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Genesis 1: 1 – 2:4a

One thing is certain: the opening chapters of our Bible have and still do create controversy. Richard Dawkins, in his theological ignorance, thinks that these chapters make it impossible for us to accept evolution as the cornerstone of the biological sciences. Christian fundamentalists prove his point by wanting Creation Science taught in schools. And the media delight in seeing such arguments counting them as proof of the irrationality and irrelevance of religion.
To be fair, on first reading, the story of the creation has its puzzles: The whole order in which things happen in the story, is confusing. How can it be that light was created before the sources of light, the suns and the stars in the heavens, were put in place? 
No doubt as you have read it over the years you have noted those things that puzzle and have then concluded that really it is not a scientific account. And of course you are right. 
The biblical stories are about shaping us and our attitudes, crafting our communities so that they care for, value and honour every human being. The biblical stories are about helping us understand how different our ways are from the ways of the societies, communities, and the world around us. They are about encouraging us to stay strong in the face of opposition to our being different and of having a different vision of the way the world should be.
Today I want to take another look at the creation story and see how and why it shapes the way we view the world and what the implications might be as we think about the kind of society we are living in.

Let’s begin with two things we heard as Ann, Sandy and ______ read the story for us. They told us that the story was written during the exile, when the Jewish people were in captivity in Babylon. There the Israelites were living in a strange environment and we can imagine them wondering: What has led to us being here?  How are we to live in this strange land? They do things differently, they think differently? Do we keep their laws or ours?
So the story-tellers among them let their imaginations create some pictures. With those pictures clearly in mind our story-tellers did a very Jewish thing. They were thinking like architects: ‘When you make something you give it some shape, some space and then as you work on it, you begin to put the detail in’. And that is what we heard. A light and a dark space were created and then later the detail of the stars and sun and moon were put in. A space in the chaotic waters was made and then dry land and sea were separated and later, details about animals and fish and birds and even human beings were added. 
And as we listened we would have heard the poetic refrain: ‘And there was evening and there was morning’ repeated six times. That of course is a very Jewish way of looking at the length of a day — from sunset to sunset. For us the 24 hours are from midnight to midnight. So, from even this small detail, we should be alerted to the fact that the story is by and for a people with a very different culture and that its meaning is to be found deep within that culture and not though a simple reading in a culture shaped by different forces nearly two and a half thousand years later.
It is easy to see that this very Jewish story builds day by day until it reaches its climax on the seventh day, the Sabbath, when God rested. 
I have heard preachers and others say that human beings are the crown of creation. Not according to this story. The Sabbath is the climax, the crown of creation. And the Sabbath was a day of rest for the whole of creation. 
Our readers this morning told us that ‘the seventh day is a Sabbath to the Lord; you shall not do any work — you or your son or your daughter, or your male or female slave, or your ox, or your donkey, or any of your livestock, or the resident alien in your town. Yes everything, the whole of creation, is to be given a rest. 
It was not a rest so that the people could find the space in the week for worship it was rest as worship, a day of equal rest for all — animals, slaves, children and adults. The Sabbath was a pause, a break, a rest in life that gave to all created things equality. 
The Sabbath Day, said Dominic Crossan, was ‘about the just distribution of basic rest from labour as symbol and reality of God’s own distributive justice’. In other words the Sabbath was about equality and that fact says justice is the crown and climax of creation itself.
So the story-teller sitting in a strange land where the life, the values and the laws were all different, was, through this story of the creation, saying something very important to his Jewish audience caught in their captivity and living in an alien culture. And if the Babylonians were listening they might have considered the story and the telling of it subversive if not treasonable. And they would have been right. For it was a story told to encourage the Jews to hold onto what they believed to be important. It was told to keep them strong and to not let go of the values and attitudes they held. The story-teller was saying: the world was made by God; it belongs to God, not to Babylon. They may have power over us at this moment, but not forever. Not their gods or their rulers. We are God’s people and we live in God’s way.
The story says on the Sabbath God rests and Israel is mandated to rest. That means that the people in their exile don’t need to get anxious about keeping the rules of Babylon. The story says it is God who rules! The Babylonian government may think they offer stability in a changing world, but the people of Israel, hearing this story are reminded that everything is in its place because of the creative power of God’s word. The story is an encouragement to act in ways that the Babylonians would see as civil disobedience. It is the story for a minority, who because of their faith, see themselves as people with a different understanding of the way things are and a different set of values underpinning the things they see as important. And that difference is important and must be retained. And so it was. And Jesus reaffirmed that different way of living. And so that story that shaped his people has become one of the stories that shape us. It reminds us, as people of faith, that we see the world from a different perspective. We have a different set of values and priorities — a different loyalty. From our perspective it is clear that the light and the order in this world flows from the creativity we name as God. The darkness and the chaos is an indicator of God’s absence. Listening to this story as followers of Jesus we understand it as our story and begin to see that we are shaped by the light and the order at work in the story. The purpose of the story’s shape and the purpose of our being shaped by it and other biblical stories is to bring us to the point where we recognise that justice and equality is for every created thing. It is to help us see that we are shaped by the Creative Spirit to love and care, to seek justice and live with compassion. We are shaped by the Spirit at work in the story and throughout the creation to make a commitment to servant-hood and kindness, gentleness, thoughtfulness and responsibility. 
Doesn’t sound particularly subversive does it? But, if we were to stand up and insist on Sabbath rest for all; on justice and equality for all; on committed care for the kids who go to school hungry; on ensuring that there are jobs for our young people, that things that can be done in New Zealand should be done in New Zealand then we might be seen as having something to offer our country —  and that will be seen as a threat to the wealthy and those who want control.
Our different set of values and priorities will not allow us to sit idly by while our billionaires get richer and our poor cannot afford to put food on the table.

We have been sitting and watching some appalling things this week haven’t we? Some have been wondering if the criminal damage, fires and destruction in London and the English cities could be replicated here. There are plenty who say it is possible — the warnings are there. The unemployment levels among our young people particularly our Maori and Polynesian youth are too high. And I have a question about the justice and the morality of sending jobs off overseas. I think it is responsible and reasonable to ask: what role have the companies who have looked for profit by sending manufacturing to places where labour is cheap and exploited, had in damaging our  young unemployed? 
I think it is time we who are shaped by the biblical stories say to the wider community: ‘If you want chaos emerging from the darkness, rather than order emerging from light; then continue to forget about the creator. Don’t believe that the climax of creation is justice and rest for all.
Let me summarize. Sabbath rest and its expectation of equality for all as the climax and crown of creation reminds us of our distinctiveness and our responsibility. It calls us to maintain the faith and challenge the attitudes, the values and the assumptions of the culture surrounding us. To do that we will need this faith community and the inspiration of the biblical stories working within us. 
Then, God will say, ‘It is good!’ 
And there was evening and morning the eighth day.
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