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I n t r o d u c t i o n  (5 minutes)
Introduce the session theme and learning objective, above.

O p e n i n g  P r ay e r :
Offer a brief prayer related to the session theme in your own words or from 
another source.

C r a f t s  f o r  K i d s :
Use recycled paper to make a star napkin holders; you’ll find directions at 
www.craftbits.com/project/napkin-holder-paper-star. Or make origami stars as 
found at www.planetpals.com/ppcraft2.html. 

For additional children's activities fitting today's session, visit any of the fol-
lowing Websites:

•	www.allfreecrafts.com/recycling-crafts/index.shtml
•	 familycrafts.about.com/od/craftsbyproduct/a/trash-crafts.htm
•	www.grandparents.com
•	www.allfreecrafts.com/nature/index.shtml

Session Theme:
We are one with the universe, physically and spiritually.

Learning Objective:
God made the universe a friendly place by creating stars to provide light, 
heat, order and inspiration. All visible things in the world (including you 
and me) are the descendants of exploded stars. 

Our Friendly Universe
1 S e S S i o nS e S S i o n

Of note...
When I look at the sky, 
which you have made, at 
the moon and stars, which 
you set in their places; 
what are human beings, 
that you think of them; 
mere mortals, that you 
care for them?
 Psalm 8:3-4

www.MorehouseEducation.org
www.craftbits.com/project/napkin-holder-paper-star
www.planetpals.com/ppcraft2.html
http://www.allfreecrafts.com/recycling-crafts/index.shtml
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All of us know one particular star very well: the sun! And there are 
thousands of stars we can see at night, depending on where we are. Let’s 
consider some of the experiences we have had with stars.

E x p e r i e n c e  (5-10 minutes)
Encourage participants to connect with the session theme in a personal, 
tangible way by using the following questions:

•	Where is your favorite place from which to watch sunrise and sunset?
•	Have you ever seen an eclipse? If so, what was that experience like  

for you?
•	The moon reflects the sun’s light. What phase of the moon do you like 

most? Why?
•	Do you enjoy being in the sun? Why or why not?
•	What is an early memory you have of seeing the stars?
•	Have you ever seen Orion, the Big and Little Dippers or any of the 

planets at night? 

Long ago, people spent much more time than they do today looking at 
the night sky. From it they drew information to help them determine 
when to migrate, when to plant their crops, and how to navigate. (The 
word disaster is derived from the Latin words meaning “away” and 
“star.”) Let’s look at what the Bible has to say about stars.

S c r i p t u r e  (10-20 minutes) 
Distribute the handout for Session 1. Participants may follow along in their 
handouts as well as reference them when responding.

Choose from among the following scripture passages to read aloud. Invite 
participants to share their insights as time allows.

Then God commanded,  
Let lights appear in the sky to separate day from night and to show the 
time when days, years, and religious festivals begin; they will shine in the 
sky to give light to the earth; and it was done.  Genesis 1:14-15

KeyinSight
God made the stars to provide light and order (day and night, 
seasons) on the earth.

Of note...
Long ago, people spent 
much more time than they 
do today looking at the 
night sky. From it they 
drew information to help 
them determine when to 
migrate, when to plant 
their crops, and how to 
navigate. 

www.MorehouseEducation.org


F a i t h  a n d  n a t u r e  •  O u r  F r i e n d l y  u n i v e r s e

© 2010 By Phyllis Strupp. Published by Morehouse Education Resources, www.MorehouseEducation.org. All rights reserved. 
Permission is hereby granted to reproduce this page for use in the purchasing congregation only.

3

God looked at everything he had made, and he was very pleased. 
Evening passed and morning came; that was the sixth day. And so the 
whole universe was completed. Genesis 1:31–2:1

KeyinSight
God saw goodness in all that he had made—the  
whole universe.

When I look at the sky, which you have made,  
at the moon and the stars, which you set in their places; 
what are human beings, that you think of them;  
mere mortals, that you care for them?  Psalm 8:3-4

KeyinSight
The mystery of the moon and stars humbles us before  
God’s presence.

But for you who obey me, my saving power will rise on you 
like the sun and bring healing like the sun’s rays. You will be as free and 
happy as calves let out of a stall. Malachi 4:2

KeyinSight
God’s righteousness brings healing in the same the way the sun 
generates light and joy. 

Very early the next morning, long before daylight, Jesus got 
up and left the house. He went out of town to a lonely place, where he 
prayed.  
 Mark 1:35

KeyinSight
Jesus enjoyed praying under the stars just as did his  
ancestor David.

Some Pharisees asked Jesus when the Kingdom of God would 
come. His answer was, "The Kingdom of God does not come in such 
a way as to be seen. No one will say, Look, here it is! or, There it is!; 
because the Kingdom of God is within you." Luke 17:20-21

KeyinSight
God’s influence (kingdom) in the universe can be felt but  
not seen.

Since the Bible was written, others throughout the history of the church 
have had something to say about the stars as well. Let’s hear from other 
voices in church history about the stars.

Of note...
God's righteousness brings 
healing in the same the 
way the sun generates 
light and joy.
 Phyllis Strupp

www.MorehouseEducation.org
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Tr a d i t i o n  (5 minutes)
Read aloud passages from important figures in church history. These offer a 
view into how God has been at work in the church between biblical times 
and today.

We praise You, Lord, for Sister Moon and the stars, 
in the heavens you have made them bright, precious and fair. 
 St. Francis of Assisi, medieval Italian mystic and founder of  
 the Franciscan order, “The Canticle of The Creatures”

KeyinSight
The sun, moon and stars are all part of our family. 
  

Each is not for its own sake, 
I say the whole earth and all the stars in the sky are for religion’s sake. 
 Walt Whitman, nineteenth-century American poet,  
 “Starting from Paumanok,” leaves OF Grass

KeyinSight
Everything is made to serve something else—the earth and the 
stars serve religion.

Science has revealed truths about the inner workings of the physical 
world. Let’s hear from some of these voices in science about the 
universe.

R e a s o n  (10-20 minutes)
The following passages introduce key findings from science that relate to the 
session theme. Choose from among the passages to read aloud. Participants 
may follow along in their sheets of readings. Invite discussion, including 
asking participants with a scientific background if they have anything to add 
or share. 

Note: If pressed for time, you'll find a summary of these readings on  
page 12.

Of note...
The whole earth and all 
the stars in the sky are for 
religion’s sake.
 Walt Whitman

www.MorehouseEducation.org
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The universe is either a confusion, an intermingling of atoms, or it is 
unity and order and providence. If it is the former, why do I wish to 
tarry amid such a haphazard confusion and disorder?  
 Marcus Aurelius, Roman emperor  
 and Stoic philosopher, meditatiOns

Nature has no one distinguishable ultimate tendency with which it is 
possible to feel a sympathy. In the vast rhythm of her processes, as the 
scientific mind now follows them, she appears to cancel herself. 
 William James, American psychologist and philosopher,  
 The Varieties of Religious Experience.

Phyllis Strupp, “Our Bipolar Universe,” the richest OF Fare

About twenty-five hundred years ago, the ancient Greeks coined 
the term cosmos, meaning all existing things regarded as an orderly, 
harmonious whole. The term universe, meaning all existing things, 
derives from the Latin for “turned into one.”

Since the time when the ancient Greeks first pondered the cosmos, 
one of the greatest advances ever in understanding how it works resulted 
from Albert Einstein’s revolutionary theories. Early in the twentieth 
century, Einstein’s findings on relativity contradicted many commonly 
held scientific beliefs about the universe.

Einstein revealed a universe in which almost everything is relative—
defined by its relationships. Time, location, matter and motion are all 
relative, depending on the frame of reference (the observer’s location 
and motion in space). The physical laws of nature are the same for all 
observers in a given frame of reference.

Only the speed of light (186,000 miles per second) is constant 
throughout the universe, regardless of the speed of the light source or 
the observer. The speed of light determines the cosmic speed limit—
nothing can travel faster than the speed of light.

Is there a spiritual equivalent to the speed of light?
These remarkable findings triggered an enormous paradigm shift 

within the scientific community about how the universe works. Over 
the past century, Einstein’s work has facilitated many innovations, 
including nuclear power and weapons.

Resources
Visit the NASA Website at 
www.nasa.gov/audience/
foreducators/index.html.

Visit the Website of  
Universe Today at www.
universetoday.com.

www.MorehouseEducation.org
www.nasa.gov/audience/foreducators/index.html
www.nasa.gov/audience/foreducators/index.html
http://www.universetoday.com
http://www.universetoday.com
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In terms of applying modern scientific findings about the universe 
to daily life, the most important thing to understand is that the universe 
has a bipolar disorder. Deeply imbedded within the universe’s behavior 
are two conflicting traits: a tendency toward self-destruction and a 
tendency toward collaboration. 

A cosmic self-destructive streak is apparent in the universe’s rapidly 
accelerating expansion. From the beginning, the universe was inclined 
toward pushing outward from the center. However, at some point 
this inclination became an obsession, one that may eventually lead to  
its demise.

A mysterious substance called dark energy seems to be fueling the 
universe’s expansion. This strange stuff does not emit radiation or light 
and has never been observed. However, it dominates the universe, 
accounting for three-fourths of the universe’s mass, and it urges matter 
to push apart rather than pull together.

Dark energy acts like a cancerous tumor, delighting in suicidal, 
uncontrolled growth.

If it weren’t for gravity, the universe might have come apart at the 
seams long ago. Even so, at this point in cosmic history dark energy 
seems to be gaining the upper hand against the attractive force of 
gravity, thereby accelerating the pace of the universe’s expansion.

A self-destructive tendency is also evident in the universe’s penchant 
for collisions. Energy, forces, particles and matter are continually 
colliding during the course of daily life in the universe. Even though 
we cannot see most of these collisions with the naked eye, they appear 
to be the driving force behind most, if not all, observable phenomena. 
Colliding matter makes the universe go round—as when a sperm 
collides with an egg.

A collision occurs when somethingness runs into otherness.

The universe’s inclination toward self-destruction is also evident 
from the makeup of ordinary matter. Its name notwithstanding, 
there is nothing ordinary about ordinary matter. It is a minority on 
the cosmic scene, accounting for only a sliver of the universe’s mass 
(about four percent). In addition, ordinary matter has an unstable 
nature, since over 90 percent of its atoms are highly volatile hydrogen 
atoms and most of the remaining atoms are made of another volatile  
element, helium.

Self-destructive dark energy and hydrogen are the rulers of this world.

Of note...
A mysterious substance 
called dark energy seems 
to be fueling the universe’s 
expansion. This strange 
stuff does not emit radia-
tion or light and has never 
been observed. However, 
it dominates the universe, 
accounting for three-
fourths of the universe’s 
mass, and it urges matter 
to push apart rather than 
pull together.
 Phyllis Strupp

www.MorehouseEducation.org
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If it weren’t for a tiny dose of heavier elements, such as oxygen, iron, 
and silica, that stabilize hydrogen, there would be no stars, galaxies, 
planets, rocks, water, plants, animals, people, buildings, cars or money. 
There would be just explosive gases like hydrogen and helium.

Despite these self-destructive tendencies, somehow the universe 
also has a strong appetite for collaboration.

Would the universe have a collaborative streak if there were no dark 
energy or hydrogen?

I hear you whispering there O stars of heaven. . . . 
If you do not say anything how can I say anything?  
 Walt Whitman, “Song of Myself,” leaves OF Grass

Phyllis Strupp, “We Are Stardust,” the richest OF Fare 
Despite the pervasive presence of dark energy and hydrogen, 

the universe’s collaborative streak has been strong enough to hold 
things together over the past fourteen billion years. The major cosmic 
collaborators are gravity, stars and neutrinos.

Gravity is the only known force that affects everything in the 
universe. This is a relatively gentle, attractive force that causes objects 
to come together—whether they want to or not. The more massive an 
object is, the stronger its gravitational effect on other objects.

We know gravity personally—that’s what keeps our feet on the 
ground so we don’t float around like astronauts in space. Gravity 
sculpted cosmic debris into the sun, the earth and the moon. Gravity 
keeps the earth revolving around the sun and the moon revolving 
around the earth.

Gravity brings order out of chaos.

In addition to gravity, the collaborative side of the universe’s 
personality is evident in the behavior of stars and neutrinos (“little 
neutral ones”).

A few million years after the universe was born in an event known 
as the Big Bang, the first stars formed as heavier elements collided 
into each other and hung together thanks to gravity. These great 
glowing furnaces were fueled by the energy released as hydrogen and 

www.MorehouseEducation.org
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helium atoms fused together. Stars proliferated and clumped together  
in galaxies.

Since that time, stars have been evolving through a life cycle quite 
similar to our own: birth, growth, decline and death.

Some stars, called black holes, implode when they die, caving in 
upon themselves and becoming incredibly dense—as if the sun had 
been squeezed into a golf ball. These stars become so small that they are 
invisible, yet each has a gravitational field so intense that nothing can 
escape from it—not even light.

Disappearing into the darkness of self-absorption—sounds like hell.

Other stars, called supernovas, do the opposite. They burn very 
brightly and then die through a spectacular explosion. Supernovas are 
the ultimate cosmic collaborators, birthing new life as they die.

Indeed, supernovas were responsible for dispersing the cosmic 
sliver of ordinary matter far and wide. As the universe aged, bursting 
supernovas scattered heavier elements such as carbon, iron, magnesium, 
nitrogen, oxygen, potassium and many others over vast distances. These 
elements were essential to the development of other celestial bodies, 
such as planets and moons, as well as life on Earth.

Everything we see is stardust—including us.
A supernova explosion seems to be triggered by the presence of 

neutrinos, elusive particles that do not seem to play much of a role 
in Nature. A neutrino is not part of an atom, has no electrical charge, 
and rarely interacts with other particles. Yet the unassuming neutrino 
ignites supernovas—thereby creating everything that is.

Neutrinos are in the world, but not of the world.

Stars generate vast numbers of neutrinos, which constantly travel 
through space and matter—and even through us! For example, the 
sun generates an enormous stream of neutrinos; trillions of neutrinos 
occupy our bodies at every second. Neutrinos can even penetrate dense 
substances such as lead or the earth’s crust.

However, neutrinos are difficult to understand. For unknown 
reasons, as neutrinos travel from the sun to earth they sometimes morph 
from one type of neutrino to another—from an electron neutrino, say, 
to a muon neutrino, to a tau neutrino, and possibly to other types 
as well. In addition, it is still a mystery why some stars have enough 
neutrinos to trigger a supernova explosion while other stars don’t.

Neutrinos convert probabilities into possibilities.
Despite its bipolar personality, our universe is exceptionally good 

at its job of making stars. Currently, there are over one hundred 

Of note...
Despite its bipolar per-
sonality, our universe is 
exceptionally good at its 
job of making stars. Cur-
rently, there are over one 
hundred billion galaxies in 
the observable universe, 
each one encompassing 
vast numbers of stars. Our 
galaxy alone has several 
hundred billion stars.
 Phyllis Strupp

www.MorehouseEducation.org
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billion galaxies in the observable universe, each one encompassing vast 
numbers of stars. Our galaxy alone has several hundred billion stars. 
The nearest one is the sun, which is about 4.6 billion years old and 93 
million miles away from the earth.

The dark skies of the desert are a window on the soul of the cosmos.

Our inventions are wont to be pretty toys, which distract our attention 
from serious things. They are but improved means to an unimproved 
end, an end which it was already but too easy to arrive at. 
 Henry David Thoreau, American transcendentalist  
 poet and philosopher, Walden

Was somebody asking to see the Soul? 
See! your own shape and countenance,  
persons, substances, beasts, the trees,  
the running rivers, the rocks and sands. 
All hold spiritual joys, and afterwards loosen them: 
How can the real body ever die, and be buried?  
 Walt Whitman, American poet, 
 “Starting from Paumanok,” 
 leaves OF Grass

As with our colleges, so with a hundred “modern improvements”; there is 
an illusion about them; there is not always a positive advance. 
 Henry David Thoreau, Walden

Phyllis Strupp, “Ground Zero,” the richest OF Fare

Over the past fourteen billion years, the universe’s life story has 
unfolded as the forces of self-destruction and collaboration have 
 

Of note...
Our inventions are wont 
to be pretty toys, which 
distract our attention from 
serious things. They are 
but improved means to an 
unimproved end, an end 
which it was already but 
too easy to arrive at. 
       Henry David Thoreau

www.MorehouseEducation.org
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produced the Big Bang, energy, matter, elements, stars, light, heat, the 
sun, the Earth, the moon, the ocean, the atmosphere, life—and us.

Although it is truly amazing that so much of this story is known, a 
comprehensive understanding of the universe still eludes the scientific 
community. Despite his best efforts over several decades, Einstein 
himself was unsuccessful in crafting a grand unified theory that would 
describe all observable phenomena and eliminate known inconsistencies 
among existing theories.

We really don’t know exactly what is going on in the physical universe.

Today, the search for a unified theory continues. Superstring 
theory has emerged as the leading contender, proposing that all natural 
phenomena can be explained by the movements of tiny string-like 
loops that exist simultaneously in multiple dimensions of space and 
time. For this theory to hold true, there would have to be several more 
coexisting dimensions than the four now recognized—height, width, 
length and time. However, many questions are still unanswered.

What might be going on in those other dimensions?

Even without a unified theory, perhaps modern science’s greatest 
contribution to civilization has already been made: it has proven that 
the human soul exists.

As scientific achievements have blossomed over the past five 
hundred years, western civilization has become highly skeptical about 
anything that cannot be observed through the five senses or analyzed 
with scientific methods.

This pervasive skepticism has also influenced our belief in the 
human soul. Is there a soul, or not? How can we be sure if we can’t 
observe it, measure it or predict it? Where’s the evidence? Where’s  
the proof?

Now modern science has finally proved that the human soul 
exists—although perhaps not in the way one might expect.

Just as the knee, the shoulder, the heart, the appendix, the liver, or 
any other body part goes unnoticed until injury or disease brings pain, 
so it is with the soul. Combine the natural instincts and creativity of 
our species with the technological advances of the past one hundred 
years, and what do we get?

The tanks and mustard gas of World War I.
The gas chambers and ovens of the Holocaust.
The air raids and atomic bombs of World War II.
The fighter planes and strafing runs of Korea.
The napalm and Agent Orange of Vietnam.

Of note...
Is there a soul, or not? 
How can we be sure if we 
can’t observe it, measure 
it or predict it? Where’s 
the evidence? Where’s the 
proof?

www.MorehouseEducation.org
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The Scud batteries and armored vehicles of Desert Storm.
The exploding jets and collapsing skyscrapers of 9/11.
The attack helicopters and satellite-guided missiles of the wars in 

Afghanistan and Iraq.
The suicide bombings of today’s world.
Civilization’s scientific advances have brought us an improved 

means to the unimproved end of killing one another, which has 
produced an unprecedented soul-ache in the human heart. The victors 
and the vanquished come and go, but the weapons keep getting better 
and the soul-ache keeps getting worse.

Of course we have a soul—that’s what hurts so bad.

A soul-ache so acute that no diversion or pleasure can distract from it.
A soul-ache so intense that no medication or addiction can ease it.
A soul-ache so painful that the soul’s existence can no longer  

be denied.
A soul-ache so deep that our basic assumptions about life must  

be reconsidered.
Einstein said that the most important question to ask oneself is 

this: Is the universe a friendly place?
A friend is someone you know, like, and trust. Can we know, like 

and trust the universe?
The universe revealed through science does not seem like a  

friendly place.
This is a forbidding, unknowable place that defies the limits of 

human comprehension.
This is an unpredictable place, where collisions, violence, decay 

and death are parts of daily life.
This is a mysterious place where self-destructive dark energy seems 

to be overwhelming collaborative gravity.
Our universe does not seem like a friendly place—but it is trying 

to be.
The collaborative heart of the universe has not stopped beating yet. 

It wants our help in making the universe a place where Nature and 
humanity can live together without the threats of violence and self-
destruction.

Dark energy is being transformed into a collaborative agent.

A place that offers a home where our souls can stop aching and find 
rest and peace.

A place that offers a home that everyone can afford, because 
humility is the only down payment required.

Of note...
The collaborative heart 
of the universe has not 
stopped beating yet. It 
wants our help in making 
the universe a place where 
Nature and humanity can 
live together without the 
threats of violence and 
self-destruction.
 Phyllis Strupp
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A place where everything and everyone has purpose and meaning.
This sounds like a friendly place—a place that we can know, like, 

and trust.
Despite the apparent hostility of our universe, over the centuries 

many people (including Einstein) have been able to see our universe 
as a friendly place. However, the first people to notice the universe’s 
friendliness did not look through telescopes—they looked up at the 
dark skies of the Middle Eastern desert.

Summary: Scientists have learned that our universe is a very old and very 
large place filled with stars and violent collisions. Everything in the universe, 
seen and unseen, is made out of energy. Our bodies and everything we can 
see is made of stardust. 

•	After the universe was born about fourteen billion years ago, it was 
dark and cold.

•	Stars formed due to the force of gravity and brought light and heat to 
the universe.

•	The universe is a “star machine”: our galaxy, the Milky Way, has over 
one hundred billion stars and there are at least 100 billion galaxies as 
big as ours.

•	Violent explosions and collisions are common throughout the galaxies 
of the universe.

•	Everything that we can see—from stars, rocks and water to plants, 
animals and people—is made of atoms that came from exploded stars 
billions of years ago.

Everything in the universe, seen and unseen, is made out of 
energy. All physical objects that have mass contain enormous 

amounts of energy (E = mc²). 

MDG (Gospel Goals) tie-in: Millennium Development Goal 1 is to 
feed the hungry people of the world. The Bible and our tradition tell us 
that all things are spiritually interconnected through our common friendly 
creator, God. Science reveals that all things are physically made from 
the same “stuff” from stars. This MDG goal gives us a great opportunity 
to befriend and share food with our hungry global relatives in the 
same way God has befriended and shared matter and energy with the  
whole universe.

www.MorehouseEducation.org
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Discussion: How can we help to feed the hungry?
•	Pray for all who suffer from starvation amidst the abundance of  

our world. 
•	Participate in mission trips to help plant crops.
•	Work with microfinance programs that help impoverished people earn 

a steady income.

We are related to stars and the universe, physically through elements 
and spiritually through God, our common Creator. Let’s celebrate  
this relationship! 

C e l e b r at i o n  (10-20 minutes)
Encourage participants to engage their sense of wonder and imagination by 
gathering in small groups to conduct the following discussion. Before they 
begin, display the four photographs for Session 1.

When groups have finished their discussions, regather and have each group 
report back. Finish with a song.

Discussion: Which of these places in the solar system would you like to 
visit for a day and why?

•	Mars
•	 Jupiter
•	 the Orion Nebula
•	 the Sombrero Galaxy

Song: “I Want to Walk as a Child of the Light” (The Hymnal 1982, #490; 
The United Methodist Hymnal, #206, Evangelical Lutheran Worship, #815)

We’ve explored and celebrated how God made the universe a friendly 
place by creating stars to provide light, heat and order. Let’s close our 
session with a spiritual present to take home and a prayer.

Blessing
May the peace of the Lord 
Christ go with you, wher-
ever he may send you.

May he guide you through 
the wilderness, protect you 
through the storm.

May he bring you home 
rejoicing at the wonders he 
has shown you.

May he bring you home 
rejoicing once again into 
our doors. Amen.

www.MorehouseEducation.org
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C l o s u r e  (5-10 minutes)
Spiritual present to take home: Watch a sunrise and sunset at 
least twice this week, by yourself or with others. Read Psalm 19 after your 
experience.

Prayer suggestion: Close with a prayer of thanksgiving for the universe 
and the stars. Ask participants to finish the sentence, “I’m thankful to God 
for stars because_____________.” Ask a volunteer to write the responses on 
the board or flip chart. Have all participants repeat the responses together at 
the end of the session. Post the list in a hallway or common room.

Alternate suggestion: If pressed for time, read this prayer or another 
one of your choosing.

May the peace of the Lord Christ go with you, 
wherever he may send you. 
May he guide you through the wilderness, 
protect you through the storm. 
May he bring you home rejoicing 
at the wonders he has shown you. 
May he bring you home rejoicing 
once again into our doors. Amen.

www.MorehouseEducation.org
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C l a s s  E v a l u at i o n 
•	Date	and	time	offered:																			__________________________

•	How	many	people	attended	this	session?

•	Which	age	groups	were	represented?

•	Which	sections	worked	well?

•	What	would	you	do	differently	next	time?

•	Did	you	accomplish	your	formation	goal?	Why	or	why	not?

Our Friendly Universe
1 S e S S i o nS e S S i o n

www.MorehouseEducation.org


Mars

Visit me…I’m right next door and I have water for you!
Distance from Earth: 35 million miles
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Orion Nebula

Visit me…and watch baby stars being born!
Distance from Earth: 1,270 light years
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Sombrero Galaxy

Visit me…and see what I have hiding under my hat!
Distance from Earth: 30 million light years
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Pillars of Creation

Visit me…and meet some teenaged stars!
Distance from Earth: 7,000 light years
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Faith and Nature
Session 1 Readings

S c r i p t u re
Then God commanded,  
 “Let lights appear in the sky to separate day from night and to show the time when days, years, 
and religious festivals begin; they will shine in the sky to give light to the earth” 
 —and it was done. Genesis 1:14-15

God looked at everything he had made, and he was very pleased. Evening passed and morning 
came—that was the sixth day. And so the whole universe was completed. 
   Genesis 1:31–2:1

When I look at the sky, which you have made,  
at the moon and the stars, which you set in their places; 
what are human beings, that you think of them;  
mere mortals, that you care for them?  Psalm 8:3-4

But for you who obey me, my saving power will rise on you like the sun and bring healing like the 
sun’s rays. You will be as free and happy as calves let out of a stall. Malachi 4:2

Very early the next morning, long before daylight, Jesus got up and left the house. He went out of 
town to a lonely place, where he prayed. Mark 1:35



F a i t h  a n d  n a t u r e  •  S e S S i o n  1  r e a d i n g S 2

© 2010 By Phyllis Strupp. Published by Morehouse Education Resources, www.MorehouseEducation.org. All rights reserved. 
Permission is hereby granted to reproduce this page for use in the purchasing congregation only.

Some Pharisees asked Jesus when the Kingdom of God would come. His answer was,  
 “The Kingdom of God does not come in such a way as to be seen. No one will say,  
Look, here it is! or, There it is!; 
 because the Kingdom of God is within you.” Luke 17:20-21

Trad i t i o n
We praise You, Lord, for Sister Moon and the stars, 
in the heavens you have made them bright, precious and fair. 
   St. Francis of Assisi, medieval Italian mystic and founder  
   of the Franciscan order, “The Canticle of The Creatures”

Each is not for its own sake, 
I say the whole earth and all the stars in the sky are for religion’s sake. 
   Walt Whitman, nineteenth-century American poet, 
   “Starting from Paumanok,” Leaves of Grass

Re a s on
The universe is either a confusion, an intermingling of atoms, or it is unity and order and 
providence. If it is the former, why do I wish to tarry amid such a haphazard confusion  
and disorder?  
   Marcus Aurelius, Roman emperor  
   and Stoic philosopher, Meditations

Nature has no one distinguishable ultimate tendency with which it is possible to feel a sympathy. 
In the vast rhythm of her processes, as the scientific mind now follows them, she appears to  
cancel herself William James, American psychologist and philosopher,  
   the VarietieS oF religiouS experience
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Phyllis Strupp, “Our Bipolar Universe,” the richeSt oF Fare

About twenty-five hundred years ago, the ancient Greeks coined the term cosmos, meaning 
all existing things regarded as an orderly, harmonious whole. The term universe, meaning all 
existing things, derives from the Latin for “turned into one.”

Since the time when the ancient Greeks first pondered the cosmos, one of the greatest 
advances ever in understanding how it works resulted from Albert Einstein’s revolutionary 
theories. Early in the twentieth century, Einstein’s findings on relativity contradicted many 
commonly held scientific beliefs about the universe.

Einstein revealed a universe in which almost everything is relative—defined by its 
relationships. Time, location, matter and motion are all relative, depending on the frame of 
reference (the observer’s location and motion in space). The physical laws of nature are the same 
for all observers in a given frame of reference.

Only the speed of light (186,000 miles per second) is constant throughout the universe, 
regardless of the speed of the light source or the observer. The speed of light determines the 
cosmic speed limit—nothing can travel faster than the speed of light.

Is there a spiritual equivalent to the speed of light?
These remarkable findings triggered an enormous paradigm shift within the scientific 

community about how the universe works. Over the past century, Einstein’s work has facilitated 
many innovations, including nuclear power and weapons.

In terms of applying modern scientific findings about the universe to daily life, the most 
important thing to understand is that the universe has a bipolar disorder. Deeply imbedded 
within the universe’s behavior are two conflicting traits: a tendency toward self-destruction and 
a tendency toward collaboration. 

A cosmic self-destructive streak is apparent in the universe’s rapidly accelerating expansion. 
From the beginning, the universe was inclined toward pushing outward from the center. 
However, at some point this inclination became an obsession, one that may eventually lead to 
its demise.

A mysterious substance called dark energy seems to be fueling the universe’s expansion. 
This strange stuff does not emit radiation or light and has never been observed. However, it 
dominates the universe, accounting for three-fourths of the universe’s mass, and it urges matter 
to push apart rather than pull together.

Dark energy acts like a cancerous tumor, delighting in suicidal, uncontrolled growth.

If it weren’t for gravity, the universe might have come apart at the seams long ago. Even 
so, at this point in cosmic history dark energy seems to be gaining the upper hand against the 
attractive force of gravity, thereby accelerating the pace of the universe’s expansion.

A self-destructive tendency is also evident in the universe’s penchant for collisions. Energy, 
forces, particles and matter are continually colliding during the course of daily life in the 
universe. Even though we cannot see most of these collisions with the naked eye, they appear 
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to be the driving force behind most, if not all, observable phenomena. Colliding matter makes 
the universe go round—as when a sperm collides with an egg.

A collision occurs when somethingness runs into otherness.

The universe’s inclination toward self-destruction is also evident from the makeup of 
ordinary matter. Its name notwithstanding, there is nothing ordinary about ordinary matter. 
It is a minority on the cosmic scene, accounting for only a sliver of the universe’s mass (about 
four percent). In addition, ordinary matter has an unstable nature, since over 90 percent of its 
atoms are highly volatile hydrogen atoms and most of the remaining atoms are made of another 
volatile element, helium.

Self-destructive dark energy and hydrogen are the rulers of this world.

If it weren’t for a tiny dose of heavier elements, such as oxygen, iron and silica, that stabilize 
hydrogen, there would be no stars, galaxies, planets, rocks, water, plants, animals, people, 
buildings, cars or money. There would be just explosive gases like hydrogen and helium.

Despite these self-destructive tendencies, somehow the universe also has a strong appetite 
for collaboration.

Would the universe have a collaborative streak if there were no dark energy or hydrogen? 

I hear you whispering there O stars of heaven. . . . 
If you do not say anything how can I say anything?  
   Walt Whitman, nineteenth-century American poet, 
    “Song of Myself,” leaVeS oF graSS

Phyllis Strupp, “We Are Stardust,” the richeSt oF Fare

Despite the pervasive presence of dark energy and hydrogen, the universe’s collaborative 
streak has been strong enough to hold things together over the past fourteen billion years. The 
major cosmic collaborators are gravity, stars, and neutrinos.

Gravity is the only known force that affects everything in the universe. This is a relatively 
gentle, attractive force that causes objects to come together—whether they want to or not. The 
more massive an object is, the stronger its gravitational effect on other objects.

We know gravity personally—that’s what keeps our feet on the ground so we don’t float 
around like astronauts in space. Gravity sculpted cosmic debris into the sun, the earth, and the 
moon. Gravity keeps the earth revolving around the sun, and the moon revolving around the 
earth.

Gravity brings order out of chaos.
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In addition to gravity, the collaborative side of the universe’s personality is evident in the 
behavior of stars and neutrinos (“little neutral ones”).

A few million years after the universe was born in an event known as the Big Bang, the first 
stars formed as heavier elements collided into each other and hung together thanks to gravity. 
These great glowing furnaces were fueled by the energy released as hydrogen and helium atoms 
fused together. Stars proliferated and clumped together in galaxies.

Since that time, stars have been evolving through a life cycle quite similar to our own: birth, 
growth, decline and death.

Some stars, called black holes, implode when they die, caving in upon themselves and 
becoming incredibly dense—as if the sun had been squeezed into a golf ball. These stars become 
so small that they are invisible, yet each has a gravitational field so intense that nothing can 
escape from it—not even light.

Disappearing into the darkness of self-absorption—sounds like hell.

Other stars, called supernovas, do the opposite. They burn very brightly and then die 
through a spectacular explosion. Supernovas are the ultimate cosmic collaborators, birthing 
new life as they die.

Indeed, supernovas were responsible for dispersing the cosmic sliver of ordinary matter far 
and wide. As the universe aged, bursting supernovas scattered heavier elements such as carbon, 
iron, magnesium, nitrogen, oxygen, potassium, and many others over vast distances. These 
elements were essential to the development of other celestial bodies, such as planets and moons, 
as well as life on Earth.

Everything we see is stardust—including us.

A supernova explosion seems to be triggered by the presence of neutrinos, elusive particles 
that do not seem to play much of a role in Nature. A neutrino is not part of an atom, has no 
electrical charge, and rarely interacts with other particles. Yet the unassuming neutrino ignites 
supernovas—thereby creating everything that is.

Neutrinos are in the world, but not of the world.

Stars generate vast numbers of neutrinos, which constantly travel through space and 
matter—and even through us! For example, the sun generates an enormous stream of neutrinos; 
trillions of neutrinos occupy our bodies at every second. Neutrinos can even penetrate dense 
substances such as lead or the earth’s crust.

However, neutrinos are difficult to understand. For unknown reasons, as neutrinos travel 
from the sun to earth they sometimes morph from one type of neutrino to another—from an 
electron neutrino, say, to a muon neutrino, to a tau neutrino, and possibly to other types as well. 
In addition, it is still a mystery why some stars have enough neutrinos to trigger a supernova 
explosion while other stars don’t.

Neutrinos convert probabilities into possibilities.
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Despite its bipolar personality, our universe is exceptionally good at its job of making stars. 
Currently, there are over one hundred billion galaxies in the observable universe, each one 
encompassing vast numbers of stars. Our galaxy alone has several hundred billion stars. The 
nearest one is the sun, which is about 4.6 billion years old and 93 million miles away from  
the earth.

The dark skies of the desert are a window on the soul of the cosmos.

Our inventions are wont to be pretty toys, which distract our attention from serious things. They 
are but improved means to an unimproved end, an end which it was already but too easy to  
arrive at. Henry David Thoreau, 
   American transcendentalist poet and philosopher, Walden

Was somebody asking to see the Soul? 
See! your own shape and countenance,  
 persons, substances, beasts, the trees,  
the running rivers, the rocks and sands. 
All hold spiritual joys, and afterwards loosen them: 
How can the real body ever die, and be buried? 
   Walt Whitman, nineteenth-century American poet, 
   “Starting from Paumanok,” leaVeS oF graSS

As with our colleges, so with a hundred “modern improvements”; there is an illusion about them; 
there is not always a positive advance. Henry David Thoreau, Walden

Phyllis Strupp, “Ground Zero,” the richeSt oF Fare 
Over the past fourteen billion years, the universe’s life story has unfolded as the forces of 

self-destruction and collaboration have produced the Big Bang, energy, matter, elements, stars, 
light, heat, the sun, the Earth, the moon, the ocean, the atmosphere, life—and us.

Although it is truly amazing that so much of this story is known, a comprehensive 
understanding of the universe still eludes the scientific community. Despite his best efforts 
over several decades, Einstein himself was unsuccessful in crafting a grand unified theory 
that would describe all observable phenomena and eliminate known inconsistencies among  
existing theories.
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We really don’t know exactly what is going on in the physical universe.

Today, the search for a unified theory continues. Superstring theory has emerged as the 
leading contender, proposing that all natural phenomena can be explained by the movements 
of tiny string-like loops that exist simultaneously in multiple dimensions of space and time. 
For this theory to hold true, there would have to be several more coexisting dimensions than 
the four now recognized—height, width, length and time. However, many questions are  
still unanswered.

What might be going on in those other dimensions?

Even without a unified theory, perhaps modern science’s greatest contribution to civilization 
has already been made: it has proven that the human soul exists.

As scientific achievements have blossomed over the past five hundred years, western 
civilization has become highly skeptical about anything that cannot be observed through the 
five senses or analyzed with scientific methods.

This pervasive skepticism has also influenced our belief in the human soul. Is there a soul, 
or not? How can we be sure if we can’t observe it, measure it or predict it? Where’s the evidence? 
Where’s the proof?

Now modern science has finally proved that the human soul exists—although perhaps not 
in the way one might expect.

Just as the knee, the shoulder, the heart, the appendix, the liver or any other body part 
goes unnoticed until injury or disease brings pain, so it is with the soul. Combine the natural 
instincts and creativity of our species with the technological advances of the past one hundred 
years, and what do we get?

The tanks and mustard gas of World War I.
The gas chambers and ovens of the Holocaust.
The air raids and atomic bombs of World War II.
The fighter planes and strafing runs of Korea.
The napalm and Agent Orange of Vietnam.
The Scud batteries and armored vehicles of Desert Storm.
The exploding jets and collapsing skyscrapers of 9/11.
The attack helicopters and satellite-guided missiles of the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq.
The suicide bombings of today’s world.
Civilization’s scientific advances have brought us an improved means to the unimproved 

end of killing one another, which has produced an unprecedented soul-ache in the human 
heart. The victors and the vanquished come and go, but the weapons keep getting better and 
the soul-ache keeps getting worse.

Of course we have a soul—that’s what hurts so bad.

A soul-ache so acute that no diversion or pleasure can distract from it.
A soul-ache so intense that no medication or addiction can ease it.
A soul-ache so painful that the soul’s existence can no longer be denied.
A soul-ache so deep that our basic assumptions about life must be reconsidered.
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Einstein said that the most important question to ask oneself is this: Is the universe a  
friendly place?

A friend is someone you know, like and trust. Can we know, like and trust the universe?
The universe revealed through science does not seem like a friendly place.
This is a forbidding, unknowable place that defies the limits of human comprehension.
This is an unpredictable place, where collisions, violence, decay and death are parts of  

daily life.
This is a mysterious place where self-destructive dark energy seems to be overwhelming 

collaborative gravity.
Our universe does not seem like a friendly place—but it is trying to be.
The collaborative heart of the universe has not stopped beating yet. It wants our help in 

making the universe a place where Nature and humanity can live together without the threats 
of violence and self-destruction.

Dark energy is being transformed into a collaborative agent.

A place that offers a home where our souls can stop aching and find rest and peace.
A place that offers a home that everyone can afford, because humility is the only down 

payment required.
A place where everything and everyone has purpose and meaning.
This sounds like a friendly place—a place that we can know, like and trust.
Despite the apparent hostility of our universe, over the centuries many people (including 

Einstein) have been able to see our universe as a friendly place. However, the first people to 
notice the universe’s friendliness did not look through telescopes—they looked up at the dark 
skies of the Middle Eastern desert. 

Spiritual present to take home: Watch a sunrise and sunset at least twice this week, by 
yourself or with others. Read Psalm 19 after your experience.

The scripture quotations used herein are from the GOOD NEWS TRANSLATION, SECOND EDITION. © 1992 by the American Bible Society. 
Used by permission.


