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“The God of my (Scientific) Understanding” 

A Sermon by the Rev. Dr. Stephanie May 

First Parish in Wayland 

December 1, 2019 

 

Here we go again—December! Who is excited? Who is feeling some trepidation? Or even 

grief?  

 

Whatever mood we may bring to December, I feel as if December brings its own attitude to 

us. If every month had a cartoon personality, I would say that December is like the high-

powered pup, Scrappy Doo, on the show Scooby Doo. Anyone remember him? He was a bit 

obnoxious—known for his energetic shouts of “Lemme at ’em! Lemme at ’em! I’ll splat ’em! 

I’ll rock ’em and sock ’em!” and, most notably, “Ta dadada ta daaa! Puppy power!” Doesn’t 

December sometimes feel like the in-your-face energy of Scrappy? 

 

I mean—even before the turkey was cooked, the Christmas music was playing, and the 

Hanukkah decorations were in stores … as well as the signs for Black Friday sales.  

 

And yet, December is also a month of increasing darkness and quiet. The birdsong is gone, a 

blanket of snow is due to fall, and the sun recedes long before dinner.   

 

Perhaps you feel pulled between the frenetic energy of celebrations and the coziness of a 

plush blanket and a good book.  

 

This pull of energies is not the only conflict woven into the fabric of December.   

 

As scientifically minded folks, we may also feel tension as we encounter the ancient stories 

celebrated this month. So many of the holiday celebrations are religious in origin. 

Christmas is the story of the birth of a baby—traditionally understood to be the incarnate 

son of God born to a virgin Mary. Hanukkah is the story of an oil lamp that burned days 

beyond its expected timeframe—thanks to Divine help. And, Yule is rooted in various 

versions of deities in conflict over light and darkness—such as the Holly King and the Oak 

King in Celtic folklore.  

 

And so perhaps it is in this month, more than any other, that we are confronted anew with 

the question of relating science and religion.  The perceived conflicts between science and 

religion have had a tremendous impact on our society. For example, nearly 100 years ago 

the 1925 Scopes Trial riveted the nation as teaching evolution was put on trial. Part of the 

account related by the ACLU (who defended the accused science teacher) reads: 

https://www.aclu.org/other/state-tennessee-v-scopes
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The judge, a conservative Christian, began each day's court proceedings with prayer 

and did not allow the defense to call any expert scientific witnesses. [The defense 

attorney] Darrow responded with an unusual trial maneuver that paid off. He called 

opposing counsel, Bryan, as an expert witness on the Bible and proceeded to 

publicly humiliate him over the course of days by questioning him on his literal 

interpretation of the Bible. Bryan fell into every trap and further undermined his 

credibility by stating, "I do not think about things I do not think about. ..." He died a 

week after the trial, exhausted and publicly humiliated. 

 

In the years following the trial, anti-evolution laws were less popular and not enforced. The 

ACLU account states, “Americans, for the most part, viewed the religious fundamentalist 

cause as the loser in the trial and became more cognizant of the need to legally separate the 

teaching of theology from scientific education.” 

 

And yet, in my high school biology class, my teacher included lessons about Creationism as 

an alternative theory to Evolution. Looking back, I’m not sure if this was his way of 

communicating his own beliefs or placating the religiously conservative community in 

which he taught. Indeed, the 2014 PEW Religious Landscape Study reported that 34% of 

Americans believe that humans “always existed in present form.” In other words, 34% 

reject evolution.  Notably, one-quarter of those that did believe in evolution thought 

evolution is “guided by a supreme being.” And, according to the same report, belief in “God 

or a universal spirit” remains high at 89%— with 63% “absolutely certain” in this belief.   

 

Even today, the landscape of science and religion is complicated with a mix of beliefs rather 

than a neat division.  

 

What about you? Do you believe in evolution? In God?  

 

While this congregation historically has Christian roots, you’ve probably noticed that I 

rarely use language of God. But what if I did say “God” once in a while? I know that there 

are plenty of folks here that do believe in a God—and that there are plenty of folks who do 

not.  Whatever you may believe, a good question is who or what is the God that you believe 

in? Or, who or what is the God that you do not believe in? Because whatever your belief, 

what one person means by God may not in fact be what another person means by God.  

 

This is why I have come to love a phrase taught to me by my spiritual director, Kimberly. In 

our sessions, Kimberly will refer to the “God of my understanding” or the “God of your 

understanding.” With this simple phrase, she allows God to be multiple, fluid, larger than 

any one person’s understanding. 

https://www.pewforum.org/2015/11/03/chapter-4-social-and-political-attitudes/
https://www.pewforum.org/2015/11/03/chapter-1-importance-of-religion-and-religious-beliefs/
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We heard a sense of a God too large to understand in the poem, “Yet Do I Marvel,” by 

Countee Cullen. In his poem, Cullen begins with his creed, “I doubt not God is good, well-

meaning, kind”, but then moves to list a number of difficult, even confounding experiences 

of human life. Although God might be able to tell us why such things are, Cullen describes 

God as “immune to catechism” by our human minds. God cannot be contained by a 

catechism, by a book of creeds or proscribed beliefs. Rather, the mind of God resists such 

limits. We cannot understand God. In the end, all we can do is “marvel at this curious thing.”  

 

The God of Cullen’s understanding appears as a Being with motivation and moral character. 

God appears all-knowing, able to grant the answers to what we do not understand. And God 

is described as one who makes the poet who he is—God as Creator.  

 

As poetry not prose, we cannot be certain of what liberties Cullen is taking with metaphor. 

But we can read Cullen as one who struggles to live in the tension between a good God, a 

difficult life, and a world full of marvels and wonders.  

 

For many, these tensions have led to a rejection of God—or, at least of a God who is an all-

knowing, all-powerful person in the universe.  

 

For some, the moral tension is the breaking point of belief:  how can a good God have the 

power to do good, but not intervene to stop bad things? How can a good God allow evil and 

its destructive power to wreak havoc in so many lives?  

 

For others, the idea of a creator God is the problem with belief. With all that we now know 

about the universe from evolution to the Big Bang to quantum physics, how can we speak 

of a distinct divine being? If the cosmos is one of dynamic relations and shifting energies, 

how can we speak of an immortal, unchanging being outside the system, creating the 

system?  

 

In a scientific world, belief in a God as an unchanging, all-powerful, unknowing, distinct 

being becomes harder to sustain. As science uses natural processes to explain more and 

more of our world and even who we are as humans, is there still a place for a supernatural 

being?  If we want to embrace science, is our only option the rejection of God? Or,  

could there be an understanding of God which fits with science? What would such a God 

look like?  

 

In the new book, A God That Could Be Real, author Nancy Ellen Abrams tackles this 

question. Married to an internationally renowned scientist, Abrams has had a front row 
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seat to science for many years. Rather than categorically rejecting the idea of God as 

unscientific, Abrams asks, “Could anything actually exist in the world, as science 

understands it, that is worthy of being called God?” (xxviii)  

 

What would a God of a scientific understanding look like? For Abrams, reframing the 

question of God opened up the possibility of a God that is “real”—a God that could fit with 

“a cutting-edge scientific outlook.”   

 

Of course, Abrams is not the first to reimagine an understanding of God to fit with the most 

recent developments of science.  As our understanding of our world shifts and changes, our 

understanding of God can also shift and change. While we may sometimes need to jettison 

old ideas of God, with Abrams and others, we might also ask if there are not new ideas of 

God that might fit with our new understanding?   

 

In my own spiritual journey, I have certainly changed my beliefs in God. After being raised 

with a traditional Christian understanding of God as an all-powerful, all-knowing, good 

Being who created the universe, I struggled at first to accept evolution.  When I did accept 

the truth of evolution, the proverbial dominoes began to fall.  By the end of that decade, I 

was reading the Bible metaphorically and wasn’t sure if I believed in a literal “God.” 

 

And yet . . . the feelings of awe and wonder remain. Physicist Alan Lightman explores the 

interaction of awe and science in his book, Searching for Stars on an Island in Maine. He 

begins his book by describing an experience of being alone in a boat on a clear, starry night. 

He writes,  

 

I felt an overwhelming sense of connection to the stars—as if I were part of them. 

And the vast expanse of time—extending from the far distant past, long before I was 

born, and then into the far distant future, long after I die—seemed compressed to a 

dot. I felt connected not only to the stars but to all of nature, and to the entire 

cosmos. I felt a merging with something far larger than myself, a grand and eternal 

unity, a hint of something absolute. (6) 

 

Marvel, wonder, and a sense of connection are often what people link with a sense of God.  

Although Lightman could explain the science of the stars better than most of us, he 

nonetheless experienced a deep moment of awe. The remaining pages of his book explore 

how he weaves together his scientific understanding with his sense of connection to 

“something far larger than myself.” 
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If you haven’t guessed by now, I am not going to simply give you an answer about God or 

no God. Instead, I am trying to share with you the possibility that there be ways to rethink 

the whole question.  I am pointing to possible paths to a scientific understanding of God.  

 

Admittedly I am no scientist. But I am a student of religion who is keenly aware that there 

are multiple understandings of God between religions as well as within religions. Could 

there also not be a scientific understanding of God?  

 

I learned from Abrams that the phrase “a God of your understanding” is used also in 12-

step programs. At first Abrams thought of this simply as an inclusive framing. However, she 

then began to hear in it a challenge—she needed to clarify her own understanding of God.   

 

And so, I also ask you:  who or what is the God that you do—or do not—believe in? Who or 

what is the God of your understanding?  

 

In our tradition, we do not attempt to answer this question for you. We do not provide a 

catechism—nor believe the mind of God or the truth of Life in the cosmos could be so easily 

contained.  Rather, like science, we encourage questions, exploration, and ultimately real-

life testing.  In this way, our understandings of God differ, shift, and change. My hope is not 

that we all come to one shared agreement about the nature or existence of God, but that we 

be a community where we can seek together to clarify the God of our own understanding.  

 

And, as we search, may we do so with minds open to the newest insights of science as well 

as to the experiences of marvel that connect us with something greater than ourselves.  

 

So, may it be. 

Amen 

 

 

 

  

 

 


