Dear People Whom God Loves,                                         
GOD (LOVE)
AND EVOLUTION
I

The purpose of this reflection is to help us not to fear evolution as an obstacle to our belief in God.  Indeed I see evolution as compatible and helpful when we image God as self-existent love.
******
It is essential that we not confuse theology and science.  They both deal with the universe but not in the same way.  Science shows us what the universe is like and how it works.  This is always ongoing.  The scientific view of the universe today is very different from the view centuries ago.  Science cannot (and is not supposed to) explain why the universe exists.  It accepts what exists and tells us wonderful information about it.  Science is based on observation and reason.  That is its grandeur and limitation.

Theology on the other hand is based on the belief that there is something (that is not a thing) beyond the universe that gives us an understanding of why there is a universe, that there is a purpose to the universe, and that there is a mysterious presence in the universe that is not accessible to science.  These beliefs are reasonable, but cannot be proven by reason.  It is another kind of knowing.  Theology leads us to a mysterious realization that there is something more.  There is something ultimate and beyond what meets the eye that is very real and often changes the way we look at everyone and everything.  

It can happen to us when our child is born, when we see the mountains, the ocean, the Grand Canyon, the sunset, when we are alone on a walk through the woods, when we are quiet and reflective, when we pray, when we experience love in a new and deep way, when we experience forgiveness and a vision of a new path.  It can happen in church.
******

I see science and theology as friends who need each other to help us see and live life in a deeper way.  Belief can help us find meaning in a way that reason does not.  Reason can help our belief not to wander into paths that are destructive.

II

Here are some thoughts that I find helpful in understanding this reflection.

******

Creation.

Primary and secondary causes.  Theologians often speak of God (the creator) as  the primary cause.  Creatures (including humans) that cause things are called secondary causes.  This is a crucial distinction because we are speaking of two very different processes. I prefer not to call creating a primary cause because it is mysterious and not just a bigger way of causing the way creatures cause.

When creatures cause they use something to cause a result.  There was nothing for God to use to make the cosmos.  That is why we call it creation from nothing.  

I see little similarity between creating and the way creatures cause things, beyond the fact that both produce a result.  

Furthermore, creation is more than something that happened 13.7 billion years ago.  I think of it as a mysterious flowing from the creator that allows creatures to exist.  Furthermore, this existence lasts only as long as that flowing maintains it.  Creation is not just what happened.  It is what is happening.  Another way of putting this:  To be God is to exist.  To be a creature is to have existence that is continually being given to it by God the creator.  Only God is existence itself.

I will say it again only a bit differently.  Instead of saying that God caused the big bang, I prefer to say that the big bang flowed from God.  The traditional way of expressing it is to say that God is the creator.  That is:  God made the universe out of nothing.  That is a good expression.  It is essential to remember that the words we use are valuable and at the same time they are but frail pointers to the mystery that is beyond our comprehension.  There is nothing in our universe to which we can compare the mystery of creation.
******

How does love show itself?

Let us use the example of a good mommy and daddy and their child.  They want their child to grow up to be a responsible adult.  That is: someone who is autonomous and flexible, who is principled, and who is also able to listen and adapt.  To accomplish this they set some boundaries, freedom within the boundaries.  This interaction of boundaries and freedom facilitates the growth of the child into maturity.  When we look at evolution we will see the similarity with creator and creatures.  Not suprisingly, Scripture reminds us that God is love.

******

Belief in God is not the same as believing how God works.
Belief in God is the experience (more or less deep) that there is something that is ultimate and beyond what reason and science can show us.  This is always mysterious and cannot be explained very well.  Still, it is also real to us.  We have religious doctrines to help pass on to us the deep experience of the early followers of Jesus. Unless we have a least a minimal experience of God, the doctrines will remain mostly words.  However, even the words are valuable because they point to the Ultimate Reality until there is some experience that we have ourselves.

Belief in how God works is something different.  It is, as I see it, an intellectual position we hold that flows from the way we image God. This intellectual position will always be somewhat inaccurate because God is mystery beyond what we can comprehend.  Some of our images will be better than others.  Some will fail not only because of our human limitations, but because they are so distorted that they lead us into violence and hatred.  Terrible things have been done in the name of God.  My images of God (how God works) have changed a number of times during my life.  My belief in God has remained steady – but at times tested.

******
The way we image God greatly influences our life.
First of all we tend to become like the way we image God.  When we image God as vengeful and as a severe punisher of anything bad that we do, we will tend to be drawn into being very judgmental and sometimes even violent.  On the other hand, when we image God as loving and compassionate, we will be drawn toward being more loving and compassionate to ourselves and others.  

To help us understand the scientific explanation of this, I quote from the book “How God Changes Your Brain” by Andrew Newberg, M.D. and Mark Robert Waldman, Pg. 53.

“Contemplative practices stimulate activity in the anterior cingulate, thus helping a person to become more sensitive to the feelings of others. Indeed, meditating on any form of love, including God’s love, appears to strengthen the same neurological circuits that allow us to feel compassion toward others.”

“In contrast, religious activities that focus on fear may damage the anterior cingulate, and when this happens, a person will often lose interest in other people’s concerns or act aggressively against them. We suspect that fear-based religions may even create symptoms that mirror post-traumatic stress disorder. Brain-scan studies have shown that once you anticipate a future negative event, activity in the amygdala is turned up and activity in the anterior cingulate turned down. This generates higher levels of neuroticism and anxiety.”
******
Imaging God as love (LOVE) makes it easier for me to realize that God’s (creating) in the world is mysterious and subtle and is not the way that humans and the rest of nature cause things.  Love is spirit, nothing material or physical.  When we image God as love – indeed nothing else but total infinite love - it is less likely that we will think that God is doing it to us when we are in terrible, painful and unfair periods of our life.  I see these painful periods as something that life brings.  They are part of an evolutionary world where even though there are terrible catastrophes, creation is being drawn to a goal that is good.  I don’t see God as sending suffering to teach us a lesson, to punish us, or to help us grow (though we can grow through suffering).  I see suffering as a part of created life.  What I do see is that God will be with us through it all.  God (LOVE) works in ways that are mysterious and beyond our control.  God is always on our side.

A practical example of this is the way I think of prayer.  This is the way I pray.  It doesn’t mean that there are no other ways of prayer that people find valuable. I think of prayer as a willingness (which I still resist) that grows slowly to allow the Divine Love that lives in us to work in us in the way that Divine Love see is good.  This is often not what I would choose.  

To put it another way, first  I try to be aware of what is going on in my life and in the world (both what is good and what is bad).  Next, I try to be aware of the Divine Love that lives in me and is around me and lives through the whole cosmos. Finally, I breathe – your will be done: Thy kingdom come, thy will be done is the prayer that Jesus taught us.

At times, a coincidence happens that I see as good – often this is only after a long period of time.  Is this because I prayed?  I can’t be sure.  It does seem to me that the more that I and others are in tune with the Ultimate Love that lives in the cosmos, the better things will be.  A symphony is better when all the players are in tune with the whole.  What about the times that nothing good seems to happen?  The misery just continues.  Where is God (LOVE) now?  Let me use a human example.  Suppose that someone has lost a dear loved one through a tragic death.  The pain is terrible and leaves them empty.  A dear friend comes over.  They hold each other and cry and cry and cry.  The dead loved one is not brought back to life.  The grief and pain is not gone.  Everything is not okay.  But something is different. Things have shifted. The grieving person is not alone.  Not being alone is so essential for us.

What has this to do with prayer?  As we continue to be open (by the grace of God) and continue to surrender (your will be done) to the LOVE (GOD) that holds us and lives in us, we will not feel so alone and perhaps will be more open to contact with other people.  Even then there can still be times when we feel no experience of GOD (LOVE) being with us.  We just have to hang on anyway and remember that during these times, we can be so valuable to each other.  

******

Belief in God does not have to fear the findings of science.  The cosmos is what it is.  Science helps us on the journey of understanding more and more deeply what the cosmos is. We make a mistake if we think that the Bible is a book of science.  We also make a mistake if we think that science can tell us why there is something rather than nothing.  Science just accepts that the cosmos is, and wonderfully helps us to understand it better.  It cannot and is not supposed to explain existence. Theology helps us to the belief – a belief that is reasonable but not provable by reason – that LOVE which is existence is the font from which other existence flows.  To put it in other words LOVE is the Creator.  The cosmos is the creature.

There is something in us that yearns for and believes that there is something more - something that gives us a deeper meaning and purpose.  When we see the creator as LOVE, it helps us to realize that our purpose as humans is to be drawn more deeply into becoming loving and compassionate humans to each other and to the rest of the cosmos,  and that this is the only thing that will make us happy and bring us peace.  
******

Our world and the cosmos have flowed from GOD (LOVE).  We have always used what we know about our world to help us learn about God.  The writers of the Bible used what they knew of the world to explain some valuable spiritual insights.

From the book of Genesis some of the spiritual insights are:

1.  There is one creator.  All else is creature.

2. Therefore we worship only one God.  We do not worship the sun or anything else.  All else is from God and not God.

3. Humans are special.  They have intelligence and free will which makes them moral beings who need to be accountable for their choices.

4. At the same time.  All of creation is good and valuable.

5. Women and men are of equal importance.  Both women and men have intelligence and free will which makes them moral beings.

I see it as crucial that we look at the book of Genesis not as a scientific book but as a theological book.

******

New insights into God and indeed into most anything can be difficult for us to accept.  There is a part of our brain that wants us to cling to what we know and wants  us to dismiss out of hand any information that challenges what we know.  This is true whether the position we hold is a belief or a reasoned position.

This is not all bad because we humans need to make sense of our life and the world in which we live.  Without some stability our life would become too chaotic for us to live well.  We do need to make some sense of things.  There is a downside however, to the inclination to dismiss any information that doesn’t support the position we hold.  We will tend to associate with and listen only to those who think like us.  We won’t grow or learn very much.

We are inclined to stay stuck.  This is true whether our position is reasonably close to reality or quite distant from it.
******

Science helps us understand what actually happened from the big bang until now.  We have a less clear understanding of how the cosmos will end - perhaps by expanding so fast that everything will fly apart, perhaps by slowing down so that everything will collapse. 

Science is very valuable to us in tracing the path of secondary creature causes.  

Science helps us see more clearly the evolution from the tiny speck that blew up and produced the stars and galaxies, our sun and our earth.  Darwin started his evolution theory with life on earth.  He did not speculate about how life came about.  

This continued from the beginning of life (bacteria-like micro-organisms) to the expanding of life to worm-like creatures in the ocean, fishes, reptiles, birds and mammals.  We humans are mammals that evolved through the various hominid species into homo sapiens into homo sapiens sapiens. This evolution did not take place in a simple direct line.  There were many off-shoots and dead ends but eventually homo sapiens sapiens walked our earth. So we now have creatures who can reason and can think, creatures who cannot only know, but know that they know – creatures who have the freedom to choose between what they see as morally right or wrong, creatures who can love and can sin.  To put it another way, creatures who can act lovingly or unlovingly.
******

Sometimes we hear the phrase “evolution is just a theory.”  This phrase is at times used to discount evolution as just a “good guess” without supporting evidence.  This is to misunderstand what science means by the word theory.

In science, a theory is a reasonable account that explains the data.  As more evidence is learned that supports the theory’s explanation, the more credible it becomes.  When evidence is learned that is not compatible with the theory, the theory can be rethought and adjusted.  

If contrary evidence becomes too strong, the theory can be rejected.  The more facts the theory explains and the more tests it passes, the more credible it becomes. “At this stage there is no reasonable scientific debate about its (evolution) core accuracy, only over details.”  Quote from “Ask the Beasts – Darwin and the God of Love” by Elizabeth A Johnson, Pg. 13.

I doubt that we would say that gravity is just a theory and then dismiss it.   (In 1996 Pope John Paul II made this statement “the theory of evolution is no longer a mere hypothesis.”  Quoted in “Ask the Beast…, Pg. 14.)
III

In this final part I want to express my preliminary understanding of how thinking of GOD (LOVE) as love and the evolutionary process are compatible.  Indeed, when we think about how human love works; it is not surprising that there would be some similarity to LOVE (GOD) in the created world.  
******
There are various good human loves but the one human love that for me points best to Ultimate Love is the love that a good mommy and daddy have for a child.  It points to (if we magnify it a million times) the love of our creator for every creature especially humans with all of our frailties.  

Let us reflect again on how a loving mommy and daddy rear a child and how this can help our insight into evolution. A little child has great potential.  Good parenting will help the child grow into a responsible adult who is principled and at the same time open to new information that can adjust his or her perspective.

If parents allow the children to do whatever they want to do, there will be utter chaos.  In that chaos, the children cannot properly grow into responsible adults. On the other hand, if the children are given absolutely strict boundaries about every detail of their lives, they will be stifled and will not properly grow into responsible adults. Loving parenting avoids the problem by setting boundaries and encouraging freedom within those boundaries.  It seems to me that the proper interplay of boundaries and freedom is essential for good human growth.  Indeed I think that we adults need that same interplay.

******

How does this metaphor apply to God and evolution? The non-human creatures of our cosmos have a certain kind of freedom in that there is no blueprint showing just exactly how everything is going to happen.  This is not the same kind of freedom as the free will of humans.  There are laws of nature (we see regularities in nature) that non-human creatures follow.  This is the boundary.  Without this boundary we would not be able to make any sense of created reality. At the same time there is chance.  

To phrase it differently.  We see regularities in the cosmos.  We call these laws of nature.  But at the same time unpredictable things happen which may bring about something new.  This is the freedom within the boundaries. In theological language we might say that God who creates the cosmos chooses it to be a junior partner in how the cosmos develops.  There are boundaries, but freedom within the boundaries.  

******

We can look at this from the perspective of Darwin who showed us evolution from the beginning of life on our earth. When we speak of a law of nature we are talking about the regularity and patterns that science discovers in nature.  Natural selection is the law.  It sets the boundaries.  There are also mutations which are unpredictable.  There is chance.  This is the interplay between boundaries and freedom within the boundaries. Again in theological language God, the creator, has non-human living creatures join in the development of life.  God is empowering non-human living creatures.

Isn’t this the way love works?  Don’t loving parents want to empower their children to become responsible adults?  Don’t loving priests want to empower people to grow in the mission of Jesus?  That mission is to see the God of love, to allow that LOVE to transform us into more deeply loving compassionate people, and to transmit that good news to others by leading loving, compassionate lives. (I wrote this with some regret for the times I have not so empowered  people.  I have regret but not surprise.  No surprise because being human brings all kinds of resistance to allowing ourselves to be transformed.)

From the cosmos and non-human living creatures, we turn to us humans with our gifts of reason and free will. Because we have reason and free will.  we can make choices that are moral or immoral.  Some of our choices will be valuable to ourselves, other people and to the rest of creation. I suggest that our choices will lean more toward goodness as we develop a growing understanding that making good choices helps us to flourish and increase our desire to make such choices.  Our concern for the flourishing of non-human creatures will also increase, as will our willingness to act on those concerns.  
What inclines us to make choices that are bad?  One thing would be our incomplete and faulty understanding of what human and non-human creations are like.  We are all subject to this limitation.  That is why it is so important that we be willing to keep learning and that we be open to listening and to learning from other viewpoints.  We must always be aware that, because we are limited, we will never have the whole truth.  Still, there will often be valuable understanding from our partial vision.  That is good and we need it, but let us be wary of falling into the trap of believing that we have the whole truth.  We are all creatures.  We are not the creator.  

A second inclination to choose what is bad is caused by being too centered on ourselves.  We need to care about ourselves because we are valuable.  That virtue of self-care turns into a vice when we become blind to the impact our actions have on other people and on non-human creatures.  

What we perhaps don’t understand is that excessive self-centeredness will never bring us happiness and peace.  It may bring us power, money, fame, status and a number of pleasures, but not happiness and peace. Why is that?  We are made in the image of LOVE.  Love is what we are called to be.  Only by becoming more and more what we are we will find true happiness and be at peace.  I think that this is why Jesus told us:  “Love your neighbor as you love yourself.”
A third situation that can incline us to choose what is bad or harmful is: the culture in which we live.  The culture might be our family, our neighborhood, or our associates.  The culture could be the institution of which we are a part.  The institution could be a church, a business, a government, an educational institute, a health care institution, a political party, etc. What I see is this:  I am not talking about an institution or group whose prime goal is to inflict destruction and violence to get what they want.  People who are reasonably good and moral would probably see this as bad.

What I am talking about are institutions that have goals that are certainly not bad and often valuable and good; but over time, self-serving ways of operating creep in. When institutions are in a “protective mode”, their more lofty goals may erode.   We will do this dishonest thing that will further our goal;  this will indirectly cause unjust harm to people but will benefit our institution, we will protect our reputation,  this will not become public. When an institution starts down this path, the institution will make life difficult for anyone in the institution who resists this path.  Then there will be the temptation for people who are actually reasonably moral people to rationalize that it is okay to not resist because the consequences of resisting are too dire to bear.

The theological name for this situation is “structural sin.”  Structural sin is a culture that makes it difficult for a person who wants to be good to do what is good.  When the difficulty is survival, only an extraordinary person will be able to resist.  From my point of view, it is more important to seek justice by recognizing and working to eliminate structural sin than to focus on those who are caught in it. When we see all of the destruction and suffering that is caused by the free will of humans, we might understandably ask why God didn’t just make us without freedom – just make us do what is good.  My response is that without freedom we could never love.  That would be tragic.  We would be robots.  Growing into love is a painful and difficult journey for us as individuals and as a race.  The goal is worth it.  Perhaps there was no other way for God (LOVE) to do it.  
******

This may not work for some others but this way of seeing is very helpful to me: 

· To see that everyone and everything is from and held in existence by LOVE (GOD).

· To see that LOVE (GOD) is subtly and mysterically working within creatures in a way that respects the blessing of scientific discovery.

· To see that we are intimately related to LOVE (GOD) and to everyone and everything.

· To see that LOVE (GOD) and everyone and everything are to be co-workers in this magnificent story.
· To see that LOVE (GOD) is drawing imperfect non-human creation to become what it is meant to be.

· TO see that LOVE (GOD) is drawing us imperfect humans into the state of total love that is possible for us humans.

· These previous two refer to the state of being that we call heaven.  

· To see that the whole journey begins with LOVE and results in the never ending state where LOVE has drawn little loves fully into LOVE without making uncreated loves created love.

· To see that all little loves are then connected to one another.

******

For me, when I rest in LOVE and see all of this it gives meaning to the cosmos.  It gives me hope that even in a world that has difficulties, suffering, sin, injustice for everyone to some degree and for others to a degree that is horrible, there is still meaning to life.  We are never alone even though it at times feels that way.

I believe that this journey is for everyone not just for a favored group.  Jesus said “love your enemies, and pray for those who persecute you, that you may be children of your heavenly Father, for he makes his sun rise on the bad and good, and causes rain to fall on the just and unjust.” Mt 5: 44b, 45. We humans like to divide people up into good people and bad people.  I don’t think that God divides people up like we do.

I believe along with St. Julian of Norwich – “All will be well.  All manner of things  will be well.”
Smile, God Loves You, 
Father Clay
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