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“God’s Greatest Creation”
Psalm 8: 3-9

One thing I have always enjoyed doing is watching the stars at night. As a child I remember my whole family going out in our backyard at night to watch the stars, and trying to identify the various constellations – or perhaps trying to trace “Sputnik” as it made its way across the sky. As an adult I have often felt a little frustrated with how few stars one can actually see at night in the city. When we are visiting family in Western Kansas or when we go backpacking, it is absolutely stunning how many more stars we can see.
I enjoy watching the stars, not just for their beauty, but for their testimony about our Creator. “The heavens declare the glory of God; the skies proclaim the work of his hands” (Ps.19:1.) Watching the stars has a way of making us contemplate life philosophically, and it had that effect on the Psalmist. As he watched the stars, he thought of how vast and awesome creation is, and it made him feel that surely people could have little importance when compared to such magnificence. And yet in spite of how he felt, he believed that in fact God’s creation of men and women was his greatest creation. He writes in verse 5, “Yet you have made them a little lower than God, and crowned them with glory and honor.” And so, no matter how awe-inspiring a natural creation is, Christian tradition is bold to affirm that we are God’s greatest creation. Cathy and I have enjoyed getting back to the Pacific Northwest, where there is so much natural beauty: traveling along the North Cascades highway, and seeing incredible views around every turn; taking the ferry through the San Juan Islands at sunset, and seeing the pinks, blues and turquoise of the sky reflected in the water. And then there is seeing Mount Rainier. The first time I saw Mount Rainier close up, it took my breath away. A few years ago we backpacked up to a place called “spray park” on the northwest slope of Mount Rainier. There the mountain looms like a god overseeing a vast meadow of mountain flowers, and one of the glaciers of the mountain is close enough to walk up to and touch. It’s incredible! But we are God’s greatest creation. Scripture tells us that WE are the ones who are created nearest to being like God himself. 
Now certainly there are those who question this perspective of Scripture and Christian tradition. Some question it because of the way it has been abused – the idea being that if we are God’s greatest creation, we have the right to abuse the rest of Creation and treat it as something to be used and tossed aside. Nothing in the Bible supports such abuse. We are to be stewards of all that is around us, and all around us is the Creation of God, valued by God as God’s handiwork. Others question the assertion we are God’s greatest creation because of the atrocities humanity has committed through time. Mark Twain was fond of saying, “Man is the only animal that blushes – or needs to!”  Not long ago Cathy and I both read the novel The Art of Racing in the Rain, by Garth Stein. It’s the story of a family told from the perspective of the family dog, named Enzo. Enzo believes that when he dies he will be reincarnated as a human being, and so he spends much of his dog life practicing being human. He feels that becoming human will be a definite step up because he will finally have opposable thumbs that will help him to hold onto things, and he will no longer have the long, drooly tongue that makes it impossible to talk like a human being. However, Enzo encounters so many instances of the ugly side of human beings that I wonder why he never seems to question his afterlife goals.  
That Scripture sees us as God’s greatest creation should not be an invitation to look past human failure, nor should it be our “ticket” for an ego trip. Rather, we should see it as a challenge to fulfill our potential. To fulfill that potential, we need first of all recognize that human beings have been graciously gifted by God with a great beauty inside. We need to see that beauty in ourselves. At first glance, I’m sure that seems like an invitation to egotism, but it’s not. Seeing beauty  in yourself is not egotism; pretending there’s more beauty in yourself than in anyone else – THAT’s egotism. Christ’s teaching was to “love our neighbor as our self,” and that means a balancing of valuing self and our neighbors around us. 
In reality the idea of finding a healthy love for yourself is not a modern idea.  Bernard of Clairvaux wrote in the Thirteenth Century, that there are four stages of Christian maturity. The first stage is “love of self for self’s sake.” This is the stage where most people are, where they are at the center of their own life, and their concern does not reach far beyond themselves. Becoming a Christian, for them, is no more than “fire insurance” – saving their own skin from hell. The second stage is “the love of God for self’s sake.” This is a stage where many remain, where they love God because they believe it will benefit them. This isn’t a bad stage. I’m sure it’s where many of us begin our Christian life. But it certainly isn’t the highest stage. The third stage is “love of God for God’s sake.” This is where we love God, not just for what he can do for us, but because he above all else is worthy of love. He is the Creator and the embodiment of love. And yet, as high as this stage is, for Bernard of Clairvaux, there was a stage beyond it – “love of self for God’s sake.” This stage is finding a new love for our self because we were made by God as his greatest creation, and we were made in his image. 
I would say that in Clairvaux’s first stage, we don’t really love ourselves at all. In fact, many, if not most, people don’t even like themselves. We may seek to hide that attitude by bragging or cutting other’s down, but such is done primarily because we believe that is the only way we can feel ourselves to be on an equal plane with everyone else. In reality, we are intensely aware of, and even angry about, our own shortcomings. John Claypool once wrote, “The hardest thing about God to love is the fact that he made me…” 
When you hate yourself, it’s really hard to love others. Our jails and prisons are loaded up with people who are full of self-loathing. One of our favorite movies in recent years was Gran Torino with Clint Eastwood. Now, this is a movie with really rough language, both street language and racist language. But when it comes right down to it, the story is about a man who is full of self-loathing, and he takes that self-loathing out on everyone else, especially those who are racially different. He’s angry at himself for things he did in the past, and he feels that he was unworthy of his wife who had recently died. But he opens his life to the Asian family who lives next door, and in the process finds redemption for himself. 
We need to start seeing ourselves as God’s creation – “God made me – and God don’t make no junk!” When we do that, then we can start seeing the beauty in others as well. 
Sometimes it’s hard to see the beauty in other people. We see war in all parts of the world. We see crime all around us, some of it of a hideous nature. And sometimes we wonder why God made people in the first place. I read some time ago in Parade magazine that Alexander Graham Bell, inventor of the telephone, hated to be interrupted by phone calls. And back then they didn’t even have all of the telemarketers! As a result, he was known to have asked, “Why did I ever invent the telephone?” So it is that when Bell died in Nova Scotia in 1922, for one minute of the day of his burial, not a telephone in North America was allowed to ring. 
As I read this story, I wondered if God had similar regrets about having “invented” us. But then I read Scriptures like we have for today. It was written a long time after the creation of humankind, so God certainly had time to think it over. And yet God had his messenger, David, write these words affirming once again the elevated status he had given to us. Much later still he had John write, “For God so loved the world (that’s ALL of us!) that he gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever believes in him should not perish, but have everlasting life.” That sounds to me like, in spite of all the unloving things we sometimes do, God still loves and values us.
As we look around us at the people with whom we interact, do we more often think, “These are God’s greatest creation,” or is it more like, “Seriously, God, what were you thinking?” Should we really be loving God’s greatest creation any less than God does?
When we acknowledge something as God’s creation, we have an obligation toward it. We acknowledge this in the area of ecology, and that is good. I don’t think Christian faith should surrender this area of concern to new age or eastern philosophies. We have too much in our faith which calls us to act responsibly toward God’s creation. Our text for today tells us that people are “given dominion over the works of your hands…” The word “dominion” should not be confused with “dominance.” Our call is not to Lord it over creation. We have been given “dominion” as a trust – it is a position of being a steward. Stewardship means valuing every aspect of God’s creation – because it is God’s. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]But if we are accountable for how we care for creation, how much more are we accountable for how we relate to God’s greatest creation? The movie The Soloist, with Robert Downey Jr. and Jamie Fox, is one of the most touching portrayals I have seen of homeless people, struggling with addiction, as well as emotional disabilities. But of course, we don’t have to go to a movie to see such people. We will see quite a few of them when we host Tent City 4. But with what kind of eyes do we look at homeless people? In The Soloist, Robert Downey Jr’s character learns to look at a homeless street musician with the eyes of love and hope. How would it be if when we walked down the street and saw a struggling homeless person, Psalm 8:5 would play in our mind: “…you have made them a little lower than God, and crowned them with glory and honor”?  What if we learned with all people to see the masterpiece God intended them to be?
In the original book of Chicken Soup for the Soul, a story is told that is instructive on the issue of people as an undervalued masterpiece. Apparently, back in 1957 a group of monks from monastery had to relocate a clay Buddha from the temple to a new location. When a crane began to lift the giant idol, the weight of it was so tremendous that it began to crack. What’s more, rain began to fall. The head monk decided to lower the statue back to the ground, and cover it with a large canvas tarp to protect it from the rain. 
Later that evening the head monk went to check on the Buddha. He shined his flashlight under the tarp and as the light reached the crack, he noticed a little gleam shining back. There was something else underneath the clay. And so with a hammer and chisel he began to chip away at it. After many hours of work he had uncovered a solid gold Buddha, worth about 196 million dollars!
Historians believe that centuries before, when the Burmese army was about to invade Thailand, then called Siam, the Siamese monks covered their golden Buddha with an outer covering of clay in order to keep it from being looted by the Burmese. Since all the monks were slaughtered during the invasion, the secret was kept until that day in 1957. 
Men and women were created to be “a little less than God,” and yet that golden spirit within us has been covered over with common clay. It’s been covered over with our own sin. It’s been covered over with years of the kind of abuse and neglect we press upon each other. Isn’t it time we chip away all of that clay? Isn’t it time that we set free that golden image of God that is within each and every human being? The way to do that is through the love of Jesus Christ!  Jesus was always able to see the beautiful creation of God in the beggars beside the road, in the women who were abused and devalued by their society, in the Gentiles rejected by the pious Jew – in every clay-covered person!
Let’s give ourselves that task anew this week – to chip away at the clay and to love people in the name of Jesus Christ.
 
