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Intro Slide

Good evening and welcome to Genesis.

This part of the evening is when either Matthew or myself present a 30 minute section on a particular topic. It is meant to be the hard bit of the evening. The chewy bit that needs some thought.

Some evenings it will involve a video presentation, at other times the use of a PowerPoint presentation (as tonight) 

Tonight’s topic is about being human –  what is it to be alive? It’s a rather grand way to start a course on Christianity . But by the end of this half hour, I hope you will know why we have chosen to start this way. Why we consider this a good way to start thinking about God. I hope we will have left you with some chewy questions and perhaps some nuggets to take away.

But before I begin properly, let me answer a question that is quite straightforward. Why have we called this course Genesis and why is our symbol a rather unusual looking tree. 'Genesis' apart from referring to  the first book of the Bible has resonances of birth and beginnings. We hope that this Genesis course is a beginning of something for you. We hope that it will mark a start, or a new stage, on the faith journey that you are already on. 

Slide 2 –Adam and Eve

But why the tree? You perhaps know of the story of Adam and Eve in the garden of Eden. This is part of the painting of the Sistine Chapel. Maybe you know that God told them not to eat the fruit of a tree, but they did. The tree was the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. According to that story, since that day we have known both Good and Evil. We are cursed, or perhaps blessed. At the very least we are troubled by knowledge. 

This Genesis course will have worked if you leave it having been unsettled by the ideas. Provoked, maybe. Not everything we are going to present is going to be easy to digest. Some of the ideas might sound disconcerting. Our belief is that that there is real freedom in knowing the truth (to steal a line from our sponsor, the truth will set you free) even if that process is not always easy. The tree of the knowledge of good and evil reminds us that we are a people who are to be moral, a people who need to know, who have to choose between good and evil. We will return to Adam & Eve as they stand around the tree in a little while.

Now to tonight’s topic.

Slide – Baby with question “What is it to be alive?”
What is it to be alive? 

There are number of different ways of answering that question. It is not the same kind of question as say 93 divided by 3 with only one answer.
We could answer it from the perspective of biology. To talk about how we have evolved over billions of years. Such an answer would recognise that humans, as homo-sapiens, have only been around a short whilst many of the dinosaurs lived a lot longer on earth than modern humans. 
Slide - Clock

One of the startling ideas that comes from Biology and Geology is that if you put all of human time into a just 24 hours, the start of life would be at 4.00am (dinosaurs from 11pm to 11:45pm)  and humans (people like you are around from 1 minute and 17 seconds before  midnight) We are a very young creature. We are still evolving. 
Equally scientists would note that we have evolved from those early forms of live. 
Slide- Fruit fly

We share genetic code with other living things on this planet. 60% of our genetic code is similar to that of a fruit fly. 
It is humbling knowledge 

We could also answer the question from a sociological standpoint. What is to be alive now? What is to be poor black woman in Johannesburg and how is that different from being a  rich young white man here in Hong Kong?  Such an answer would look at the great differences and inequalities that exist in our modern world. When you read those words on the screen, as I assume all of us here can do, we should remember that over 800 million adults cannot read at all. Over 20 % of the adult word is illiterate.
That too is humbling knowledge 

Slide – Earth 

Enough of the fly- here is an image of the earth – keep this in mind for a while

But we can also give another kind of answer. We can try and give answer to that question that does not restrict itself to one discipline or another. We can give an answer that looks at the answers we have already given to that question over the centuries. We can give answer that is profound as we can get. We can give an answer that is by its very nature religious. That does not mean that we immediately state that God is in heaven but give answers that seek to mine the depth of our own collective experience. 

You may have already come across the idea of absolute questions. They have the power to really stop us in our tracks. They are questions that ask about our absolute values and beliefs. What is the nature of good?  What happens when we die?

These questions are truly profound. They are the questions that exercise a healthy mind – equally there is no agreed answer, a fact that keeps philosophers and theologians in business.

Absolute questions are the very stuff of religions. “What is it to be alive?” is a kind of absolute question. It is a big profound question. When we take it as such, the answers we give are likely to be in some way religious, at least in the sense that our answers might appeal to values and ideas beyond the everyday.

We will be asking absolute questions. In a sense that is the easy part.

The answers we will give, will draw on every source of knowledge and wisdom that Matt and I know. We will be plagarising considerable, therefore.

Slide Genesis Tree
So why this particular question? Why start with humanity rather than start with the idea of God. Haven’t you come here to know about God, don’t you have years of experience knowing what it is to be human?
There are three short answers I would like to give here.
1. It is because a course on Christianity will naturally be talking about a man called Jesus. Christian teaching is that Jesus was fully human. If we are to really take his life seriously we need to think about what human life is about.

2. It is because in a real way Matt and I would like this to be a practical course. A course that is of value to your life. If you leave here knowing a stack of religious dates, the internal architecture of cathedrals and how a priest should dress in church and you still don’t know anything more about your own life, about what your believe and value then we will have failed. Starting about thinking about what it is to be alive is a practical start.

3. Lastly we believe human experience is quite often open to religious investigation. What I mean here is that I don’t want to just think about a narrow vein of so called religious experience but to think about our experiences through a wide angle lens. There are some churches that are apparently very successful but where doubt is regarded as failure, a collapse of faith. They also say that faith gets rid of all your troubles. My experience tells me that neither of those things are true. Thinking about the real breadth of human life, including aspects that often the church chooses not to think about,  will in fact help us think about faith.
So now having cleared a little space we can begin. So what is it to be humanly alive?
We are wonderful beings. That much we should all agree one. It is one of those facts that both theologians and scientists, politicians and anyone else seems to agree on. I was read Bill Bryson’s book about the history of science called “A short history of almost everything” and he makes a rather startling comment that for us to be here, not only did our parents have to have sex successfully but so did all our ancestors. For us to be here there has to have been an unbroken chain of successful couplings for tens of thousands of years. For you to be here, everything has had to go right for a long time. We are on a winning streak.

But there is another reason for the sense of deep wonder – for a far more startling idea emerges from science - we are here as the result of hundreds of millions of years of evolution, billions of years in fact. And furthermore we are aware of this fact. We are uniquely aware of this fact. The more research we do, the more we learn about how much we share with the animal kingdom, the more we learn about our shared genetic inheritance and morphology; even as we learn this we are doing something that no other creature does.  We are the only animal that gets preoccupied by the absolute questions that I mentioned earlier. Pigs, as far as we know, don’t pray, dolphins may move in schools but they don’t build observatories. There is no Samaritan phone line for distressed chipmunks.

So you are wonderful for simply being alive; you are belong to an exceedingly special club.

And sometimes life is exceedingly good. Moments of easy bliss. Movie moments of utter clarity, when the hills are clear, the view is good and all appears well in your universe. 
Slide Phuket (not my picture of phuket  )

I would ask you not ever to underrate such moments. They are the stuff of which a good life is made off. Money can never compensate for these, even though of course it can help provide for them in the first case.

But the wonder of being alive is not something that we can always appreciate. There is something else that science and theology agree on and that is that simply being alive is at times a trial. Putting it a very polite way, life is rather complex at times. 

There is poem that I rather like. When I first heard it I was struck by its mournfulness. It was written by a the British poet Stevie Smith. It is allegedly about the isolation of poet from audience, but also its popularity seems to lie the repeated line: ‘not waving but drowning’. For some life promises one thing but tragically delivers another. Here’s the poem.
Slide – Not waving but drowning

Nobody heard him, the dead man,

But still he lay moaning:

I was much further out than you thought

And not waving but drowning.

Poor chap, he always loved larking

And now he's dead

It must have been too cold for him his heart gave way,

They said.

Oh, no no no, it was too cold always

(Still the dead one lay moaning)

I was much too far out all my life

And not waving but drowning.

At a level that we rarely talk about, life in someway does not measure up. It is as if we are born with great dreams only see each one become a stillborn. There’s an absolute question that we can ask here, what kind of creature are we to have such hopes and dreams. 
But there is something else troubling about our lives too, something that the Biblical writers called sin (we will come to that later) but put directly we have a tendency to wreck things. Referring to that Bill Bryson book I mentioned earlier, and I stress this is not a religious book, he concludes towards the end with this ringing indictment of humanity.

Slide  Bill Bryson
‘Its an unnerving though that we may be the living universe’s supreme achievement and its worst nightmare simultaneously’ 

But it need not be so grim, I hope I am not giving the game away by quoting from Billy Graham

Slide Billy Graham
You're born. You suffer. You die. Fortunately, there's a loophole. ~ Billy Graham

You might simply say this course is all about how this loophole operates in a universe that appears to have none.


So let us now come to something a bit more traditional, back to text that we are all familiar with, the reading from Genesis that I have already mentioned tonight.  It is an ancient story – scholars think that the story may have started been passed around about 3,000 years ago. Its age is important in two ways; firstly let us accept that the world that story was first heard in was very different to ours. No cars or buses, no knowledge of continents beyond the oceans, No clocks, counting time would be very difficult, accuracy might be a very different concept where only a very very  few can write dates in a calendar. No scientific approach to life – this is a world which had not heard of Archimedes or Pythagoras for they were yet to be born. It is world that sought non scientific explanations. You might think I have just been talking down the text there but also consider this, it has stood as foundational text for longer than almost any other story. It has been considered a holy story for almost longer than anything else we read. 

It would take me too long to read the whole story out to you. Here is a short extract. You are listening to an ancient polished story when you hear these words. (MATT TO READ)
Slide –Genesis Story

Genesis 3:8-17  They heard the sound of the LORD God walking in the garden at the time of the evening breeze, and the man and his wife hid themselves from the presence of the LORD God among the trees of the garden. 9 But the LORD God called to the man, and said to him, "Where are you?" 10 He said, "I heard the sound of you in the garden, and I was afraid, because I was naked; and I hid myself." 11 He said, "Who told you that you were naked? Have you eaten from the tree of which I commanded you not to eat?" 12 The man said, "The woman whom you gave to be with me, she gave me fruit from the tree, and I ate." 13 Then the LORD God said to the woman, "What is this that you have done?" The woman said, "The serpent tricked me, and I ate." 14 The LORD God said to the serpent, "Because you have done this, cursed are you among all animals and among all wild creatures; upon your belly you shall go, and dust you shall eat all the days of your life. 15 I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your offspring and hers; he will strike your head, and you will strike his heel." 16 To the woman he said, "I will greatly increase your pangs in childbearing; in pain you shall bring forth children, yet your desire shall be for your husband, and he shall rule over you." 17 And to the man he said, "Because you have listened to the voice of your wife, and have eaten of the tree about which I commanded you, 'You shall not eat of it,' cursed is the ground because of you; in toil you shall eat of it all the days of your life;

I advise you read it all when you have got a moment. But now look at that story in way perhaps you have not ever looked at it before. 
Slide – Expulsion from Paradise 

In church you usual come to hear what answers the word of God gives. But think of this text as the result of peoples searching and questioning. What was troubling these ancient people, what were they seeking to understand. 

Some of these problems might spring out at us once we look at the text this way.

Why do women have pain in childbirth. See a sheep give birth and that questions will spring to mind.

Why do we wear clothes. Have you ever been to a nudist beach? Why don’t we stroll around like that all day. Sure would cut down on the air conditioner bills.

Why do we have to work so hard to eat. You see a goat or a sheep graze and then you have to work so hard to just grow some corn or work just as hard to catch a hare. Why is work hard.

Why are women subservient to men. Remember these are questions from a world thousands of years younger than ours. Women were often regarded as possessions, this must have troubled some people, perhaps not enough, but it troubled them enough that they crafted a story to explain the situation. 

But there are other even deeper things that troubled the people in this world. 

Why are we moral- why are we troubled by right and wrong. The story of the fall is all about how we have become moral beings. We do not see other animals agonize as we do. 


Furthermore why is God seemingly so distant from us? You might not get thing this is burning question when you first read the story, but think what happens in the story. The God who made the man from the earth, who then makes women from the man, the god who is intimate with his creation and strolls around the garden becomes distant. Adam and Eve who once new the voice of God as a close friends are expelled from the garden. The authors of the genesis story knew as well as you and I do that God is not always there, God can be distant, remote- life can be lonely.

If there is one thing we can learn from racing through that passage from Genesis it is that humans have been asking profound questions for an awful long time, absolute questions are ones that cling to us still. 

So to make sense of faith, to ask these absolute questions, is both to investigate in some way what it is to be human and to do something almost defines us as human.

This is not some slight way to bring God in by the back door. This is not the purpose of this Genesis course. We do not want to make you good Anglicans without you even noticing it. What I am trying to do is to stake some ground for discussion. 

A sense of the holy is something common to humankind. By recognizing this you are not subscribing to religion but enquiring what it is to be human.

If you are here tonight and are not interested at all in these questions. If you know all the answers or think they are truly meaningless then this course will not help you.

But if you are here questioning, wondering. If you think at some level that life is an extraordinary gift but that you would like to be even more alive, then these questions might be of help.

The goal of the life of faith is not to make you into some clone of a good person, but to give you life, to help you become yourself. 

St Ireneus was born in the far West of Asia in the 2nd Century of Christianity. He ended the Bishop Lyons before dying for his faith. These of his have traveled to us for almost 20 centuries. May they inspire us tonight.
Slide - Ireneus Quote

“The glory of God is man fully alive.” St. Ireneus of Lyon, 
