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 About 70,000 years ago members of our species, homo sapiens, made their way out of 

Africa where they originated and had been dwelling for 80,000 years and migrated north and east 

to the Arabian Peninsula, into Asia and the Middle East, also Indonesia and eventually to 

Australia and up into Europe. For most of our existence homo sapiens weren’t too much different 

from other human species. For about 2 million years these species developed and spread to 

various places: homo erectus, homo soloensis, homo rudolfensis, homo neanderthalensis, and 

several others. Homo sapiens was no exception.  

 

 But at some point about 70,000 years ago the sapiens brain underwent what’s known as a 

“cognitive revolution.” It’s not known what led to this, but it seems our species developed social 

relationships through language in a way that other human species couldn’t. This allowed us to 

organize and strategize more efficiently and to grow our networks of relationships much larger 

than any other primate or human species could. A small band of Neanderthals, even though they 

were larger and probably stronger than us and certainly better suited for the colder temperatures 

in Europe, were no match for a couple hundred sapiens who could communicate through 

gestures and use tactics to overwhelm them. And this is how we became the dominant human 

species, the only human species, on the planet. 

 

 So, that’s a very different origin story than the one we just read. That’s the story that 

scientists have managed to collect so far based on physical evidence and some guess work. I’ve 

taken it from the book Sapiens by Yuval Noah Harari, an Israeli historian who specializes in 

world history. It’s a fascinating book and a great read. The story we’ve been given through 

scripture is written for a very different reason than the one science tells. In fact, Harari would say 

our story represents an example of how sapiens used language to help them become so 

successful.  

 

 What our species is able to do that no other human species could is mythologize. We’re 

able to create fictions about the world around us. And those fictions, those myths, serve to 

provide a foundational common story that binds us beyond the intimate relationships needed to 

live in a small band. There are many fictions that we use to maintain society. There’s the fiction 

of democracy, an entirely human invention. Or there’s capitalism, also invented by humans. And 

of course there are religions. All these fictions are used to maintain social order and keep us 

bound to one another. They are the reason our whole country went through grief and anguish 

following 9-11. They’re why this weekend many of us have been following the events on the 

east coast. Some of us have family there, I suppose, but most of us don’t. Still, because we share 

a common identity, we are rooted in the fiction of being Americans, we’re concerned.  

 



 Such fictions, stories like these we find in scripture, are the most powerful mechanism we 

have for keeping us connected. They are what make us strong. They do that, I think, in two ways. 

First, they give us meaning. This story tells us we aren’t just an accident of nature, we are 

intended; the God of the universe chose us to be here. After all, what exactly is the role of 

humans on our planet? In Africa, where we originated, we probably had some role within the 

ecosystem. But after leaving there, spreading out across the continents, what do we bring to the 

table?  

 

 Unfortunately, the answer to that is not a very nice one. As Harari describes it, our first 

ancestors left Africa as foragers as a result of the Cognitive Revolution, but about 9500 years ago 

the Agricultural Revolution occurred and our species increased our population exponentially. All 

of that has had a deep impact on the planet. As Harari writes: 

  The First Wave Extinction, which accompanied the spread of the  

  foragers, was followed by the Second Wave Extinction, which  

  accompanied the spread of the farmers, and gives us an important  

  perspective on the Third Wave Extinction, which industrial activity 

  is causing today. Don’t believe tree-huggers who claim that our 

  ancestors lived in harmony with nature. Long before the Industrial 

  Revolution, Homo sapiens held the record among all organisms 

  for driving the most plant and animal species to their extinctions.  

  We have the dubious distinction of being the deadliest species 

  in the annals of biology. (Harari, p. 74) 

 

 And that brings me to the second thing these stories do to make us strong. They provide 

justification, divine cover, for our behavior. A great example of that can be found in the Code of 

Hammurabi. In it the laws of Babylonian society are laid out, very clearly and precisely. For that 

society certain members were valued over others. There were three classes: superior, commoner 

and slave. Penalties for damages done to each were awarded accordingly. But it doesn’t begin by 

saying, “This is how Hammurabi the king thinks things ought to be.” It begins by listing the gods 

and declaring they have appointed Hammurabi to deliver these judgments on their behalf. Divine 

cover is given to justify what we would consider an astonishingly unfair social system.  

 

 And to a certain extent this story in Genesis does something similar. God creates the 

humans and what are they to do? They are to fill the earth and subdue it; to have dominion over 

it. I know it’s popular to try very hard to qualify those words, but they are what they are. And so 

are we. This story is an acknowledgement of human behavior in the world; it affirms who we are 

as a biological presence, and gives divine cover for the things we do on this planet. 

 

 Now, I know that’s not a very “season of creation-y” thing to say. But it’s unavoidable. 

We are a destructive presence on this planet and this story seems to claim God wants it that way. 

But here’s the thing: We are really good at creating stories and myths. That’s the ability that’s 

made us so successful. And every now and then, within the same culture, a competing myth will 

arise. And turns out, we have one. Beginning in the second chapter of Genesis we find a second 



story of creation. In that story the humans are also created by God but not out of thin air and 

dropped onto the planet the way the first chapter describes. In the second story humans are 

created out of the dust of the earth itself; we are literally earthlings. 

 

 And because we are of the earth, we have a responsibility, this story says, to the earth. 

The human God creates in that story is to till and keep the earth; rather than subdue it, the human 

is meant to serve it. These two stories, one an affirmation of us as we are, the other a vision of 

what we could be, stand side by side in scripture. They represent two poles of a continuum when 

it comes to our role on the planet. And our existence finds us moving back and forth along that 

continuum, sometimes moving in the direction of dominance and other times toward service. 

And right now dominance seems to be winning; we’re in danger of subduing the earth to death. 

 

 But, again relying on our power to make stories, we have other stories to turn to. We have 

stories like these in Philippians and Mark, stories that tell us our highest purpose, what we’re 

truly created for, is to become servants of all. Paul describes Jesus’ choice to empty himself and 

become a slave as a way of encouraging his community to regard others as better than 

themselves and become servants of one another. In Mark Jesus admonishes his disciples, who 

continually miss the point, that they are not to be like the other cultures around them whose 

leaders dominate one another but to become servants of each other. 

 

 I don’t think it’s too much of a leap for us sapiens to apply those values to our 

relationship with the planet. When we see the destruction we can cause, surely we can see we’re 

only harming ourselves. For we are a part of this earth, we evolved from it just as every other 

species did. The second creation story is unflinching in its affirmation of that.  

 

 Of all the species on the planet we alone are free to reject our instincts and live in ways 

that create rather than destroy. Our ancestors were only doing what came naturally to them for 

survival. They were limited, in spite of their abilities, to a narrow perspective on the world 

around them. We have overcome that through our stories and our technology. We’re able to 

envision a wider world, a world inhabited by prophets with competing myths, by teachers like 

Jesus and leaders like Paul. By embracing the stories they tell we can become the servants we’re 

created to be. We can serve the earth itself and put an end to our destructive ways. 

 

Amen 

   

 


