
BLESSED WITH A STORY

Genesis 1:1 to 2:4a


The goal of what we call the modern era has been to create individuals who believe that they should have no story except the story that they chose, as if they had no story before they chose.1 I first heard Will Willimon say this and I didn’t understand it at first, either, so I want to say that difficult sentence again.  Follow closely, now. The goal of what we call the modern era has been to create individuals who believe that they should have no story except the story that they chose, as if they had no story before they chose. Ironically, the notion that it is possible to live by no story, other than the one we have personally chosen, is also a story which we did not think up ourselves.

When I left for my freshmen year at college I was a modernist without even knowing it. I tried to find my own faith and my own sense of God--my own story. I entered a new world of ideas and values, and this was both exciting and chaotic. I thought I could just begin again with a blank slate (tabula rasa), start from scratch and choose my own story. I could not. I have been formed by a story that my church told me. 

Let me tell you that story. I do not know if it happened exactly like the story is stated here in Genesis, but I do believe that the story is true. The story begins, In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth. The NRSV gives another possible translation: In the beginning when God created the heavens and the earth. Here at Vienna Baptist Church we are formed by a story that we believe is true: In the beginning when God created. We tell you up front that this is our story--that we did not make it up. This story has formed us and we come here each week to hear the story again, to tell it to one another, to try to pattern our lives after this story. We come here and state publicly: We are trying to live by this story. Genesis 1 is not just a story; it is our story!


The worst way to interpret Genesis 1 is to consider these words as some scientific account of how the world began long ago. To read Genesis 1 as another page in a science textbook makes about as much sense as to say, “My love is like a red, red rose,” and then to explain her by botanical categories.  Genesis 1 is more like a hymn than a scientific description. It is to be heard as poetry, not prose.  Such poetry in Genesis is about life and purpose and direction. 


According to Genesis 1, this is what happens in the beginning: In the beginning when God created the heavens and the earth, the earth was a formless void and darkness covered the face of the deep. In other words, in the beginning God speaks a word and gives some order to the chaos. The intent of God's creative word is to give form, to give order, to give purpose to the chaos and meaninglessness of life without God. Do you know anything about chaos in your life? Do you know what I’m talking about? 

This account of creation was written during the Exile after the Jewish nation had been destroyed in war and forcibly taken away to Babylon, which is modern Iraq.  Sometime after 587 BCE the people of faith began to wonder if Yahweh was too weak to help them. Their world and their faith were in chaos--a formless void--there in Babylon. They had seen friends and family slaughtered in Jerusalem and were now refugees in another land with strange gods, foreign languages, and different surroundings. Their world was literally falling apart into chaos. 


As they felt homeless and defeated and taunted there in Babylon, the Hebrew people hoped against common sense that God did care for them. They wanted to believe that what the Babylonian culture and structures said about them--that they were losers; that they were abandoned by their god--was not true. And so they kept telling a story--the most important story for people without hope--In the beginning when God created the heavens and the earth, the earth was a formless void and darkness covered the face of the deep.
THE STORY OF REDEMPTIVE VIOLENCE

Genesis 1 was not the only story in town, however. The Babylonians had a story, too. Babylon is today called Iraq, but it has had several names. Before the city was known as "Babylon," it was known as "Shinar" and even earlier than that as "Sumer." You have probably read in your world history books that Sumer was one of the first civilizations and goes as far back as 4,000 BCE, which, if you can do the math, is 6,000 years ago. I don’t of anyone alive now who lived back then except maybe Oscar Sessions. Babylon was the oldest civilization in their world. When the Jews were in exile there in Babylon in 587 BCE, the Babylonian Empire had already reigned for 2,000 years. Two thousand years!


And the Babylonian story to the Jews there in exile was that Babylon's culture, Babylon's army, and Babylon's gods such as Marduk had defeated the Jewish culture, Israel's armies, and Yahweh their god. The dominant story was, “You don't have a story anymore. You are now part of the Babylonian story!” They were expected to put their faith in the Babylonian national defense budget and to salute the flag of the nation and to be absorbed into the surrounding culture.  Everybody was supposed to be Americ..., I mean Babylonian!

How do you confront such a pervading culture? You tell a story that sounds similar to the Babylonian story but that is very different. The poet sits down and writes, In the beginning when God created the heavens and the earth.  Before there was a Babylonian civilization, before there was a Babylonian Empire, before there was a Babylonian story, there was God. Before there was a Jewish story, there was God. Before there was a world, there was God who wanted to bring order out of the chaos.


And the priestly writer gathered together many stories about creation and wrote down in those days the good news that the God Israel had always worshipped was Divine Graciousness who since the beginning of time has been in the business of making order out of chaos--giving meaning to life that seems to have no purpose. The story believes that such a creative God is still in the ordering business for chaotic lives in Babylon in 587 BCE and also here in Northern Virginia in 2008. In a month when we have seen a cyclone in Burma, an earthquake in China, and killer tornadoes in the United States, we tell a story that does not begin with, “The gods are angry with you.” 

Do you know that the creation stories of Genesis 1 and 2 are modeled after the older Babylonian story of creation--Enuma Elish?  The difference, however, is striking. In the Babylonian stories of creation, the god Marduk creates the world through anger and violence. Marduk murders the god Tiamat, spreads out the corpse of Tiamat, and out of that dead god our world comes into being. According to this story we humans come up out of the remains of the war between the gods and within us are seeds of violence. This story, asserts that the myth of redemptive violence is the way the world began and is assumed to be the way the world is and will ever be. Why are there wars and rumors of war? We are violent and warlike, the story tells us, because we were born out of violence. 


This story tells us we live in a vicious cycle of redemptive violence. Babylon’s creation story tells us that our salvation (our redemption) can come only through violence. Blood must be spilled before we can be saved. Instruments of war are called “peacekeepers” and we solve our problems by waging a war on poverty, a war of drugs, and a war on terrorism. The myth of redemptive violence tells us that we can have peace only if we first wage war. That’s the Babylonian story—the myth of redemptive violence. 2
THE STORY OF DIVINE GRACIOUSNESS 

In Genesis, however, the vicious cycle of redemptive violence is broken at the very beginning. In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth; the earth was a formless void. This God does not create out of anger or jealousy or violence or Divine need but only because of love. Creation does not end in chapter 2, however; for this God who creates a world now works to create a people who will reject the myth of redemptive violence. 

The story of Genesis begins well but deteriorates quickly. The first couple disobeys a major command and is thrown out of the garden, east of Eden. In chapter 4 there will be blood as we have the first murder between brothers. A devastating flood follows and a tall tower collapses. 

For most of the story in the first book of our Bible, families fight among themselves. And one day some brothers plan to kill Joseph but instead throw him violently into a dried-up well and then sell him off to Bedouin traders. This as-good-as-dead brother rises in power in Egypt and becomes the second in command of the greatest national power of their world. And, unbeknownst to those men, they come before the one brother they almost killed and ask him for food so they can live. 

Which story will powerful Joseph follow? Will he follow the ancient Babylonian story of redemptive violence? Will he think, “I’m going to teach them a painful lesson they will never forget!”? Will he continue the vicious cycle of redemptive violence and punish his brothers?


No, that’s not Joseph’s story. The book of Beginnings ends as it begins: Their world is created again, as it was in the first beginning, out of love, not violence. Over the bubbling chaos and strife of our lives the Spirit of God breathes a word of forgiveness and gives us another second chance. And Joseph, having some of the character of the God of creation, gives his brothers a second chance in their relationship. He even insists that they come and live with him in his home. The story of the book of Beginnings starts with God’s children being thrown out of the house but ends when a powerful child of God invites all the children to come home with him. That’s the biblical story. That’s my story and your story.
THE STORY OF VIENNA BAPTIST CHURCH


The story of Vienna Baptist Church began fifty-one years ago as a Southern Baptist mission church. We had the theology, structure, organization and goals of Southern Baptist churches in the 1950’s. Many of us here today—including your three Pastors—were nurtured in Southern Baptist churches and learned many good values about community, worship, discipleship, Baptist heritage, and Bible teachings from this tradition. 

Some of us also received from the churches which taught us, however, the myth of redemptive violence. I sensed that God was angry with me for not following all the commandments and that I needed to straighten up my life if I wanted to go to heaven when I died. I learned that God allows Christians into heaven and consigns everyone else to hell. I heard that nice Jesus had to die on the cross in Jerusalem to satisfy the justice and law which God the angry Father requires. Later I learned this is called the doctrine of substitutionary atonement.  I learned early the myth of redemptive violence—that salvation for us can come only through the violent and bloody death of Jesus on the cross. In our Southern Baptist churches we sang a lot about the cross and about fountains filled with blood. 

That is the first story of Vienna Baptist church, but early on we questioned that Babylonian story and wondered if there was another story to shape us. And we found it right here in Genesis 1: In the beginning when God created the heavens and the earth. We as a community of faith in Northern Virginia have decided to tell the story of creation as the book of Beginnings tells it. Our story is of a community not built on anger, violence, guilt, fear, war, controversy or division. We do not repeat the myth of redemptive violence—that peace with God and with one another comes only through violence and war. We tell the story of Divine Graciousness who creates a world and a people out of love. As Cass Dale told us last Wednesday night, we can live the story of the violent warrior/knight or the story of the nurturing gardener. Which story do you find in Genesis 1?

In our church wide planning retreat on May 3, we came up with several goals for the new church year. We believe that persons and families within driving distance of our building are longing to hear another story beside the myth of redemptive violence. We believe this story is important to all ages, from the three-month-old in our Vienna Baptist Children’s Center, the ninety-year-old in the 50/90 club, and all those in between. 

What would be different if Vienna Baptist Church did not exist? I hope you will answer that question for yourself. One response I offer today is this: If Vienna Baptist Church did not worship here for the last fifty-one years; the Babylonian myth of redemptive violence would be more pervasive than it already is. 

I believe that for most of our years Vienna Baptist Church has been shaped by the story from the Book of Beginnings: In the beginning when God created the heavens and the earth. That's a story. That's our story. As a child, a youth or an adult, you have been shaped by this story. You did not choose it. It chose you first through us. Remember: We do not know if it happened exactly like it is stated here in Genesis 1, but we gather here today and witness that we do believe that this story is true and that it shapes our lives: In the beginning when God created the heavens and the earth.
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2 See Walter Wink, Engaging the Powers: Discernment and Resistance in a World of Domination, 1992
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