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A plain morality tale in which Nathan the prophet exposes King David’s moral weakness. David sees Bathsheba in the bath and fancies her rotten. Bathsheba is married to army officer, Uriah. David fixes it so Uriah is killed in battle and then marries the widow. At an opportune moment Nathan tells David a parable. In the same town lived a rich man and a poor man. When a traveller visits the rich man he is obliged by custom to feed him. But he doesn’t want to kill one of his own lambs, so he takes the poor man’s only lamb to feed the stranger. David is outraged and says the rich man should be put to death. In one of the greatest lines in the Bible, Nathan says, you are the man.

How easy it is to see immorality in others; and how difficult to see it in ourselves. 

And now for something completely different

I have spent this last week with a conference of American academics, largely from the Bible Belt – Georgia, South Carolina, Oklahoma and Texas - discussing biology, evolution and religion. They got the shock of their lives when Richard Dawkins gave the keynote lecture. It remains entirely extraordinary to me how so many citizens of a country with which we are so closely allied can hold such very different religious views from us. This is a part of the first world where the first question you are asked when you move to a new neighbourhood is ‘which church do you belong to?’ Someone said it’s easier to admit you’re gay than to admit you believe in evolution. In Dublin, Georgia, one delegate told us, there’s a population of 50,000 and there are 90 churches, of which 52 are Baptist. The biology tutor in the local university has to be extremely circumspect when teaching evolution and ends each class with a disclaimer – some people hold these views, but creationism and intelligent design are entirely legitimate explanations. 

A black delegate, also from Georgia, claimed that commitment to creationism can be traced to the slave culture. Being created by God, in the image of God, was a key theological plank in the argument that all men are equal. It had been contended that black people were only 3/5 human, and so, when evolution suggested that we are descended from apes, the blacks were thought to be closer to the monkeys than the whites, and feared that that was what science was saying. If you remember, it was the biblical Exodus and the vision of the Promised Land that was the underlying image of Martin Luther King’s 1963 speech, ‘I have a dream’. And if the truth of the Bible is undermined, then the justification of equality is undermined.  I am sure it is much more complex, but you can see a kind of logic there. 

Faced with the standoff between culturally-shaped religion and science, several delegates embraced the apparent compromise of Intelligent Design – the idea that the amazing balance and complexity of nature requires us to infer a designer. But, as Dawkins says, Intelligent Design is no more than creationism dressed up.

But I ought to try to relate what I’m thinking to the readings. In the Gospel we find reference to the Exodus in the allusion to the manna in the wilderness. Just when the Israelites were feeling deserted by God, because they were hungry and thirsty in the desert, God gave them manna – a kind of bread-like substance that formed on plants in the morning dew. In the new Exodus, the new salvation, Jesus is the bread that comes down from heaven, the Eucharistic bread, satisfying spiritual hunger. 

Why, in Dublin, Georgia are there 52 Baptist churches? Because, as an independent Church, any preacher is free to gather around him a group of followers and set up a church. Some were ordinary working men, many ex slaves, with no theological training. We were reminded of that easy mistake of the uneducated, the preacher who takes his Bible in hand and declares, ‘If the King James Bible was good enough for St Paul, then it’s good enough for me.’ In his book ‘The Adventure of English’, Melvyn Bragg reminds us that only after a bloody and cruel battle with the medieval Catholic Church into the 1530’s did we get a Bible in English at all. But then: ‘for centuries it was heard week in week out by almost all English-speaking Christians wherever they were and its precepts, its images, its proverbs, its names, its parables, its heroes, its promises, its words and rhythms sank deep shafts into the minds of the  men and women who heard it. It went to the heart of the way we spoke, the way we described the world and ourselves.’

That seems to me a key insight – that a great deal of theology is a way of describing the world and ourselves. We claim that it is a way of describing the other and transcendence, but it is significantly about self-definition and that, it seems to me, is what is happening in the post slave culture of the Bible Belt and the anachronistic identity-making resistance to evolution.

But let me not give entirely the wrong impression. The conference was not solely on this matter. A biologist gave a paper on the mathematical modelling of possible evolutionary developments that have not actually been realised. And a scholarly rabbi talked about the myths behind Genesis 1 and how the priestly writer takes what for his day is the scientific view, describing and listing natural phenomena: the sun the moon the stars, the plants the animals and so on. That is part of theology, he maintained. And he compared Genesis one with the later part of the Book of Job where once again you find astonishing descriptions of natural phenomena: Job 38


4‘Where were you when I laid the foundation of the earth?
   Tell me, if you have understanding. 
5Who determined its measurements—surely you know!
   Or who stretched the line upon it? 
6On what were its bases sunk,
   or who laid its cornerstone 
7when the morning stars sang together
   and all the heavenly beings* shouted for joy? 


8‘Or who shut in the sea with doors
   when it burst out from the womb?— 
9when I made the clouds its garment,
   and thick darkness its swaddling band, 
10and prescribed bounds for it,
   and set bars and doors, 
11and said, “Thus far shall you come, and no farther,
   and here shall your proud waves be stopped”? 


12‘Have you commanded the morning since your days began,
   and caused the dawn to know its place, 
13so that it might take hold of the skirts of the earth,
   and the wicked be shaken out of it? 
14It is changed like clay under the seal,
   and it is dyed* like a garment. 
15Light is withheld from the wicked,
   and their uplifted arm is broken. 

Keith Ward he says that a more integrated, holistic view of human knowledge is required. Maybe scientists are ‘poets of the universe’, he suggests. You think of the big metaphors of science - the Big Bang, the Selfish Gene and the fact that so much mathematical modelling begins with conceptual imagery - and you see the sense of the claim.

We need to understand why people say things that seem absurd and recalcitrant to us and to be less confrontational about it. Because human discourse remains and interdisciplinary study.

