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Last week, the New York Times magazine came up with a list of the 100 greatest nonfiction books ever published.  It isn’t a comprehensive list, just a sampling of what non-fiction books the editors think are a must read.  Surprisingly, the Bible received 1 mention.  The trouble is, the Bible isn’t exactly a work of non-fiction.

Also in the New York Times recently (May 21, 2011), Nicholas Kristof wrote a short op-ed piece on what the Bible has to say about sex.  His point wasn’t so much about what the Bible has to say about sex, as much as it was that people like to, as he says, “cherry pick the Gospels” to suit their own opinions.  
With fewer and fewer people going to church, people know the Bible less and less. They assume it says things it doesn’t say.  Or they think it’s a work of non-fiction.
This has prompted me to develop a short sermon series this summer on “Bible Stories Everyone Should Know”.  The stories I’ve chosen are all from the book of Genesis because they’re the foundational stories, the ones people should know.  But I also chose these OT stories because I think Christians have a skewed sense of the Old Testament God as being mean, judgmental, and full of wrath-which is sometimes true, but is most often not.  And there’s really no way to separate the God of the OT from the God of the NT, the God we see at work and believe to be present in Jesus Christ.  There’s only one God.  
So today we start at the very beginning, literally and figuratively, with the story of creation, which sets the stage for the rest of the Bible.  And here I think it’s important to point out a very obvious, but profound thing about the way the Bible begins, and that is . . .are you ready . . .it begins with God.  God is the primary mover and shaker of the Bible, the central character . . .not Jesus, not the Holy Spirit, not the Israelites, not the disciples, not the church, not Paul, but God.  The Bible is essentially a book about God and God’s interactions with people.

And at the very beginning, in this very simple story that most everyone knows, even those who know nothing about the Bible, we learn something very simple but very profound, and that is that God loves us and cares for us, so much so that God would create this wonderful world that we inhabit, and create us in His-or Her-very image and bless us, all of us, and call us good.  It’s simple, but profound, and a detail we often miss.  

Because these days, the story of creation is being torn apart by the fundamentalists, who read it as a scientific and historical statement, and the new atheists, who use it to set-up a false conflict between religion and science.
And that’s unfortunate.  Because the creation story isn’t a historical or scientific account of how the world began, nor is it a story that creates a conflict - no pun intended- between religion and science.  
What this story is, is a statement faith written during a really bleak, dark moment in the history of Israel when the people needed to hear that God really does love them and care for them.  You see, the people were trying to make sense out of why they were holed up in Babylon when they should be sitting pretty in the Promised Land.  They weren’t concerned with how the world began; they were concerned with how to make sense of the mess they were in.  
This story was written during the days of the Babylonian Exile, around 570 BCE.  The Israelites were being held captive, hostage, in their enemies’ country, forced to live as exiles in a foreign country.  
The good days of Saul, Samuel and David are gone. They are barely a nation, and they’re barely hanging on. They were POWs.  Their capital city Jerusalem had been surrendered to the Babylonians.  Their temple had been destroyed.  And their military had been defeated time and time again.  

Now, because their current situation was so bleak, their faith in God was really beginning to wane. They were really tempted to turn to their captor’s gods for salvation, because as far as they were concerned-their God was nowhere to be found.   So they were faced with a choice.  They could either assimilate into the foreign culture, which meant worshipping a foreign god and therefore ditching the God who created everything; or they could remain loyal to God and place their faith and hope in a brighter tomorrow. 

Well, when you’re living in a situation that bleak, hoping for a brighter tomorrow, sometimes the only brightness you get is the literal brightness of a new day.  As the creation story says, “God created night . . .and day.”  In other words, don’t despair you people in exile, God can and will create a new day.  For people who were living in total despair, whose lives were a wreck, this story provided a glimmer of hope that out of chaos God can bring hope.  If God can create night and day out of nothing, well maybe God can create something out of the chaos that surrounded them.  One can hope, right?  Right, the author of this story tells them.  Hang on.  Don’t lose hope.
The most recent issue of Newsweek Magazine has an interview with Elizabeth Smart.  I’ve always been intrigued by her story.  I remember standing in the kitchen of our old house when the story broke that she had been found.  She was 14 when she was kidnapped and forced into a polygamous marriage by her captors.  Her poise and grace have always captivated me.  But her poise and grace flow from her amazing faith and belief that even during our darkest days, God is with us.
This is the hope the writer wanted to instill to the Israelites living in captivity.  

But, and this is an important caveat, as I said at the beginning, the Bible isn’t a work of non-fiction.  It’s not a history book.  It’s a living breathing document and we are a part of its story.  For you see, God didn’t create the world and then ditch it.  God created the world and is still at work in the world through all of us.  

Think of it like this . . .the Genesis story is a prequel to all of the stories that come after it.  From the story of the exodus from Egypt which is the next book in the Bible to the chaotic situations people live in today, these verses are a prequel to a story whose sequel is still being spoken and enacted today.  Which means that we now need to be bearers of hope to people living in despair, to show them that God is not yet done creating beauty in the world.

Today we heard Jesus give instructions to the disciples on how to be that sequel: Go, therefore, and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything that I have commanded you.  And remember, I am with you always to the end of the age.”  Go and do everything I have taught you.  Well, Jesus gave people an awful lot of hope, didn’t he?  In other words, go and give people a reason to hope.  And, he said, reaffirming what that writer of the creation story said, I am with you, no matter what.  So go and spread a little hope . . .
Someone wrote that Jesus’ words are the equivalent of a preacher telling her congregation, “Go into all the world and cure cancer, clean up the environment, evangelize the unbelieving and, while you’re at it, establish world peace.”  (Feasting on the Word, Year A, Volume 3)  Sounds preposterous, doesn’t it?  Me, do that?

Well, don’t think it didn’t sound preposterous to the disciples, too.  Remember, the last time they saw Jesus he was hanging on a cross, dead.  And now he’s telling them to go and make disciples of all the nations?  They’re only 11 of them.  

And yet, that is what they did.  They went into the world and spread hope.  And now we’re here, called to do the same thing, to continue the story, to be the sequel in the long tale of creation.  

Here we are, called to be disciples who:

· bring brightness to someone living in the darkness of despair.  

· Who remind people that they are good, no matter how many times they’ve been told that they’re bad.  

· Who tell people that they are created in God’s image, even though they’ve been told they’re second class citizens.

· Who proclaim to people that they are blessed by God, even though they’ve been told they are unimportant.

All of that is now our task.  It is now our job to continue the story and tell the world that in the beginning, God created us and created the world for the simple and yet profound reason that God loves us and cares for us still.  
Amen.

