The stage was set for one of the most
famous trials in U.S. history.

Throughout this short trial, there was little disagreement that Scopes had
effectively taught evolution in the classroom by assigning material to be read
in a biology class he was substitute teaching. But the trial became more than
about a violation of law. It became a debate between a fundamentalist,
Bryan, and an agnostic, Darrow.

In an incredible legal maneuver, Darrow put Bryan on the stand for the
defense to interrogate his faith and his firm belief in the inerrancy, infallibility
of the Bible. I watched a couple of videos and read some of the transcript of
this examination between Darrow and Bryan, and I again found myself
fascinated and alarmed. Fascinated by the legal maneuvering of Darrow and
alarmed that Bryan was being attacked for his faith in a court of law.

The following day, the judge threw out all of Bryan’s testimony. The jury
deliberated for 9 minutes, and Scopes was fined $100.

At the end of the trial, what was accomplished? Most say it was free speech
that was being debated. Often, this case is referred to as a beginning of a
deeper understanding of the enforcement of the separation of church and
state. Still others say it is about creationism vs. evolution.
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Knowing that my message today is to help us make sense of the Bible, I
would like us to think about the false dichotomy that was being
promoted—and is still promoted—that pits science against the Bible. This
false choice pushes us to choose to believe one or the other, ignoring the
possibility of any other way.

My prayer today is that, as we look at the two wonderful, beautiful accounts
of creation found in Genesis, we will open our eyes and heart to see a
unifying story of God and our shared humanity.

None of the 66 books contained within the Bible are meant to be a scientific
textbook. They never were. The Bible was written by ancient people to
explain the way in which they understood the world around them. It is not a
book of biology that leads us to understand how our incredibly complex
human body functions, and it doesn’t provide a hint into how messenger
RNA can be used to defeat COVID-19. It doesn't seek to explain how you and I
might be able to save the life of another by donating blood. It isn’t meant to.

The Bible, the inspired word of God, is a theological book written to tell the
story of God. It reveals to us the place of humanity as the beloved of God,
created by God, for the purposes of God. Let’s begin at the beginning with
the two stories of creation.

I would invite you to look with me at Genesis 1. Consider holding one of the
pew Bibles in your hand or picking up one at home. In Adam Hamilton’s
book, Making Sense of the Bible, he gives us a detailed explanation of the age
of the earth as understood by scientists, astronomers, archaeologists,
geologists, and the range of scientific fields that have revealed the formation
of our world, our galaxy, and the universe beyond.
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Hamilton’s book, and many other resources, help us to put that knowledge
into contextual understanding of what we can know through fossils, carbon
dating, DNA, hieroglyphics, and art on the walls of caves about the
development of humans and their progress from primitive to the written
word. And, as I have each week during this series, I commend Hamilton’s
book to you.

Glance with me at this very first chapter of the Bible. Look at it and feel its
beauty. There is rhythm to these words. In the beginning when God
created…God created…it was good. This is the essence of Genesis 1. God
created. This opening chapter is a creed. A statement of faith.

It is a declaration of the power of God as creator to bring order out of chaos,
light from darkness, and life from nothingness. It brings an understanding
that God is above all and in all and through all before the humans who will
hear this story around campfires, and under the stars, and someday in
sanctuaries and cathedrals. This story is an affirmation that God creates
good things, and that God is pleased with what God creates.

These incredible words make little scientific sense. How can there be day and
night without a sun and moon? How can there be vegetation without
photosynthesis? But this is not a scientific treatise.

Does it matter to us whether creation was 6 days or 6 billion years? Or does it
simply matter above all to know that God is the creator. That God, by grace,
has given humankind everything that we need to exist, to thrive, to enjoy the
benefits of creation. And God was pleased to do so. It was and is God’s good
pleasure to bring into existence that which humanity has been charged to
steward. Listen to these words:
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Genesis 1: 27
So God created humankind in his image, in the image of God he
created them; male and female he created them. 28 God blessed
them, and God said to them, ‘Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the
earth and subdue it; and have dominion over the fish of the sea
and over the birds of the air and over every living thing that
moves upon the earth.’ 29 God said, ‘See, I have given you every
plant yielding seed that is upon the face of all the earth, and every
tree with seed in its fruit; you shall have them for food. 30 And to
every beast of the earth, and to every bird of the air, and to
everything that creeps on the earth, everything that has the
breath of life, I have given every green plant for food.’ And it was
so. 31 God saw everything that he had made, and indeed, it was
very good. And there was evening and there was morning, the
sixth day.

And then on the seventh day, God rested.

These are words of wonder and glory. They are holy and inspiring. Must we
debate them? Or could we treat them with reverence, honor them, and see
in them the power of our Creator God?

Now, look with me at Genesis 2. Here we find another story of creation. In
this account, God forms man out of the dust of the earth and breathes life
into him. Man is placed in the garden of Eden and it is there that trees grow
and the water flows. It is also here that we find the one tree forbidden to
man. The tree of the knowledge of good and evil.

Genesis 2:15
The Lord God took the man and put him in the garden of Eden to
till it and keep it. 16 And the Lord God commanded the man, ‘You
may freely eat of every tree of the garden; 17 but of the tree of the
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knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that
you eat of it you shall die.’

We read now of animals and birds being brought to man by God. And then
God created woman so that man would not be alone.

The creation story in Genesis 2 is vastly different from the creed of Genesis 1.
And yet both stories share a clear point: God creates; God gives humanity
what humanity needs to survive, thrive, grow, multiply, and live well.

Then here comes Genesis 3. Here is the crux of this second story of creation.
It is about humanity. How, with everything humans need already there,
enabled by God to walk with God and one another in peace, humanity is
nonetheless tempted to want more.

This is the story the ancients want us to learn. It is a truth that you and I
know in our core. Is there any one of us who has not seen something we
knew was forbidden and been tempted to grab it anyway? Haven’t we heard
the voice of a serpent whispering a lie in our ear?

Have you forgotten the abundance you have, the blessings around you, the
love that is yours and sought out more? Did you ever discount the
repercussions of going against what God has taught you? Given you? When
was the first time you remember thinking “Surely this isn’t that bad, I must
have misunderstood. I’ll just do a little more, lean a little further, take a little
bite?”

And the second story of creation is a story of the consequences of our sin. It
is the story of humanity blaming each other.  Pointing fingers, accusing. He
did it. No, she made me. It is the story of thinking we can hide from God. It is
the story of the shame we experience when we know we have done wrong
and we fail to own up to our responsibility. It is the story of how far we can
fall when we choose to ignore the extravagant love and generosity of God.

The Downtown Church 6



This story of creation, like the first, is not a scientific treatise. It is not meant
to be studied to understand how the carbon in dust might be the same
carbon in my bones. Or that the reason I have one less rib than Ben is
because he is more important than I am to God. It was not written to cause
disagreements. It was written thousands of years ago as an explanation
about our propensity to sin. Our need to dominate one another. Our failure
to recognize the gifts of God and the overwhelming desire to take what is not
ours.

These two creation stories in Genesis can cause us to see—just as clearly as
the ancient storytellers who spoke and later wrote these words—that God
does not turn his back on us. God does not give up on us. These two stories
begin the 66 books that reveal to us over and over again the wonder of God,
who draws us back again and again into his love. And, in that final book,
Revelation, we will find ourselves once more in a garden with Jesus Christ
and everything we need to thrive.

This week I learned a lot that I didn’t know about the Scopes Monkey trial.
One of the things that surprised me was that Clarence Darrow—the well
known attorney and professed agnostic—and William Jennnings Bryan—the
famous preacher, politician, and Christian—were friends prior to this trial.
Darrow had actually campaigned for Bryan in his three unsuccessful bids for
president.

But somehow they allowed themselves to be swept up into this contentious
trial, albeit for very different reasons, and they were never able to reconcile.
Bryan died at the age of 65, only 5 days after the trial ended. The last time
they were together it was to prove one another wrong about the Bible. I find
that, too, fascinating and alarming.

Friends, I invite you to sit sometime this week and read the first three
chapters of Genesis for yourself. Open yourself to hearing the ancient words
of Genesis 1 as a profound wonderful creed of faith. And let yourself
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experience Genesis 2 and 3 as a cautionary tale preserved and inspired by
God to teach us of God’s great gifts of grace, provision, mercy and love.

Let’s pray: Rather than debate and argue, Holy God, teach us the lessons of
long ago that will cause us to love one another. Our shared planet, our place
in your universe, your gifts of food and creatures. Lord, may we find in your
Bible words that inspire us to live as you created us, in your image. In the
name of Jesus we pray, Amen.
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