The Pool of Narcissus and the Moons of Jupiter

rt Sermon Given May 25, 2008 UUSIS

"Hello" – Looking into a basin of water
The audience should repeat "hello"

"You just repeated what I said….. Who then are you?"

They say "Echo."

Who then am I?

Someone should say Narcissus.

You all recognize Ovid's 2000 year old tale…. one of self-centered love.  Of the several versions available to the reader of mythology, I prefer the one containing a philandering Zeus, the vengeful Hera, the talkative Echo sentenced to mindless repetition, and the extremely attractive Narcissus pausing over a pool for a drink, and in the 1567 words of Ovid translator Arthur Golding…… 

For as he dranke, he chaunst to spie the Image of his face,
The which he did immediately with fervent love embrace. 
He feedes a hope without cause why. For like a foolishe noddie
He thinkes the shadow that he sees, to be a lively boddie.

Narcissus, deceived by the image of himself, believes that the resident of the pool is perfection personified.  He does not reflect upon evidence of his own self-centered deception.  His blind faith causes him to see but a small sliver of the world reflected in the enchanting pool.  You know what happens…. He ignores the world and finally dies of enchanted pining.   The voiceless Echo dies soon after, leaving only her mindless repetition….. her mindless repetition. 
We all look in the mirror and see a faint image of a love struck Narcissus staring back.   We all contain a bit of Narcissism… it comes with primate self-recognition and possession of a mirror.  
A tad of Narcissism is necessary for survival.  Though we are born with no mirror of self admiration in hand, we soon develop a degree of self-centeredness and self-regard.   Freud, who coined the word "narcissism", called this initial egocentric view, "primary" narcissism.    Freud indicated that primary narcissism would grow in the very young, and then fade as children develop attachments to their mothers, family, and society.   In a few cases this primary narcissism does not fade.   The dread "secondary narcissism results" you know the stereotypical center-of-the-universe type, someone with a "grandiose sense of self importance", or a powerful belief that he she is "special" or "unique".   But I'm not here to ask you to consider personal narcissism.  Instead this UU pulpit directs me to ask you to consider spiritual narcissism.  
If you're a practitioner of analysis, reason and logic in your pursuit of spiritual understanding, if you have heard the clarion call of Rev. William Channing when he exhorted his Unitarian congregation 
 "We profess not to know a book, which demands a more frequent exercise of reason than the Bible."   
Then reason with me as I consider one narcissistic Judeo Christian belief, a belief that requires the smoothest of pools in order to maintain its illusory reflection of truth, a belief at the core of all animus between science and faith, a belief that is the most difficult for members of reason-based faiths to maintain as understanding of our world increases.   
From the book of Genesis Chapter 1
Then God said, "Let us make man in our image, in our likeness, and let them rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air…., over all the earth, and over all the creatures that move along the ground." 

 27 So God created man in his own image

 28 God blessed them and said to them, "Be fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth and subdue it….." 

 31 God saw all that he had made, and it was very good. And there was evening, and there was morning—the sixth day.

Humans are the center of the heavenly-made universe.  The earth is specially made for us, and we are uniquely and specially made in God's image to hold dominion over it.  
The human-centered universe is something we'd all like to believe and many of us do.   Here's an excerpt from a religious website. (From http://bible.cc/genesis/1-27.htm)
That man was made last of all the creatures, which was both an honour and a favour to him: an honour, for the creation was to advance from that which was less perfect, to that which was more so and a favour, for it was not fit he should be lodged in the palace designed for him, till it was completely fitted and furnished for his reception. ….. repeat…
Isn't it reassuring to think that we are favored and honored and that the earth is a palace made for us?   God creates humans in his image, endows them with goodness and eternal salvation, (if they behave), then makes a perfect world for them, and in return the lord receives adulation from his self-created albeit dimmer self-reflection.   For many, this combination of human-centered god and god-centered human makes a strong spiritual symbiosis and provides a reason to believe.   We look into the reflecting pool of Narcissus, we see God, we smile, and god smiles back.  
But, I am not here to dispel this pervasive, and narcissistic religious belief, indeed few UU's hold it strongly.  Instead I'm here to talk about three major historic events that make the belief in a human-centered god untenable for those who exercise spiritual reasoning. I will also predict two forthcoming events that will empty the pool of Narcissus altogether, and force reasoning humans to look elsewhere for their spiritual succor. 
Historic Event Number 1:
"On the seventh day of January in this present year 1610, at the first hour of night, when I was viewing the heavenly bodies with a telescope,  
Ask audience…. Who is it?
Jupiter presented itself to me; and because I had prepared a very excellent instrument for myself, I perceived …. that beside the planet there were three starlets, small indeed, but very bright. Though I believed them to be among the host of fixed stars, they aroused my curiosity somewhat by appearing to lie in an exact straight line parallel to the ecliptic, and by their being more splendid than others of their size. Their arrangement with respect to Jupiter and each other was the following…. there were two stars on the eastern side and one to the west. ….. But returning to the same investigation on January eighth - led by what, I do not know - I found a very different arrangement. The three starlets were now all to the west of Jupiter closer together, and at equal intervals from one another. 

On January 13th a fourth starlet appeared to the inquisitive Galileo.  Galileo's discovery of the moons of Jupiter was, in his own words, an astronomic observation that 

"… deserves to be considered the most important of all - the disclosure of four PLANETS never seen from the creation of the world."
When seen in the reflected light of a human-centered god, the stars in the night sky of 1610 provided proof to the faithful that God loved man.  The stars, the moon and even the sun circled the earth giving credence to the words from Ecclesiastes……

 “The sun also ariseth, and the sun goeth down, and hasteth to his place where he arose.” (Ecclesiastes 1:5)

However, when seen in the refracted light of Galileo's new telescope,   the "starlets" of Jupiter provided proof to the less than faithful, that the earth was not the center of the universe.  
Galileo knew what Heliocentrism meant to this self-centered spiritual view when he wrote in 1661….

….. he which should hold it more ra​tional to make the whole Universe move, and thereby to salve the Earth's mobility, is more unreasonable than he that being got to the top of a Turret, should desire, to the end only that he  might behold the City, … that the whole Country might turn round, that so he might not be put to the trouble to stir his head. 
With Galileo's "excellent instrument", the universe opened for us all.  When we look through his telescope there is no end to what we see; countless stars, galaxies, planets, all orbiting something other than us.   With every new starlet we see, we look at infinity, and we shrink in self importance. 
Historic Event Number two - Bishop Ussher, the primate of Ireland about 1630, was a Biblical scholar and historian, and was able, unlike his King, Charles 1, to survive the political and religious tumult of his day to produce a number of scholarly works.   In his best known work, the Annals of the World, Ussher dates the creation.  His creation date, 4004 BC, comfortably supported the idea that the world was created for man.  
When studied in the reflected light of a human-centered god, the age of the earth in 1630 provided proof to the faithful that God loved man.  A young earth, created ex nihilo, gives evidence that the earth was created fresh by god for humans to "fill and subdue".   A young earth adds credence to the words in Genesis….
Thus the heavens and the earth were finished, and all the host of them. And on the seventh day God ended his work….

Centuries have passed since the good Bishop Ussher tried to date the world.  In 1715, Sir Edmund Halley, of comet fame, reasoned the salt accumulation in the sea could provide an age of the earth.   In 1862, Lord Kelvin deduced that the heat loss of the earth might provide an age for our venerable planet.   But it took an accidental packaging of a uranium salt with an unexposed photographic plate to finally provide we chronophilic humans with a clock worth dating for… radioactive decay.   
When studied in the scientific light of 20th century, the earth's radiometric age of 4.55 billion years, and humanity's presence of a few million years, present the less-than-faithful with a disturbing disparity.  We spiritual reasoners will ask, if humanity arose just yesterday on this incredibly ancient planet, perhaps we are only an afterthought, and the palace in which we live was not made for our occupation or dominion after all.   The discovery of deep time has removed from us the god-created gift of a young and fresh earth.  Perhaps Mark Twain said it best… 
" If the Eiffel tower were now representing the world's age, the skin of the paint on the pinnacle knob at its summit would represent man's share of that age and anybody would perceive that the skin was what the tower was built for.  I reckon they would.  I dunno. "
Heliocentrism and deep time, were the first two large ripples in the pool of the spiritually self-adoring, what is the third idea that has disturbed our comfortable belief that god made the earth for us and that we were made for god?
Ask audience someone will say evolution.
Historic Event Number 3 ---Lots has been said of evolution.  The controversy of Darwin's idea lies not with the evidence for biologic change, there's mountains of that, or even in its mechanism, natural selection, but instead in the words of paleontologist Steven Jay Gould…   the 
"Radicalism of natural selection lies in its power to dethrone some of the most deepest and most traditional comforts of Western thought, particularly the notion that nature's benevolence, order and good design, with humans at a sensible summit of power and excellence prove the existence of an omnipotent and benevolent creator who loves us most of all."
Loves us most of all… hmmm.    Even we Unitarians, able to accept the evidence of evolution may struggle with accepting its most spiritually disconcerting proposition…. that evolution shows no path to progress, no tendency toward making us.  
Not only is our ancestry long, tortuous, equal in likelihood to that of the any paramecium or parrot on the planet, but the evolutionary system that created us does not progress toward intelligence, complexity or consciousness.   Intelligent design?….forget it…. no evidence for it, there's just as much bad design as there is good, ad hoc adaptations, mutations, and defects galore. 

We are not atop the evolutionary tree; we are not the highest rung on the evolutionary ladder.  We are instead, a new arisen twig on an unhealthy branch of an enormous and verdant bush of life.  A tiny twig that would not appear again should the bush be started over from seed.
RECAP…. I said I'd talk of three major ideas that have moved reasoning humanity from the center of the universe.  Heliocentrism, deep time, and evolution have provided the skeptic proof that we are not the be all and end all of heavenly creation.   To be sure there are other ideas that can weaken the enchantment of the image we see in the Narcissistic pool.   

……Maybe germ theory, a world of tiny creatures about us we cannot see, creatures that dominate the planet's ecosystems, whose very numbers and diversity boggles the mind…. perhaps the lords of this earthly palace are bacilli, and not us. 
……Maybe continental drift, with its accompanying earthquakes and volcanoes, disasters that slay the sinner and saint alike, amply provided to all by an ambivalent planet on geologic autopilot.  

…….Maybe the 65 million year old crater off the coast of Yucatan, and the disturbing regularity with which we are visited by heaven sent asteroids hell bent upon delivering Armageddon.  We humans now know we are in a cosmic shooting gallery and that we might consider planning to dodge the next big rock thrown at us from above.  Our family line's has done it several times; the most recent escape should be credited to our rodent sized mammalian ancestors some 65 million years ago.  That impact doomed the last presumed potentates of this palace, the dinosaurs.
But I'd like to add two more ideas to these well-known historic dethroners of a human-centered god.  One of these was published last February in the journal Science.  It comes with an unlikely title…   

"Complete Chemical Synthesis, Assembly and Cloning of the Mycoplasma genitalium Genome."
The lab group that wrote the article is creating life.   Their computerized synthesizers have now made a completely synthetic genome.  Then, one gene at a time, these scientists will delete the defects, the dormant, the redundant, and all the DNA dregs left over from Mycoplasma's ancestry, until they create the most minimal and most efficient life since life's birth some 3.6 billion years ago.  Humans can now create life and we can create it without mistakes.   We can make life to our specifications, and we can make it more efficiently and much more quickly than life was created eons ago, by God, or by accident.  We are the intelligent designers.
When viewed in the reflected light of a human-centered god, the complexity, diversity and magic of life provides proof to the faithful of God's love of humanity.   The faithful are reminded from scripture, from the pulpit, and from what they see in the enchanting pool that life is God's unique gift given to us with love.

Indeed, God created Mycoplasma genitalium as a gift of love to human's genital tracts.  We humans have now created Mycoplasma laboratorium, as a retirement gift for God?  
To recap then…..
The earth is not the center of the universe, neither is our sun. 
The earth is incredibly old and humanity is incredibly young. 
Humanity comes from one of life's innumerable lineages along a whimsical path that in no way favors complexity, consciousness, or progress towards us. We are an accident.
Humans can now create simple life, more efficiently and quickly than God.

What is left to rob us of the last hope that God made everything for us?
In 1610, when Galileo announced the discovery of his starlets circling Jupiter instead of Earth, he knew their orbit around Jupiter would challenge the notion of a human-centered universe.   Galileo would smile now if he knew that the brightest one of his starlets, Europa, shines with a thick coat of smooth fresh sea ice and that beneath Europa's skin of ice lays an ocean of liquid water.  What swims in that ocean?   Should life exist there or on Mars, or on any one of the countless planets around the countless stars in the countless galaxies, then we are not the unique creation of God.    We are now looking for other life.

Tonight at 7:53 pm, 182 million miles from this church, a Phoenix will land on Mars.  Aboard this firebird-named spacecraft, are instruments made to search for God's other living creations.  We will find life somewhere else, and when we do, our status as God's sole reason for creating life will vanish.  What will we do when we realize God loves aliens too?
Summary End

Sadly we are not the center of the universe, we are not the goal of nature and we are not even master of our own palace.  

Just as maturation can cause the self-centered individual to look outward, self-centered religious beliefs also mature, and can lead the faithful to tolerance, doubt and curiosity about the world.     
Let us not be tricked like Narcissus into believing that god is us or we are god.  Let us arise from the deceptive pool of self-centered belief and behold the wondrous world around us. Let us not deny evidence concerning what we see and then place that evidence in opposition in our religious beliefs. Let us be educated, evidence-based believers, focused not on self but on understanding this glorious web of interdependent existence.  Let us be weak in faith, strong in curiosity, and awestruck by the complexity and magic of the real vision before us. 
I close with the final words from Darwin's Origin of Species… 
There is grandeur in this view of life, with its several powers, having been originally breathed into a few forms or into one; and that, …. from so simple a beginning endless forms most beautiful and most wonderful have been, and are being, evolved.
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