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The first day at a new school sure can be tough, even for an aspiring minister.  As I sat in my desk waited for my very first class at seminary to begin, I remember feeling both excited and a little anxious. You see, although I didn’t live far from a multi-faith, traditionally Unitarian Universalist seminary, the Harvard Divinity School, 
I had chosen to attend, Andover Newton, which is a small, Christian seminary located in the Boston area.

Like so many who seek out our faith tradition, I had come to Unitarian Universalism from a Christian background that had left me both uncertain and rather disillusioned about religion.  Now although my decision to attend Andover Newton was primarily economic (no school has a higher tuition than Harvard!) I was curious about Christian tradition and looking forward to learning more about it.


But there was another part of me that was nervous and worried.  You see, after reading Andover Newton’s course catalogue, I soon realized that I was going to have to take what seemed like an enormous number of courses about the Bible.  


Now before enrolling in seminary, I’d never really read the Bible and didn’t know much about it, but felt deeply skeptical and dismissive of what little I did know. As far as I was concerned, the Bible was a book filled with fantastic and unbelievable tales that no one in their right mind could believe or accept as being true.  I didn’t know much more about the Bible than that but what I did know was enough to convince me that all those Bible classes would be something I had to endure, not something I might enjoy.


So as you can imagine, when I walked into my very first class at Andover Newton, which happened to be Old Testament 101, I was feeling pretty uncertain and even nervous.  What if the professor expected us to read the Bible literally and to believe everything in it? What would I do then?  Things didn’t get much better once class began.  The professor introduced himself as a southern Baptist from Kentucky who was raised to believe that everything in the Bible is true.  At that moment I remember thinking, I should have taken out those extra student loans and gone to Harvard!


But then, the professor said something that took be surprise.  The Old Testament, he said, is a collection of stories written from a religious point of view.  Let me say that again.  The Bible is a collection of stories written from a religious point of view. He went on to say that too often, religious liberals and skeptics shut themselves off from the Bible because they read it not as a collection of stories but rather in the same way as fundamentalists do – as a book of historical and scientific facts. And since most if not all of these so called biblical facts are contradicted by modern scholarship and ideas, it’s no wonder that so many toss the Bible aside, never again engaging its stories and insights.


But if the Bible should not be read as a collection of facts, how should it be read?  The Bible, my professor taught me, ought to be read as a collection of myths – myths that are not literally true but that instead often contain great truth.  Take the creation story in Genesis.  The purpose of that story is not to see back in time to the way things really were, but rather to see through time to the way things really are. The creation stories are not about what happened way back when, but instead are about what lies at the heart of the world we live in.  The purpose of a myth, my professor concluded, is not to tell a true story or to tell a false story, but instead to tell a big story – a story that teaches us something deep and profound about the meaning and purpose of our lives and of the world.


I want to take the remainder of this sermon to explore the biblical creation story with you from a mythical, rather than a factual or literal, perspective.  And when we begin to approach the story in this way, the first thing we note is that the very nature of the text itself is urging us to read the story in just this way.  Why?  Because at the beginning of the Hebrew Bible is not one creation story but two. The first is a very cosmic story in which God speaks the cosmos, the earth, and all of life into existence.  The second story is a more earth-bound and human tale in which God creates a human being first and places him in a garden, only to realize that the original plan or blueprint is flawed and in need of adjustment.


If the Bible is a book of facts that accurately describe history, then which story is the true story? Is one more right or accurate than the other?  Those are the kinds of questions we would ask if we approach the Bible from a factual perspective. But if the Bible is a collection of myths and stories, then the question is not which story is the true story because neither one is literally true, but rather the question is what truths about the meaning and purpose of our world might these stories contain?


Let’s begin with the first story, the cosmic creation story. In this story, God in the form of a spirit-filled wind transforms a watery, formless chaos into a beautiful, harmonious, and perfectly structured world teeming with life and abundance.


At the heart of the first creation story in Genesis is God’s assertion that all of creation – the cosmos, the earth, the plants, the animals, you and me - all of creation is a paradise that is very, very good.  We live in a universe filled with beauty, grandeur, majesty, and harmony.  Of course, reality rarely turns out to be perfect or harmonious.  But in spite of our many challenges, we live in a cosmos that works, that we must cherish and protect, and that we can always, always call home. Although there may be an afterlife and a paradise above the clouds, the Book of Genesis tells us that this world, this creation is indeed very very good!


But what about the creator, this God who transforms darkness and chaos into harmony and beauty?  The first story certainly paints an intriguing portrait of a God of creative energy that fills the universe with order, life, and harmony. But in many ways, I’m as intrigued by what the first story leaves unsaid about God than by what it says.  For example, we are never told exactly who God is, what God was doing before creation began, or why God chose to create the heavens and the earth in the first place.  I mean, was God bored and looking for something to do on a Sunday morning?  Or maybe God was lonely and in need of companionship. These and other questions are left unanswered, in my view, because the biblical authors believed that although we think we know everything there is to know about God or about ultimate meaning, there is much that remains a mystery.  So at the heart of this very good and harmonious creation is not a God whose nature we can fully comprehend or whose mind we can ever claim to know, but instead a marvelous and wondrous mystery, a mystery that inspires us to seek, to ask questions, and to use our minds and our imaginations to wrestle with the meaning and purpose of existence.  


I also want to say a word about the portrait of humankind in the first story.  You will recall that God creates human beings – both male and female - in the divine image, meaning that each and every one of us contains something of the divine within us. What a radical and wonderful idea that is!  All human beings are sacred and divine.  In our own Unitarian Universalist principles and purposes, we would translate this idea of the divine image into the language of the inherent worth and dignity of all people.  And I would also add that the idea of the divine image in all people has done more than perhaps any other idea in history to promote values of equality and justice, and has inspired countless movements for social change – ranging from abolitionism and the civil rights movement to the struggle for women’s rights, economic justice, and marriage equality.    


Let’s now turn briefly to the second story – a story that is centered almost exclusively on humankind. You will recall that God creates a single human being and places him in the Garden of Eden.  But soon God realizes that the man is all alone and that it’s not right for humankind to be alone.  After creating a few unsuitable companions, God eventually realizes that what human beings require, above all else, is each other. That’s why I think it’s best to see this story as an argument for the primal importance, the cosmic importance of love, community, and relationship. It’s not right for humankind to live alone because we have been created to love one another, to care for one another, and to help one another.


Needless to say, there are countless ways of interpreting these stories and I only touched on a few of the many insights they offer. My interpretations are just that, interpretations.  I encourage you to read these stories and make your own.  And there is much I didn’t even get to, including the next part of the story, the part involving the apple and the serpent.  That will have to wait for another sermon.  But I share these stories and insights with you to illustrate their incredible richness and power, and to demonstrate what can happen when we read the Bible as it ought to be read – not as facts about the distant past, but as myths containing wisdom and truths that speak to all times.


My friends, the biblical stories of creation are not historical or scientific accounts of how the universe began or of how life originated on our planet.  They don’t reach back to the beginning of time but instead reach through all time, offering us compelling and challenging insights into some of life’s most basic questions.  As you make your journeys of the spirit, I hope you take the time to read and reflect on these stories and on other sacred stories – stories with power and depth, stories that just might point you in the direction of truth and meaning and purpose.   
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