Why talk about God’s creation in a faith setting?
As Lutherans, we confess in the first article of the Creed, “I believe in God, the Father almighty, Creator of heaven and earth.”  God created the universe in which we live, and as caretakers of the earth it is important for us to understand how it works.  God came to earth through Jesus Christ and lived among us as the Word made flesh.  God is active today through Christ Jesus and the Holy Spirit.  In response to God’s love, we too love and care for the gift of all creation.  Science is a means by which we are able to learn how to better care for this world and learn what the earth within the vast universe has to offer.

Theologians throughout history have brought observations of the physical world into theological and philosophical discussions.  Science has opened an even larger understanding of the world God created.  William Burger writes,

…it is only in an “older” universe that complex life forms can come into being.  Based on the analysis of minute grains found associated with meteorites, Armand Delsemme suggests that our solar system was enriched by “at least four different stars.  A star rich in carbon.  A star rich in oxygen, a star rich in magnesium and silicon, and a star rich in iron.”
  Clearly, our glorious star was generously endowed with the materials needed to build living things.  Together with a liquid medium such as water, complex life-forms built largely by the common and versatile carbon atom also require a variety of heavy elements to act as the energy centers of their most critical enzymes… Humankind is the product of that history;  hydrogen, the original stuff of the universe, makes up about 8 percent of our body weight – all the rest of us is stardust.

We are stardust!  All of the living things on this earth are a product of the elements Burger describes.  When things that were very different from one another, things that had different characteristics, different goals, and different properties came together, something new and beautiful was brought into being.  Various materials along with energy and a “liquid medium,” went into our origins, and they might very well not have seemed to “belong” together.  But look at the product!

Faith and science have different characteristics and different goals.  At first, they don’t seem to belong together.  They have different properties and goals.  However, it is important to recognize how significantly science has affected the ways we understand our role in the world.  It is also important to recognize the impact of faith on our views of our place in the world.  In this way, science and faith join in meeting our common human hungers.  What will this collaboration create?  What does the human future hold?  We can hope that our understanding of the world will enhance our understanding of God who created the world.

Today in this forum we are going to focus on something that we hear about often living in Florida.  That is the future of our coral reefs which we are connected to more than we can imagine.  After all, creation, as we are, is bunch of star dust.

Goals for the Session

· Grow together in understanding the importance that the science of creation can help us to live out our faith.

· Connect our faith life with the care for creation

· Learn why/how coral reefs bleach

· Wonder together how we may together help the sensitive creatures of God’s oceans.
Pre-setup

Set up the room so that everyone is able to see one another.  This will make the dialogue more welcoming to the group.  Write the quotes found below on poster board and place them around the room so everyone can read them.    Have a powerpoint ready with a variety of pictures that include both a healthy and bio-diverse reef with the contrast of a bleaching reef.
Identifying Questions

Hand out the pencils and paper.  Ask participants to write down any questions they have about this subject.  What interests them about the bleaching of coral reefs?  What are they hoping will be answered?  What would they like to discuss?  Collect the papers and read through them together.  Let the group know if you will be covering the questions in this session or if you will need to do more research on the subject.
Getting in the mood for discussion
Depending on the number of participants you may want to break up into small groups.  In their groups ask each participant to share a story of when they were able to see the “holy” in creation.

Connect faith life with what science can teach

- Thought Provoking Quotes
A series of thought provoking quotes on science and religion are shown below.  Copy them and place them around the room.  Read through them together with the group and ask participants to pick a quote that they find striking.  Then ask them to split into groups with the others who chose the same quote.  Give time for each group to discuss the following questions.  

· Why might this statement have been made?

· Why did you pick this quote?

· What does this quote have to do with religion and science dialogue?

· How do you think the author of this quote saw the science and faith relationship?

1.  
"Science without religion is lame, religion without science is blind."

- Albert Einstein "Science, Philosophy and Religion: a Symposium", 1941
US (German-born) physicist (1879 - 1955) 

2. “Science may set limits to knowledge, but should not set limits to imagination.”

- Bertrand Russell, British author, mathematician, and philosopher (1872 - 1970)

3. “Science is facts; just as houses are made of stones, so is science made of facts; but a pile of stones is not a house and a collection of facts is not necessarily science.”


- Henri Poincare, French mathematician and physicist (1854-1912)

4. “For in much wisdom is much vexation, and those who increase knowledge increase sorrow.” 

- Ecclesiastes 1:18
5. “Science investigates, religion interprets. Science gives man knowledge, which is power; religion gives man wisdom which is control.”
- Martin Luther King, Jr., American civil rights leader

6.
“Science can purify religion from error and superstition; religion can purify science from idolatry and false absolutes.  Each can draw the other into a wider world, a world in which both can flourish.”


- Pope John Paul II, Message to George Coyne S. J., Director of the Vatican Observatory, 1988.

Engaging in the Science

It will be helpful for this forum if the issue of global warming is addressed in a prior session.

Use the powerpoint as you share the science of coral bleaching so the participants can physically see what you are discussing.
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“56% of all coral reefs are considered moderate to high risk from direct human impact.

27% of the world’s reefs are considered dead (half of this is due to climate change).”

“Corals host tiny algae called zooxanthellae that give them their color and a food source. When stressed by excessive heat or cold, many corals expel their algae and "bleach." Corals are very sensitive to temperature changes and thrive within a narrow band of heat and cold: a temperature increase of one degree Celsius (1.8 degree F) can trigger them to bleach. After severe bleaching, they often die.”

Stressed reef
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HOPE
“Environmental Defense marine ecologist Rod Fujita offers a sliver of hope. ‘Corals are sensitive but also very resilient — if conditions are right. If we can reduce some of the other direct stresses from human activities on coral reefs, like pollution from nonpoint sources, perhaps that may also enable reefs to cope better with indirect threats like climate change.’”

AND

“It has been hypothesized that bleaching is an adaptive mechanism which allows the coral to be repopulated with a different type of zooxanthellae, possibly conferring greater stress resistance. Different strains of zooxanthellae exist both between and within different species of coral hosts, and the different strains of algae show varied physiological responses to both temperature and irradiance exposure. The coral / algal association may have the scope to adapt within a coral’s lifetime. Such adaptations could be either genetic or phenotypic.”

Engaging in Theology

Read Romans 8:19-21 and 28-30

“For the creation waits with eager longing for the revealing of the children of God; 20 for the creation was subjected to futility, not of its own will but by the will of the one who subjected it, in hope 21 that the creation itself will be set free from its bondage to decay and will obtain the freedom of the glory of the children of God.”
“We know that all things work together for good for those who love God, who are called according to his purpose.  29 For those whom he foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the image of his Son, in order that he might be the firstborn within a large family.  30 And those whom he predestined he also called; and those whom he called he also justified; and those whom he justified he also glorified.”
It is only with the grace of God that we will be able to make a difference to the reality of what is happening to the coral reefs.  Just as humans long for sanctification so does the whole created order.  All of creation is waiting to be released from bondage.  God intervenes in both personal and cosmic struggles.  God will sustain and redeem.

Discuss these questions

· How has God intervened in your life
· Where do you see that God is intervening for the whole created order?

· Knowing that God sustains and redeems us what are some things we can do to help the whole created order?

· Specifically are there anyways that we can help the bleaching coral reefs?

Ideas and suggestions for ways we can protect coral reefs

  Conserve water: The less water you use, the less runoff and wastewater will pollute our oceans. 

  Help reduce pollution: Walk, bike or ride the bus. Fossil fuel emissions from cars and industry raise lead to ocean warming which causes mass-bleaching of corals and can lead to widespread destruction of reefs. 

  Use only ecological or organic fertilizers: Although you may live thousands of miles from a coral reef ecosystem, these products flow into the water system, pollute the ocean, and can harm coral reefs and marine life. 

  Dispose of your trash properly: Don't leave unwanted fishing lines or nets in the water or on the beach. Any kind of litter pollutes the water and can harm the reef and the fish. 

  Support reef-friendly businesses: Ask the fishing, boating, hotel, aquarium, dive or snorkeling operators how they protect the reef. Be sure they care for the living reef ecosystem and ask if the organization responsible is part of a coral reef ecosystem management effort. 

  Plant a tree: Trees reduce runoff into the oceans. You will also contribute to reversing the warming of our planet and the rising temperatures of our oceans. 

  Practice safe and responsible diving and snorkeling: Do not touch the reef or anchor your boat on the reef. Contact with the coral will damage the delicate coral animals, and anchoring on the reef can kill it, so look for sandy bottom or use moorings if available. 

  Volunteer for a coral reef cleanup: You don't live near a coral reef? Then do what many people do with their vacation: visit a coral reef. Spend an afternoon enjoying the beauty of one of the most diverse ecosystems on the Earth. 

  Contact your government representatives: Demand they take action to protect coral reefs, stop sewage pollution of our oceans, expand marine protected areas and take steps to reverse global warming. 

  Spread the word: Remember your own excitement at learning how important the planet's coral reefs are to us and the intricate global ecosystem. Share this excitement and encourage others to get involved.
Addressing New Questions

Ask the group whether they have any new questions.  If they do, then explain that they have learned something new.  New knowledge always brings out new questions.  Use the remaining time to go through the questions they wrote at the beginning of the session.  See if some of the questions have been addressed or changed.  Unfortunately the answers to many of their questions may not be known yet or are too complicated to provide here.  But discussion will open the door to further understanding.

Closing

Gather the group members together. Ask them to summarize something important that they learned during this session.
Then ask the group to write a prayer of hope that grew from this discussion.  Explain that this prayer will be read on Sunday during the Prayers of Intersession.
� Delsemme, Our Cosmic Origins, p. 78.


� William C. Burger, Perfect Planet, Clever Species: How Unique Are We?  (New York: Prometheus Books, 2002) 23-24.


� http://www.ncar.ucar.edu/feature/fieldguides/coral/


� http://www.oceansalive.org/explore.cfm?subnav=article&contentID=4709


� http://www.oceansalive.org/explore.cfm?subnav=article&contentID=4709


� http://www.marinebiology.org/coralbleaching.htm


� NRSV


� James R. Edwards. The New Interpreters Study Bible: New Revised Standard Version with the Apocrypha (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2003) 2022.


� http://www.nature.org/joinanddonate/rescuereef/explore/help.html





 Future of Creation Project

The Future of Coral Reefs 4

