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I’m going to start off today talking about some scientists – I hope in a way that’s not 

entirely nerdy, maybe just partly nerdy – then I’m going to talk about the Bible and then talk 

about God. So, let’s start with our scientists: 

 Several decades ago, two astronomers working at Bell Labs in New Jersey were 

frustrated. They were using a telescope to search deep into space, but their telescope had a 

problem. This is a true story – maybe you’ve heard it. This telescope was really an enormously 

giant antenna, and it worked by picking up radio waves that came from space, and the scientists 

could use the radio waves to figure out what they were seeing. But they kept hearing static. They 

tried lots of things to fix the problem. They replaced wires leading to the telescope. They 

checked the connections on all of their equipment. They cleaned what one of the scientists called 

“white dielectric material” – what we might call bird droppings – they cleaned it from the 

telescope, but they still heard static. For them, this work represented lots of time and effort and it 

seemed like a failure. No matter where they pointed the telescope, they got static. 

 Eventually our scientists reframed the question: what if this background static is data 

after all? And when they reframed the question, with the help of others, they realized that they 

were picking up radio remnants of the big bang. The first physical evidence of the big bang. It 

was a finding so significant that some call it the most important scientific discovery of the 

twentieth century, one for which our scientists won the Nobel Prize. And they thought it was bird 

poop on their telescope. And it’s even more striking because our scientists had been trained that 

the universe was constant – the steady state theory, the opposite of the big bang – and they were 

not looking for data to prove otherwise. But what they saw caused them to re-imagine their own 

thinking and it changed our understanding of the whole universe. 

 So keep our scientists in mind, and we’re going to talk about the Bible: 

 Our lectionary – the readings we hear on Sunday mornings in church – the lectionary is 

stepping through the book of Genesis. The first book of the Bible. We’ve heard stories about 

Abraham and Sarah; Isaac and Rebecca; and today the next generation: Rebecca’s sons Jacob 

and Esau. There’s a little sibling rivalry on display in today’s portion of the story. Jacob is born 

second and manages to trick Esau into giving up his right to inherit the family’s property – the 

first son would have otherwise gotten everything. That’s your primer for the day on ancient near 

east estate planning. 

 The good news is that the people in this story don’t seem overly holy. I find that 

comforting. I read someone describe a person as so nice that she wanted to kick him. You know 

the kind of niceness, holy-ness that I’m talking about. So sappy that it’s not real. I’ve 

encountered some folks like that. No danger of that in Genesis. 

 Y’all know that I’m returning to being a full-time priest after the last few years where I 

had a secular job during the week and assisted at an Episcopal parish on Sundays. I was a priest 

during that time, but I wasn’t in the daily life of serving a parish congregation. One of the things 

I missed most about parish life during that time, and one of the things I am so glad to be doing 
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again, is what we in church lingo call “pastoral care.” It’s the honor of being with you in 

moments of difficulty and change in your lives. It’s a real honor to be with you in those 

moments, but I think that the church lingo has it wrong when it calls it “pastoral care” because 

there’s no care that I can offer. I can’t make things better. But I can offer – we can offer – 

presence. The presence of a person who can listen to you and the presence of a person who can 

represent the presence of our entire community and – somehow – the presence of something 

bigger than just us. For me, these are moments that are central to my calling and it’s a real honor 

to be with you during these times.  

 These moments are typically times of change – often change that we didn’t want, 

sometimes change that we didn’t see coming. Something about the way we are living our lives – 

the key relationship, the financial outlook – something about life has ended, and we’re not sure 

what will be next. I can tell you that these moments almost never seem holy. As the philosophers 

say we live life forward, but we can only make sense of it looking backwards. 

 Seeds are always being planted in our lives, but these are times when it’s not clear yet 

where those seeds have landed or whether or how they’ll sprout.  

 One theologian that I respect, he writes that if we start with the human, with the stuff that 

happens in our lives, then when we get to the holy, it will be real. Sometimes I approach church, 

thinking that what I’m doing here is trying to fit my life into some pre-conceived notion of what 

it means to be holy. But these pre-conceived notions that I have of what it looks like to be holy 

are a lot like the people so sappy holy that I’d like to kick them. But the stories we hear in 

Genesis are very human, they’re not set apart. And nothing is more human than those moments 

when we’re broken open and all we can be is real. And if we hold on to that reality, then the 

seeds that spout will be able to endure and when the good times return, they’ll be real too. 

 I heard a theologian say that there are traumatic events at the heart of the Bible, traumatic 

historical events like the destruction of Jerusalem, captivity in Babylon, Roman occupation. He 

describes that when people have suffered a traumatic event, often they can’t recall the specifics 

of the event, or if they do, the story they tell is contradictory or confusing. And he writes that we 

have a version of that in our Biblical tradition: God is described as a God of peace and of war; a 

God of justice and of infinite mercy; a God of anger and a God that is slow to anger. We can’t 

make all of this into one image of God as a thing. Instead, God is the rupture, the event that 

caused people to come up with all of these metaphors. In this theologian’s words, God isn’t the 

patch of meaning that we put over our wound of unknowing, God is in the wound. God isn’t an 

idea, God allows us to be broken open.1 

 Because when we’re broken open, that’s when the seeds of transformation are sown. The 

seeds that let us see ourselves as fully connected to others, the seeds that let us see that our 

destiny is bound up in the destinies of those around us, these are the times when we’re broken 

open and our small identities – the small identities that tell us who we are based on where we 

live, or what degrees we have, or how much stuff we have – the times when those small 

identities fall away and we know that we’re connected one to another and the living to the dead 

in a way that passes our understanding. That’s God in the breaking open, the seeds of new life. 

                                                           
1 See Peter Rollins, interviewed by Phyllis Tickle at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nL-VQDeBiZA 
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 That’s the record we have in our Bible, the new seeds, sprouting in places we didn’t 

imagine, bringing us new, transformed life. New understanding, new connection; God in the 

breaking open. 


