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Last Saturday evening, I attended the unveiling of the NASA images then watched the planetarium show.  Following the show, the projectionist put a display of the night sky on the planetarium dome.  Immediately my mind took me back to my childhood on the farm and the countless hours I spent staring in amazement at the incredible vastness and wonder of that big night sky.  I even had my own junior-sized telescope.  I knew all about the big dipper, the little dipper, Venus, and Saturn.


That was 50 years ago.  And, with that part of my life, nothing has changed.  To this day, I remain amazed every time I contemplate the night sky.  In his book The Book of the Cosmos, Dennis Richard Danielson asks, “Are we not drawn to the heavens in the first place because they are beautiful and because they are awesome?  Their grandeur humbles us, thrills us, calls forth our contemplation, and inspires a craving (as Alan Guth has put it) ‘that has been part of human consciousness from the writing of Genesis to the scientific era of relativity and quantum mechanics.’
· What is the cosmos?

· How did it come into being?

· How are we related to it, and

· What is our place in it?” (xxv)

Yes, a look up into the night sky is what Daniel Dennett calls an “intuition pump” – it’s a wonderful imagination grabber, a jungle gym for the imagination. (Danielson, xxx)  A look into the night sky sets your mind to thinking about things you don’t usually think about in your work-a-day world.  It isn’t long before your mind turns to thoughts about the Creator of this incredibly indescribable creation.

That’s what brings me – as a theologian – to this podium.  I spend my entire life, most of my days, most of my time, thinking about God.  The Bible begins with the phrase, “In the beginning God. . .” (Genesis 1:1)  No preface, no prologue; just “Here’s God.”

My students are often perplexed at me when they ask me for a rock-solid proof for the existence of God.  They want a proof to end all proofs.  When I tell them I don’t have one, they feel like I’ve short-changed them.  As one student put it, “You mean I paid all of this money for this class, and you don’t know!!!”

“That’s right,” I say.  “I can’t prove the existence of God, and neither can you.”  I go on, “The Bible never tries to prove the existence of God.  It assumes that God exists and that He brought all reality into existence.  One of my seminary professors gave good advice when he said, “God doesn’t need you to be His defense attorney.  He needs you to proclaim the good news.”
So, when I look into the night sky, I don’t feel the urge to defend the existence of God.  And, I don’t feel the urge to do that here this afternoon, either.    The Heavens Declare!  They speak for themselves.  When we look to the night sky we begin to meditate.  After our initial “wow” response, we sometimes turn to “how” or “why” questions.  Then we ultimately work our way to the most important question of them all – the “who” question.

To answer that question I want us to look briefly at some sources and people in the past who have contemplated their responses.

1. The Bible

The first response comes from the Psalmist who wrote 3000 years ago.  I love the way the Psalmist put it in Psalm 8,

O LORD, our sovereign, how majestic is your name in all the earth!  You have set your glory above the heavens… When I look at your heavens, the work of your fingers, the moon and the stars that you have established; what are human beings that you are mindful of them, mortals that you care for them?

Again in Psalm 19 the Psalmist writes,

The heavens are telling the glory of God; and the firmament proclaims his handiwork.  Day to day pours forth speech, and night to night declares knowledge.

The Apocryphal book of Sirach has a beautiful cosmological hymn that declares the glory of the heavens with as many words as it can use to describe them.  When words fail to adequately capture the essence of the image, it humbly admits,

We would say more but could not say enough; let the final word be: “He is the all.”  Where can we find the strength to praise him?  For he is greater than all his works. . . Many things greater than these lie hidden, for we have seen but a few of his works. (Sirach 43:27-32)
I thought of that last line – “Many things greater than these lie hidden, for we have seen but a few of his works.” -- when I saw the new NASA images Saturday evening.  The projectionist at the planetarium showed us the place in the night sky where you look to see this amazing galaxy.  Do you know what you see when you look at that spot in the sky with your naked eye?  Absolutely nothing!

The naked eye sees nothing but a dark spot in the sky; yet Hubble, along with the other telescopes, give us these amazing images.  And, how many other galaxies wait out there for us to discover them?  Only God knows!
2. John Calvin

The second reference I would like to site is John Calvin.  I like Calvin’s approach to the subject.  This reformer studied the work of Copernicus and concluded that God reveals Himself in 2 books: [1] the Bible and [2] Nature.  He said creation is the divine text or fabric in which God clothes Himself.  To quote Calvin, “God. . .clothes himself, so to speak, with the image of the world in which he would present himself to our contemplation; we may behold him thus magnificently arrayed in the incomparable vesture of the heavens and the earth.” (Danielson, 123)
He went on to create an image that I really like.  He said the Spirit of God opened a school for all humanity.  Just by looking up into the night sky He teaches lessons that are intelligible to all. (Danielson, 124)  It doesn’t matter how rich or how poor, how educated or uneducated, how young or how old you are.  We all have a front-row seat for this incredible lesson about God.
3. Galileo

In researching for this presentation, I absolutely loved reading the writings of Galileo shortly after he began to look through his telescope.  A whole new world opened up to him.  He sounded in his writings like a 10 year old boy at Christmas time making discoveries faster than he could describe them.
Astronomers up until that time were pretty sure they had counted all of the stars in the night sky.  They set the official number at 3000.  Their certainty perplexed an understanding of God’s promises to Abraham – a promise to make his offspring as numerous as the stars in the sky.  According to the astronomers, that wasn’t a very grand promise – a mere 3000 offspring!  But, Galileo changed all of that with his discovery that the stars were too numerous to count.  His telescope showed him hundreds of thousands of stars.  This recalculation of the number of stars in the sky made God bigger than anyone had ever imagined!
Fast forward to today, and our telescopes show us more stars than we can ever count.  You would think with all of our space-age technology, we’d be able to get a handle on things.  But, every time we improve the technology, rather than being able to determine the number of stars, we find that the number just keeps growing!!!  So do the galaxies and everything else we study.  The more we learn, the more confounded we become.
Galileo started us on a counting mission; we can’t complete the project.  I think this shows us that God has a sense of humor.  He says something like, “You go ahead and number all of the stars in the sky if you think you can.  And, uh, while you’re at it, go ahead a count the number of grains of sand on every sea shore in the world!”
Galileo changed the way we conceive of the moon, the stars, and our galaxy.  He discovered the moons of Jupiter.  And, as Copernicus had said, there are orbits within orbits as multiple heavenly bodies rotate in ever-expanding patterns.  To this day, we’re still trying to figure all of that out.
Galileo was a man of Christian faith.  He agreed with John Calvin’s assessment that we mentioned a moment ago.  He also believed that God reveals Himself in 2 books: [1] the Bible and [2] Nature.  Galileo quoted Tertullian in saying that God speaks through the “parallel texts” of nature and Scripture.  Galileo said, “God is known. . .by Nature in his works, and by doctrine in his revealed Word.” (Danielson, 174)

4. Tommaos Campanello

The Roman Catholic scholar Tommaso Campanello, whose dates are 1568 – 1639 is my fourth source for looking at this subject.  He wrote, “For God made man to know God, and by knowing to love Him, and by loving to please him; and for this man has senses and reason.”  He then quoted Ovid with a profound observation that challenged my thinking in new ways.  Ovid said, “While the other animals look down towards the earth, he (God) created man to face upwards, and he ordered him to see the heavens and to stand erect, turning his gaze to the stars.” (Danielson, 176)

Think about that for a minute.  Have you ever watched your pet cat, or your pet parakeet, or your pet tropical fish contemplating the night sky and considering their place in the created order?  No!  Of course not!  God fashioned this incredible sight just for our eyes!  What a wonder-inspiring gift to us!  Just imagine.  God painted innumerable heavenly bodies on the canvas of the night sky just for us to marvel at and enjoy!
One of the great revelations of the Copernican Revolution was that the sun, and not the earth, is the center of our solar system.  This revelation troubled many people because it implied that human beings might not be at the center of God’s creation.  I’m not so sure but that Copernicus’ revelation about the sun being the center of our system actually lent more weight to our importance.  Now we realize that God made all of this for someone besides Himself to enjoy, and that someone else is us!  What a thought about our importance to God.  It just may be that God went over the top in His creative expertise to give us plenty of evidence of His existence and our value to Him.

5. Cotton Mather

I’ve given you observations about the connection between the night sky and its Creator from [1] the Psalmist, [2] John Calvin, [3] Galileo, [4] and Roman Catholic scholar Tommaso Campanello.  I want to give you another perspective from the thoughts of Cotton Mather who lived from 1663 to 1728.  You may remember him as a prominent Puritan pastor and theologian.  What you many not know is that he took a personal interest in astronomy.  His interest stemmed from a belief that the created world tells us about God’s wisdom. 
In his introduction to The Christian Philosopher, Mather wrote, “The whole world is indeed a temple of God, built and fitted by that almighty Architect.” (Danielson, 255)  He went on to say that we know God through His works.  He then quoted Bernard in saying, “The true lover of God, wherever he turns, receives a familiar remembrance of his Creator.” (Danielson, 255)  That really is true, isn’t it?  Those who believe in God see Him throughout His creation.
Cotton Mather was excited about the 80-foot long telescope of his day.  He said, “My God, I cannot look upon our glasses (the telescope) without uttering thy praises.  By them I see thy goodness to the children of men!” (Danielson, 256)  He went on to say, “It was a good remark made by one of the ancients, ‘What are the heavens and all the beauties of nature but a kind of mirror in which the whole work of the Master is reflected?’ The pagan Tully, contemplating the admirable order and the constancy of the heavenly bodies and their motions, adds upon it: ‘Whosoever thinks this is not governed by mind and understanding, is himself to be accounted void of all mind and understanding.’” (Danielson, 257)

I love that quote!  You can look at the massive universe – the planets, stars, and all the rest.  You can look at the incredible precision of their operation; they work like a finely tuned Swiss watch.  You can try to contemplate the sheer vastness of it all.  Then, you can call it all chance if you want to.  But, you cannot do that without admitting that you have neither mind nor understanding!!!

Cotton Mather marveled at the vast distance between the planets of our solar system and the nearest fixed star.  He calculated that a cannon ball shot into space would take 700,000 years to reach that nearest star.  Then he marveled, “Great God, what is thy immensity!”  Three-hundred years have passed, and we’re still saying, “Great God, what is thy immensity!”  

Mather concluded his thoughts with these words, “I hear a great voice from the starry heavens, ‘Ascribe ye greatness to our God.’  Great God, what a variety of worlds hast thou created!  How astonishing are the dimensions of them!  How stupendous are the displays of thy greatness, and of thy glory, in the creatures, with which thou hast replenished those worlds! . . .Of these unknown worlds I know this much, ‘tis our great God that has made them all.” (Danielson, 257-258)  

6. Today’s thinkers

By the time we get to the 20th and 21st centuries, you’d think that modern science would have answered all of the questions of ancient minds about the universe.  Instead, the questions just keep coming and getting more complex all of the time.

At the turn of the 20th century, Vesto Melvin Slipher discovered that our entire galaxy is moving relative to the earth at a speed of 700,000 miles per hour.  Add to that the fact that the universe is not fixed; it’s expanding. (Jastrow, 30)  Just try to imagine a dozen galaxies moving away from our own galaxy at a speed of 2,000,000 miles an hour! (Jastrow, 11-39)  Can you even comprehend that?  I can’t.

Albert Einstein didn’t want to believe it because it supported the notion of a beginning for our universe.  But, then he flew out to California and visited with Edwin Powell Hubble.  He saw Hubble’s research findings.  He concluded that these new discoveries proved that our university had a birthday!  That was a major concession for Einstein to make.  It disproved his steady state theory of the universe which taught that it had no beginning and is eternal.  Hubble was right.  The chain of events leading to our universe happened at a definite moment in time, in a flash of light and energy. (Jastrow, 41-59)
This energy was so powerful, in fact, that in 1965 two Bell Laboratory scientists discovered that the entire earth is bathed in a faint glow of radiation coming from every direction in the universe.  Their instruments told them that the radiation did not come from the earth, sun, or moon.  They found that I came from the entire universe – remnants from creation day still detectable.  Amazing! (Jastrow, 14)
Connect the Dots

Now let me quickly connect the dots in this matter.  What do we learn from a study of the heavens?  Do they prove beyond any possible doubt the existence of God?  No.  Not even the Bible attempts to do that.

God has given us eyes to see the night sky.  He has given us reason to make sense of what we see.  I think He says, “Here’s the evidence.  You decide for yourself.”  And, with our reason we can reasonably come to a belief in God.  Galileo and his contemporaries looked into the night sky with their simply telescopes and saw enough to declare the glory of the Lord.
Today, we have more powerful telescopes than Galileo ever imagined.  Have we apprehended it all?  Absolutely not.  The new NASA images prove that.  We’ve hardly even scratched the surface.  You see, just like the Roman Catholic scholar of the 16th century said, “The wisdom of God is exceedingly vast and cannot be confined to the genius of any one human.  The more it is sought, the more it is found to contain and we then realize that we know nothing in comparison to the numerous and marvelous things of which we are ignorant…For what we know is only a glimmer.  Therefore, wisdom is to be read in the immense book of God, which is the world, and there is always more to be discovered.” (Danielson, 176)

My field of theology affirms that our great God is incomprehensible.  Does that mean that we cannot know anything about God?  No.  It means that we creatures will never know everything about God.  We will keep learning new things about Him for all eternity.  

The field of astronomy affirms by these new NASA images that the cosmos is even more incomprehensible than we ever thought.  Does that mean that we cannot know anything about our universe?  No.  It means that God has created a reality that testifies to His greatness – a greatness that goes beyond our ability to fully comprehend it.  Now or ever.  Here we are in 2009 – the year of astronomy looking at images 12,000,000 light years away.  Imagine that – God dropped those images in the mail to us 12 million years ago, and we just picked them up in the night sky.  Can you even imagine that?  
Let me give you the numbers and we’ll see.  I got Steve Case and Steve Brown to help me calculate with these numbers.  Here’s how many miles we are from this galaxy we’re looking at in this picture: 703,388,352,000,000,000,000.  That’s over 703 sextillion miles.  If you wanted to take your Kodak camera, rent a private Lear jet, stock it with snack foods, drink, hundreds of Ipod tunes, and fly to it to take a close-up picture, here’s how many years it would take your private jet to reach this galaxy: 160,059,400,410,000.  That’s over 160 trillion years!  So, can you even imagine how far away this galaxy really is?  I can’t.
As a theologian, I challenge astronomers like Professor Case to continue to discover new truths about our cosmos because through these discoveries, we will learn more about the God who created them.  And, as we learn more, we will be struck with even more wonder about the heavens -- as God says, “Here’s the evidence.  You decide for yourself.”  In the mean time, the heavens will continue to declare the glory of the Lord.
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