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Genesis 1 is poetry.  It is best understood as seeking to capture beauty, rather 

than describe events, to talk about the cosmic not the quotidian, to give us a sense of 
who God is, what God is like, to know the artist by engaging with their art.    

  
God’s creation is one of light and dirt, of evenings and mornings, signs and 

seasons, things which have no life and other things that walk and swim and creep and 
have in them the breath of life; all of this springs into existence at the sound of the 
voice of God.   

 
The voice of our God spills forth being and the text cannot explain how it comes 

to pass.  God’s voice rings out ‘let there be light’—and light was.  There is no 
separation in time between speaking and being during which we can observe God’s 
methods, no cracks between instruction and fulfillment in which we can insert our own 
forms of creativity.  Our God is a strange God, who, at the beginning, already was.  
God’s being was with the deep places, the darkness and the waters that covered them.  
God’s spirit swirled and swept across a time when time was not and place was not.   

 
Yet, the God of our creation is also a creator of the small and humble things of 

the world.  The carpenter ants, the tadpoles, the fruit flies and dust mites, the minutiae 
of the world is, somehow, not beneath God’s notice.  We read that these things are 
even given God’s blessing, each in their turn, God saw that it was good that there be 
creatures to fill every part of the world so that the very air itself might be filled with the 
breath of life issuing from the mouths and lungs and gills of creation.   

 
All of this was good, and yet after God set the great dome of the sky spinning 

and filled the winds with birds, after God created the deeps of the ocean with its great 
sea monsters and its teeming microscopic life, after God had created every animal 
from the largest to the smallest, God still had one thing to do.  God created something 
else, something that was like God. We read that humankind is made in the very image 
and likeness of God.  God is strange and distant and silent, radically other than all 
things, but God is also as intimately coupled and well known to us as our own face in 
the mirror.  Our noses and eyes and waistlines and hairlines, in these things that we 
know so well, God is there.  And God is in the faces of our daughters and sons, our 
family and loved ones.  Their features, that to us are so distinctive and beloved, so 
precious in presence and longed for in absence, they shine with God’s own being.  
God’s image and likeness is everywhere—every face on a crowded sidewalk is God’s 



face, and in the sea of humanity constantly surrounding and hemming us in, we catch 
glimpses of God’s face even when we think we are alone—reflections in a store 
window and advertisements in a magazine and distant workers on rooftops—God’s 
face is inescapable.   

 
The very one who has created life and filled the world with it, is the same God 

who has crafted the unimaginable expanses of the universe. 
 
And what springs to mind is Psalm 8: When I look at your heavens, the work of 

your fingers, the moon and the stars that you have established: what are human 
beings that you are mindful of them, mortals that you care for them?  

 
This Psalm always reminds me of New Mexico.  I was eighteen and living in 

Santa Fe, and I went with three of my friends to walk up a mountain nearby.  It was 
14,000 feet at the top but we drove to the ski-basin and started at 11,000 feet early in 
the morning.  We walked all day through that air that was thin to begin with, and which, 
by the time the sun was setting, was so thin we could walk only a short way before we 
were out of breath.  So we decided to camp in a clearing--more than a clearing, in fact, 
it was a meadow about a half mile across.  It was early fall, far past the rainy season, 
and so we simply slept in our sleeping bags with no tents, on a cloudless night with no 
moon.  I woke up in the middle of the night and when I opened my eyes what I saw 
took my breath away.  It was the stars, but not like I had known them through the fog of 
sodium orange street lamps that I grew up beneath here in Chicago.  There were the 
few stars I knew--Orion, Cassiopeia, Polari--but they were joined and surrounded by so 
many lights.  Rather than an expanse of darkness with a few pinpricks of light, it was 
the light that was overwhelming.  When I saw a patch of darkness, my eyes would 
soon adjust and another tiny star would seem to flare into being.  

 
The lights were so far beyond counting that it was like the sun had been flung 

against the very center of the curved expanse of the sky and burst into a million pieces.  
And dividing the sky in half with a wide band of light as if a paintbrush dripping stars 
had been dragged from horizon to horizon. I knew in that moment even though I had 
never seen it before, that this band of light was the Milky Way.  There on that 
mountain-top I could see with my naked eye the shape of the galaxy of which we are 
but a tiny part.  My mind went back to information I had learned in science class: the 
radius of the Milky Way is over 50,000 light years across.  The light that I was looking 
at had begun its journey 50,000 years before, older than recorded history by a factor of 
10.  All of what is known and remembered in human history taking place as this light 
entered the home stretch of a journey to fall on a tiny beautiful place, to land on a thin 
sheet of cells in the eye of an ordinary person.   

 
I fought against sleep because I knew that in those few minutes I could see what 

God had made, and my heart was full of joy because God’s creation is so vastly 
beautiful and God has created me, too. 


