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How Does God Make Everything?

| could spend hours watching episodes of “How It’'s Made,” a series that
does just what the title says and gives behind-the-scenes details about how all
sorts of things are created. From one episode, | was fascinated to learn that
crayons are made with paraffin because it has the correct amount of what those
in the biz call “rub off” so that the crayon does what a crayon is created to do. |
was mesmerized watching the wax concoction poured into molds and seeing
hundreds of newly minted orange crayons popped out of those molds onto a
conveyor belt.! 'm not sure I've ever thought to wonder how a crayon was made,
but now | look at those little wonders in their boxes in an entirely different way.

This past week | also watched a short episode that covered the making of a
book.2 While my latest paperback summer beach read did not go through the
same meticulous process where small letters are laid on a machine by hand for
each page with a fabric cover glued—also by hand—books are still a marvel.

Books begin with an idea, a story someone feels compelled to share and write

" https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ubM7L_f7Jpo
2 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DiCRx1_Ovok



down so that others can experience the story and take their own imaginative
journey through the words on a page (or on a Kindle screen or as read by a
talented voice actor). The bible is a book, of course, a book filled with other
books. And while we hold that the words on these pages were inspired and
guided by God through the work of the Holy Spirit, we also know that these
stories were shared for generations around campfires before they were written
down. And when they were written down, they were written down in a variety of
places on scrolls by human hands. Scholar Robert Alter insists that:
The biblical conception of a book was far more open-ended than any notion
in our own culture, with its assumptions of known authorship and legal
copyright...For us, a book is a printed object boxed in between two
covers...The biblical term that comes closest to ‘book’ ... means ‘something
recounted,” but its primary sense is ‘scroll’... A scroll is not a text shut in
between two covers, and additional swathes of scroll can be stitched onto
it, which seems to be a very common biblical practice.?
In other words, if we were to watch an episode of “How It’s Made” about the

book of Genesis—or the rest of the bible for that matter—we might see different

% Robert Alter, from his introduction to the book of Genesis in volume 1 of his translation of the Hebrew Bible,
page 3.



groups telling similar stories around different campfires and scribes writing down
what they had heard from their grandparents or leaders in their synagogues on
scrolls. We might also catch glimpses of later generations patching scrolls together
with a new swathe here and there as different communities remembered
different significant details. So in many ways, the scripture we have received is a
bit like a community art project, more of a holy collage rather than a mechanized
process that produced an object that fits neatly into carboard shipping boxes.*

One of our curious kids asked, “How does God make everything?” While |
found no episode of “How It’'s Made” that answers the question, we do have two
creation accounts that give us hints. Last week Casey homed in on the first
chapter of Genesis with its sweeping, cosmic description of God speaking light,
darkness, the dome of the sky, the fish of the sea, creeping things, and human
beings into being with a word. This morning’s text comes from the second
creation account in chapter 2. [Read Genesis 2: 4b-7]

Scholars have spent a fair amount of time, energy, breath, and ink
pondering when this account was written down in relation to Genesis 1,
emphasizing that the language and storytelling in Genesis 2 is decidedly different.

That work is helpful and faithful, and yet, we have inherited the two texts, two

4I’m indebted to Alter for the collage image, page 5.



stories intentionally stitched together as part of a larger story. While some of our
siblings have spent a fair amount of time, energy, breath, and ink trying to stitch
these two accounts into one seamless story, our ancestors—the ones who first
shared the stories and wrote them down and compiled them into the bible we’ve
inherited—found no need to. They did not worry that there was no eyewitness
account of the moment when creation was brought into being. Instead, our
ancestors embraced the stories and the truths these stories offer us. Each account
gives us hints, convictions, and insights about who God is as Creator and what it
means for us to be a part of God’s good creation. They tell us not simply how God
made everything but a bit about the One doing the making, too.

While we can’t pull up a video of those first moments of creation on
YouTube, we can turn to these creation stories. In this morning’s story, God’s work
of creating the earth and the heavens happens off stage in a way. We’re dropped
into the narrative when the ground is fertile but fallow. There are no crops
because God has no one to do the dirty work of cultivating them. Amazingly we
discover that God has no problem with dirty work. According to this beginning,
God rolls up the divine sleeves, scoops up some topsoil, and shapes a person from
that dirt. Then God scoops up the dirt person and breathes into his nostrils, giving

the human his first deep breath and the gift of life itself. This act of creation does



not happen from a distance with a word. This act of creation is messy, dirty even,
tender, and deeply intimate. With the playful intensity of a child shaping a
sandcastle for hours on the beach, God is involved at the most up close and
personal level with the creation of humanity, holding us, shaping us, and making
us a little less than divine with God’s own hands.

How does God make everything? | cannot say exactly how God makes a
hummingbird’s wings shine as they flutter faster than my eye can see. | do not
know God'’s secret recipe for the perfect peach or the most glorious sunrise. |
cannot read God’s mind and know how or when God decided that everything
should be constructed of quarks, atoms, and molecules. There is so very much | do
not know. That said, from these stories in Genesis | do know that God is an artist
who has the power to speak the universe into being. This same God has the
tenderness to scoop me up from the ground, shape me into someone who can
help tend God'’s garden, and breathe just the right amount of air into my lungs to
give me life and breath. | also know that the God who brought the universe into
being and decided that humanity was worth creating, alongside guinea pigs,
beaches, T-rexes, flamingos, volcanos, sea urchins, canyons, and blue tailed skinks,
is the same God who remains fiercely devoted to us and to the entirety of

creation. A bit later in this story, the human—also known as Adam—and his



partner Eve will take a fateful bite of the very thing God told them not to. God will
then take a walk in the garden and seek them out. Yes, God will send them away
from the garden but not before stitching together clothes to keep them warm
with God’s own hands, the same hands that shaped them to begin with. And still
later in the story, this same God comes to the human family in the birth of a baby,
not in a pristine castle but surrounded by livestock in a little town called
Bethlehem. This baby Jesus grows up and hangs out with the lost and the least,
the messy and the messed up, all in an effort to graciously scoop us back up and
set us back on our feet again and again. And when the powers that be think they
have stopped him once and for all, the resurrected Christ, with scars on his hands
goes in search of his frightened friends. He greets them with compassion and
breathes life and peace back into them, back into us. And with that breath, he fills
our lungs with just enough air so that we can get back to work in God’s beloved
garden alongside the Creator of all, the very One who keeps playing in the dirt,
determined to make us and all things new.

Thanks be to God. Amen.



