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Series on Creation based on book by J. Philip Newell, The Book of Creation: An Introduction to Celtic Spirituality, Paulist Press:New York, 1999. 

Today we come to day six of the creation story in the first chapter of Genesis, that wonderful poem of the beginnings of all things, and the last sermon in this series. On day six, God really got busy and created mammals and humankind, then God rested, and God was very pleased.
Who are we? Are we truly created in God’s image? We receive mixed messages about who we are from society and especially from religion. Are we totally depraved creatures capable only of destruction, or are we children of God, made just below the angels and the crown of God’s creation? 

In a large city a few years ago there was the story of a young woman who had left her husband and small children to run off with her lover. After their meeting in a hotel, the lover left the young woman to return to his family. In total despair the woman pulled a gun out of her purse, put it to her head and pulled the trigger. The note she left said simply, “Don’t cry for me. I’m not even human anymore.”

In the same hotel at the same time was a human potential workshop being conducted. The leader had the participants standing, waving their hands, and shouting “I am God! I am God!”

Which is it? Who are we?

George MacDonald, a Scottish writer of the late 19th century, wrote: “We are created not out of nothing … but out of God’s endless glory.” In Celtic Christianity we are created out of the essence of God. If God’s life were somehow to be extracted from our life we would shrivel up and blow away with the dust. What is deepest in us is of God. At the heart of who we are is the love of God, the wisdom, creativity, imagination, and wildness of God. 

Sometimes I think I am certifiably crazy by insisting that we are the image of God. How is it possible that the image of God has caused so much destruction, so much cruelty, so much death? We are capable of indescribable evil against each other. What happened? Are we the crown of God’s creation or God’s big mistake?

It is too obvious that we have distorted the image. Humankind has too often lived as if we are created in the image of the devil. However, scripture seems to insist that though we have tortured the image of God, we cannot erase it. 

In the story of Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden, God comes walking in the cool of the evening to be with his beloved creation, but he can’t find them. The man and the woman were hiding from their creator. They knew they had sinned, they had willfully disobeyed God. They cut themselves off from their source; they shut themselves away from their true nature. So extreme is our departure from our divine origins that we have forgotten who we really are. A classic Celtic theologian called it “soul forgetfulness.” 

Yet God still comes seeking us, inviting us back into intimate relationship with the Divine. The Gospel is given to us to restore our memory of what lies deepest within us, that God is the foundation of our being, that we are related to all creation. Redemption is the restoration of the image of God. Christ presents us with what is truly human. Christ leads us into the heart of humanity. Christ reveals the love and wisdom of God that is planted deep within us. The ultimate revelation of God’s love is seen in the self-giving of Christ on the cross.

So what does it mean: to be created in the image of God? How can we even know what God’s image is? Has anyone ever seen God? Have we created God in our image?

The Hebrew expression for image, tselem, basically meant a three-dimensional statue. In ancient days kings considered themselves images of God, but not their people. They were only servants or slaves. Kings had images made of themselves and spread them throughout the land to remind people of who was in charge, just as in Communist countries and dictatorships today. But as we saw in the first days of the war in Iraq, these images are fragile. They can be pulled down. However, Genesis insists that God made everyone in image of God. All humankind is designed to be multi-dimensional representations of God on earth!
God is Creator. Are we to be the co-creators of God? God is Love. Are we to be love in the world? God is merciful. How merciful are we? In a short poem by Ann Weems from her book Kneeling in Jerusalem entitled, “The Disciples,” we read: 

Hurting, they came to him.
Healed, they followed him.
Grateful, they gave to him 
what they had and what they were.
Blessed, they became a blessing 
and went out to all the world 
in his name.

Those who are hurt 
and healed 
grateful 
and blessed 

still move among us 
in his name.

Dr. Paul Brand spent many years as a medical missionary in India dealing with leprosy patients. And he wrote this about the way in which he longed to care for other people: “Each of us has the potential to help summon up in the people we meet the image of God, the spark of God-likeness in the human spirit. Or, instead, we can ignore or squelch that image and judge only on the basis of external appearance. I pray that when I see a person, I will see the image of God inside, the ultimate worth, not just the cultural image that we all strive to attain.”

Then he goes on to quote Mother Theresa, who said that when she looked in the face of a dying beggar in Calcutta, she prayed to see the face of Jesus, the face of God the Son, the full image of God, so that she might serve the beggar as she would serve Christ. (David A. Renwick, “Genesis: ‘Created by God,’” January 9, 2000, Second Presbyterian Web Site, 2preslex.org.) 

God does not create trash or disposable people. The world puts dollar values on people. An economic index used by the government for health planning put the value of a 34 year old white man at $328,000 and an 85 year old black woman at $236. 
The professional golfer, Peter Jacobsen, wrote this about his fellow golfer Lee Trevino: “Lee’s family comes first with him, but everybody else, whether it’s a corporate CEO or the locker room attendant, is tied for second.” Do you suppose Lee Trevino senses that each person has a flicker of divinity in him or her? 

Years ago Rev. Bill Bouknight served a church in Hartsville, South Carolina, and visited a state institution called the Saleeby Center. It was for severely retarded persons. One day a nurse told him about one of the patients named Hosea. Though he was a teenager, he could not talk. His eyesight was very poor. Generally he was oblivious to his surroundings. But he had a loving father who traveled a considerable distance to visit him twice a week. Here was the amazing thing: No matter how many people were in the halls at the time, no matter how noisy was the situation, Hosea could discern his father’s footsteps coming down the hall. He would brighten up, begin to make noises, and to gaze toward the door. Love had a direct line that did not need a bright mind. 

There is a direct line between us and our Creator God. Because we are made in God’s image, we hear, and by God’s grace, we sometimes respond. (Collected Sermons, Dr. Bill Bouknight, ChristianGlobe Networks, Inc., 2002, 0-000-0000-13)
Dr. Fred Craddock is a great preacher, storyteller, and professor. While lecturing at Yale University, he told of going back one summer to Gatlinburg, Tennessee to take a short vacation with his wife. One night they found a quiet little restaurant where they looked forward to a private meal—just the two of them.

While they were waiting for their meal they noticed a distinguished looking, white-haired man moving from table to table, visiting guests. Craddock whispered to his wife, “I hope he doesn’t come over here.” He didn’t want the man to intrude on their privacy. But the man did come by their table.
”Where you folks from?” he asked amicably.
”Oklahoma.”

”Splendid state, I hear, although I’ve never been there. What do you do for a living?”

”I teach homiletics at the graduate seminary of Phillips University.”

”Oh, so you teach preachers, do you? Well, I’ve got a story I want to tell you.” And with that he pulled up a chair and sat down at the table with Craddock and his wife.
Dr. Craddock said he groaned inwardly. Oh no, here comes another preacher story. It seems everyone has one.
The man stuck out his hand. “I’m Ben Hooper. I was born not far from here across the mountains. My mother wasn’t married when I was born so I had a hard time. When I started to school, my classmates had a name for me, and it wasn’t a very nice name. I used to go off by myself at recess and during lunchtime because the taunts of my classmates cut so deeply. What was worse was going downtown on Saturday afternoon and feeling every eye burning a hole through me. They were all wondering just who my real father was.
”When I was about 12 years old a new preacher came to our church. I would always go in late and slip out early. But one day the preacher said the benediction so fast I got caught and had to walk out with the crowd. I could feel every eye in church on me. Just about the time I got to the door I felt a big hand on my shoulder. I looked up and the preacher was looking at me.
“’Who are you, son? Whose boy are you?’”

”I felt the old weight come on me. It was like a big, black cloud. Even the preacher was putting me down. But as he looked down at me, studying my face, he began to smile a big smile of recognition.
”’Wait a minute,’ he said, ‘I know who you are. I see the family resemblance. You are a son of God.’ With that he slapped me across the rump and said, ‘Boy, you’ve got a great inheritance. Go and claim it.’”

The old man looked across the table at Fred Craddock and said, “That was the most important single sentence ever said to me.” With that he smiled, shook the hands of Craddock and his wife, and moved on to another table to greet old friends.
Suddenly, Fred Craddock remembered. On two occasions the people of Tennessee had elected the son of an unwed mother to be their governor. His name was Ben Hooper.

SONG: NOW IS THE COOL OF THE DAY
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