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B
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T he night sky above the barn was
bright with wonder. As a young
man, I would stare up at the
stars over our farm property in
Williamston and drink in the
majesty andmystery of it all.

I knew the light from the nearest star had taken
more than four years to get here. This incredible
fact gave rise to countless questions:
Just how far was I seeing? How vast was this

astral ocean— and how old? Howmany stars and
planets?What else was out there? Anyone staring
back?
And, most mysterious, how did it all get here,

and how did I fit in?
The wonder of the cosmos has never dimmed

for me.When I get away from the city lights, I still
look up and gape. Far from feeling diminished by
the vastness of the universe, I feel ennobled in my
awe. It is so astonishing, this glimpse of every-
thing that is. What an amazing place this is, and
how lucky I am to be part of it.

‘COSMOS’ TV REBOOT
So I was happy to see that “Cosmos,” the PBS

series hosted by Carl Sagan in 1980, was getting a
reboot as “Cosmos: A Spacetime Odyssey” on Fox.
The series, which beganMarch 9, is hosted by
Neil deGrasse Tyson, the director of the Hayden
Planetarium at the AmericanMuseum of Natural
History.
Though not as warmly sagacious as Sagan and

his famous “billions and BILLIONS” superla-
tives, Tyson is personable and persuasive. Like
Sagan, he convincingly conveys the wonder of
the universe, asking in episode one, “Howmany
stars, howmany worlds, howmany ways of being
alive?”
Though it has its flaws, the lavishly produced

series hopefully will revive interest in theWhat’s
Out There, providing healthy perspective beyond
our sorry, skirmishing planet.

EXPLORING SCIENCE, MYSTERY OF UNIVERSE
No doubt the showwill add fuel to the science-

versus-God debate in certain quarters— and bol-
ster the science-and-God viewpoint in others. For
some, like me, the wonder of the universe points
to the mystery of God.
Indeed, Tyson went straight to the question in

episode two broadcast Sunday.
Surprisingly, the episodemostly was devoted to

a colorful explanation of what Tyson called “the
awesome power of evolution.”
He took viewers on a journey to the inner cos-

mos, flying his simulated spaceship into a polar
bear’s DNA to show how natural selection turned
its fur white. He also demonstrated the “artificial
selection” of humans breeding wolves into dogs,
and showed the common DNAwe share with all
living things.
“Science reveals that all life on Earth is one,”

he declared, calling the evolution of life on Earth
“the greatest story science has ever told.” And he
pointedly rebuffed those who say only an intel-

ligent designer could create the complex human
eye, showing how evolution had done exactly that.
Evolution is not a maybe kind of theory but “a sci-
entific fact,” Tyson said.

POINTING TO GOD’S CREATIVITY?
Whether the theory of evolution is fact will be

disputed by literal creationists, but not by a good
many people of faith who don’t see science and
scripture in conflict. For them, evolution does not
negate God but demonstrates God’s creative way
with clay.
Tyson, an agnostic, pointed out in a recent radio

interview that plenty of scientists believe in God.
“The issue there is not religion versus non-

religion or religion versus science, the issue there
is ideas that are different versus dogma,” he said
on stationWNYC.
Hemade that point dramatically in episode

one. He told of a monk named Giordano Bruno
who believed the universe was infinite, 10 years
before Galileo famously confirmed Earth was not
the center of all things. Bruno was burned at the
stake by the Catholic Inquisition for his theory
— though science writer JenniferWelsh later
argued that was just one of many church charges
against him. (Historical problems aside, the ani-
mation of Bruno and other “Cosmos” characters
is distractingly hokey, more suited to a PBS after-
school special than prime time.)
But Tyson doesn’t gratuitously pound the his-

torical church or modern creationism, at least so
far. He calls the origin of life “one of the greatest

unsolvedmysteries of science” and doesn’t claim
only science can solve it. He is not an activist athe-
ist, recently telling The New Yorker “he does not
have the time, energy or interest” to debate the
topic.
Based on “Cosmos” so far, I would call Tyson

a fervent believer in the wonder of the universe
and all life on Earth. Whether exploring the liquid
methane seas of Saturn’s moon Titan, the myste-
rious Oort cloud surrounding the Solar System or
the “little universe” of star-stuff inside each of us,
Tyson speaks with the enthusiasm of an astrono-
mer evangelist. He calls the contemplation of it all
“a soaring spiritual experience.”

A MAGNIFICENT QUESTION
That describes well my contemplation of the

heavens on a clear night. The longer I look, the
more I see and themore wondrous it all becomes.
And themore I wonder, “How did all this come to
be?”
I don’t expect an answer in my lifetime. The

question is magnificent enough.

SAN DIEGO

Group asks
SupremeCourt
to allow cross
A veterans group has asked

the U.S. Supreme Court to
overrule a judge’s order to
remove a warmemorial cross
from a Southern California
mountain.
TheMt. SoledadMemorial

Association recently asked
the nation’s highest court
to allow the 43-foot cross to
remain atop the mountain in
San Diego. In December, U.S.
District Judge Larry Burns
said it must go.
The veterans group— and

the U.S. Department of Justice
— already have asked the 9th
U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals
to overrule the judge.
The group said it hopes

appealing straight to the
Supreme Court will hasten
resolution of a legal dispute
that began in 1989 over
whether the KoreanWar
memorial site represents an
unconstitutional endorse-
ment of Christianity on public
property.

HOLLYWOOD

Plea to takeMel

Gibson off ‘blacklist’

sparks debate
Eight years after Mel

Gibson’s anti-Semitic rant
during a drunk-driving arrest,
Hollywood is debating the
rehabilitation of an Oscar
winner who once was one of
the industry’s most bankable
stars.
The heated discussion

was sparked by aMarch 12
opinion piece in Deadline
Hollywood by Allison Hope
Weiner, a freelance writer
who covered Gibson’s infa-
mous spiral out of favor and
now considers him a friend.
Her appeal for an end to what
she called a “quiet blacklist-
ing” has generatedmore than
5,700 comments on Yahoo.
com’s movie page andmore
than 800 on the Deadline
Hollywood site.
“He has been in the dog-

house long enough,”Weiner
wrote. “It’s time to give the
guy another chance.”
Gibson’s movies, from “Mad

Max” to “Braveheart” and
“Apocalypto,” have grossed
$3.6 billion, according to
Rentrak Corp., providing
an incentive for studios and
agencies to consider absolu-
tion. His particular transgres-
sions, and the number of
them over the years, mean it’s
unlikely to come easy.
Forgiving Gibson “is not

the same thing as forgiving
Lindsay Lohan for party-
ing too late,” said Elizabeth
Currid-Halkett, author of
“Starstruck: The Business of
Celebrity” and an associate
professor at the University
of Southern California in Los
Angeles. “Anti-Semitism is not
just behaving badly.”

Neil deGrasse Tyson is the astrophysicist who hosts the television show, “Cosmos: A Spacetime Odyssey,”
a reboot which runs Sundays on Fox. (AP/Fox, Patrick Eccelsine)

New ‘Cosmos’ series is evangelism
for thewondersof theuniverse

Note: This column is part
of an ongoing effort to build
interfaith understanding in
Michigan. It is coordinated
by Douglas Kindschi, direc-
tor of the Kaufman Interfaith
Institute at Grand Valley State
University.

By Douglas Kindschi

Iam traveling in the Middle
East in the country of
Oman. Located on the

southeast coast of the Arabian
Peninsula, Oman is about the
size of Italy but with a popula-
tion of less than 5 percent of
Italy’s. Its 3 million people are
primarily Ibadhi Muslims, a

form of Islam
distinct from
Sunni and
Shia. While
not as well-
known as its
neighbors
Saudi Arabia,
United Arab

Emirates and Yemen, Oman
is a modern and progressive
Muslim country.
I learned about Oman

from Professor David Ford,
with whom I worked while a
visiting fellow at Cambridge
University. He had been
invited to give a major
address at the Sultan Qaboos
GrandMosque a few years

ago and, while there, became
acquainted with then director
of the Al Amana Centre, the
Rev. Michael Bos. David Ford
suggested I contact him, as he
now is a pastor at a Reformed
Church in New York City.
Tomy surprise, Bos was

fromWest Michigan and
graduated fromGrand Valley
State before going on to semi-
nary atWestern Theological
Seminary in Holland. He
was very pleased to hear
about the interfaith efforts
in Michigan and introduced
me to the director of the Al
Amana Centre, who had just
hired Justin Meyers as the
new director for education. It

turned out Meyers also was
a Grand Valley graduate who
went toWestern Seminary for
his ministerial studies.
I met with the new director

andMeyers in Grand Rapids
last summer, and they invited
me to visit their interfaith
center in Muscat, the capital
of Oman. It turns out the
Reformed Church in America,
with national headquarters
in Grand Rapids, had
established amission in
Oman in the 1800s and had
built the first hospital and
first school in the country.
After modernization under
the current sultan, the school
and hospital were incorpo-

rated into the national system,
so the Reformed Church
redirected its efforts to estab-
lish the Al Amana interfaith
center.
The center sees its mission

“to work internationally to
build bridges of understand-
ing and cooperation between
religions to work for the com-
mon good of all.” They go on
to explain that “Oman’s open-
ness, tolerance and hospitality
make it an ideal place to intro-
duce international guests to
Arab culture and religion.”
To accomplish this, the

center offers courses for inter-
national students and guests
and cooperates withMuslim

leaders to support interfaith
and intercultural activities
that lead to peaceful coexis-
tence. As the group says on its
website: “Dialogue and coop-
eration are no longer a luxury.
It is an imperative incumbent
upon all of us so that we can
live in peace with one anoth-
er.” For more information,
visit alamanacentre.org.
With the congregations,

communities, colleges and
seminaries in theWest
Michigan area, we are hoping
this international collabora-
tion can broaden our efforts
for peace in both of our coun-
tries and communities.
Email: interfaith@gvsu.edu

Interfaith center in Oman teaches us about cooperation
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Ç GO ONLINE
Watch episode 2 of “Cosmos: A Spacetime
Odyssey” on the National Geographic Channel or
online at cosmosontv.com.

Visit MLive Media Group columnist Charles
Honey’s blog at soulmailing.com.

TV show focuses on ‘the greatest story science has ever told’


