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      The multiverse is everywhere.

      The idea of the multiverse is both simple and wildly complex: there is not just one story, or a single narrative arc, or a single universe.  Instead, characters in so many of the tales we tell ourselves inhabit just one of countless universes. In those universes, anything can happen. Their hold on the imagination of popular storytelling is nearly as complete as Disney's hold over all entertainment.

      In the Marvel Character Universe that dominates film-making these days, it's how things work, as heroes and narratives weave not just one linear plotline, but as many as their screenwriters desire.  Want to do something differently?  Want Spiderman to be female, an anthropomorphic pig, or a noir detective?  Boom.  You got it.  It's easy as pie in the multiverse.

      It works, because everything works.  Kill off a character?  Three?  All of them?  Fans complain?  Doesn't matter.  Open a portal to a variant timeline where that didn't happen, and they're back again.

      In the Star Trek universe, it's the same, and has been all the way back to those first few seasons on NBC back in the 1960s.  Look, here's the universe where Spock is bearded!  Oh, and here's another where Kirk is a subtle, thoughtful, understated captain who delegates well and is entirely comfortable with his expanding dad-bod.

      Or if you need to reboot the franchise with a different Kirk and Spock?  Just have that reboot happen in an alternate timeline, and you can keep the story going forever, reboots upon reboots upon reboots.

      Multiversality is the core conceit of the peculiar, cynical cult cartoon hit Rick and Morty, where every universe they encounter gives us an opportunity to see how much worse it can get.   It's the operating cosmology of more franchises than you can shake a stick at.

      This use of alternate realities to frame our storytelling isn’t a recent phenomenon. Leaping among universes has been a fundamental conceit of sci-fi and fantasy writing since the dawn of the genres.  C.S. Lewis mucked around with the idea in the Narnia books, after all.  Narnia isn't just a different place in our universe...but a different space-time completely.

      The question arises: why?  Why is this peculiar slant on storytelling so common?

      To a rather lesser degree than one might think, there's science.  That theoretical physics now suggests that a multiverse may exist really doesn't drive our fantasy and science fiction storytelling.  The complex quantum-splitting/inflationary understandings that arise from modern speculative physics really weren't a significant factor in the comic books I used to read as a kid.

      Multiversality is without doubt a narrative convenience, one that allows storytellers to create endless, lucrative complexity within a single franchise.  But there's something deeper at play.

      In large part, the appeal of the multiverse may rise from the increasing blending of cultures and narratives in this strange new era of communication and human exchange.  Where once there was just one understanding of the world, now human societies are having to come to terms with the presence of completely variant ways of understanding who we are and why we are here.  This has always been necessary, as cultures have interacted and adapted to one another’s stories.  But in the internet age, it's fiercely, relentlessly immediate.

      Faced with the unfamiliar tales of those who are not us, you can, of course, reject them.  This is the easier path.  The only true story is our own, one can say.  Every other cultural narrative is wrong.  Or evil.  You don't need to try to engage with them, or try to integrate them into your own self-understanding.  You simply throw them aside as monstrous and flawed and delusional.

      That way of dealing with the Other is powerfully seductive.  We see it as we fall back into rigid ethnic and racial categories, or into the bright clean certainties of nationalism and fundamentalism.  There is only one truth, and that's our truth.  There's only one story, and that's our story.  We reflexively resist, because we fear losing our understanding of ourselves in a wild chaos of competing truth claims.  We prefer the simple, linear comforts of the story we know.

      The alternative is unquestionably unsettling.  Why is the story we have told ourselves for millennia about the way things came to be the One True Story?  Because it is ours.  Because it just is.  It cements the hallowed place of our culture...or our "race"...in the universe.

      Yet do not reflexively and smugly sniff at this, O you liberal.  Myth and mythopoetics are to cultures what memories and personal narratives are to individuals.  They give us cohesion.  They establish and reinforce a sense of self.  Casting common story aside leaves us existentially fragmented, so disconnected from a sense of common social connection that our souls fall into anxious, gibbering chaos.

      There are so many other stories rising from the humans who inhabit this small world.  How to constructively process them?

      It's possible that part of the appeal of multiversality as a cosmology is that it helps us constructively process difference.  We come to see the variant possibilities inherent in the stories we ourselves tell.  There are strange places where our heroes are villains, and our villains have become noble.  If this is so—encountering another story, told from an unfamiliar perspective—poses no threat.  We simply find resonances and harmonies with our own stories.  Or we delight in the encounter with a new thing.

      If we are already aware of the possibility of difference within our own stories, of subtle variances within the "canon" of our telling, then perhaps that integration of difference prepares us for engaging with difference.

      Which is fine if we're talking the Marvel Character Universe.  But there are other, more defining stories, ones in which the fandom is rather more deeply committed.

      How can this be true from the stance of religion?  Surely faith traditions are more rigid and absolute in their narratives, unable to integrate difference into themselves.  How can faith integrate into itself the idea that there are multiple and variant narratives of truth?

      Faith, or so we tend to think, involves having one defining story, a singular mythos.  There is a single acceptable set of truths, and anything outside of that truth set is either not of the faith or heretical.

      We have, from the modern era's mechanistic assumptions about inerrant texts and the premodern era's assumptions about ecclesiastical inerrancy, assumed that authority is singular.    So of course religion can only have one truth.  Accepting variation would be a violation of canon.

      And yet the Spirit can surprise you.  As Christianity struggled with the wild opening-up of our collective story, there was a brief recent window where both evangelical and denominational Christianity opened themselves to a radical new possibility in the way we understand our faith.

      Emergence, it was called, so named by the dear departed Phyllis Tickle in her remarkable work The Great Emergence. The idea behind emergence was that Christian faith would regularly make and remake itself, with major transitions coming roughly every five hundred years. With the rise of the internet, there was the prospect of just such a new era, one as fundamentally transformative as the Reformation.  It was right there, a deep vibrant potentiality, one which Phyllis suggested would only be there for a moment. For denominational Christianity, that moment was particularly important. If we missed it, Phyllis suggested, the old fading Protestant denominations would fade into oblivion.

      So, like, no pressure.

      In the old mainline denominations, emergence tapped a yearning to move away from the stultifying institutional inertia that can make denominational ministry such an awkward, lumbering, graceless thing.  Be open to the new!  Don't crush everything under the weight of bureaucratic anxiety management processes and protocols!

      For those who'd been brought up in the corporate dynamics of the megachurch world, emergence was a reaction to the synthetic falseness of business-model Christianity.  Be flexible!  Be organic!  Be less like a JeezusMart, and more like a gathering of creative friends!

      The spur to emergence in both of these milieus was the advent of new and dynamic media, which seemed to offer the promise of communities being dynamically amazing on the interwebs together.  It had the potential to stir the old lines to new life, and bring authenticity to the rigid groupspeak of evangelicalese. From that foundation, newness and difference could be embraced, and the Jesus movement could keep on moving.

      And it didn't work. Just didn't take. The reasons for the death of emergence were varied and complex.

      In the evangelical megachurch world, the surface appearance of emergence was just folded into brand identity. Get the pastor to wear an ironic t-shirt, hipster glasses, four-hundred-dollar sneakers, and talk openly about sex with their wife, and you’re there. Look! We’re relevant!

      In denominational Christianity, things went differently.

      Denominational emergent folk weren't really... um ... how to put this... "organizational" people.  Efforts to fuse the ethos of disruptive, generative entropy with articles of incorporation and institutional schtuff proved untenable.  I know.  I was on that committee in my denomination.

      That, and progressive emergents manifested the paradoxical tendency of anarchists to overorganize, creating such complex structures to ensure that every voice is heard that no decision could ever possibly be made, and no action could ever be taken.

      There were other things.

      There was a whole bunch of deconstruction, but not much construction or permission-giving to simply create together.  As the winds tousled our hair, we talked about sails, and lamented the incompetence and abusiveness of other sailmakers, and dreamed dreamy dreams about new ways to harness the wind.  But we did not, in all of that, get around to making a sail. The winds moved on, and the movement died.

      Deeper still, and most important of all, there was no sense that any of it was real. We never got around to saying why emergence was a vital part of God’s creative work, or why it was a more authentic expression of the Creator’s endless, gracious power. Emergent Christianity, like most of post-modernity, wasn’t really interested in reality itself. It was interested in how we know what we know. It was interested in words and language and thought, in thinking about thinking. The idea of making faith more “real” or “truer” was less important than having conversations about how we have conversations, because “real” and “true” were viewed as subjective, relative terms. That, and dropping references to memes, Avengers, and Game of Thrones.

      For some reason, emergence didn’t end up becoming anything, and the old-line churches continue to bleed out.

      All the while, in the background, popular culture was still humming that new tune, one that aligned with the insights of science.  Science, which has never stopped believing in the pursuit of the real, was considering a new way of understanding the nature of our reality, one that would have harmonized with emergence if only emergents had for a moment stopped talking to themselves about themselves.  Right there, in a new vision of the nature of creation itself, lay the existential and ontological foundation for emergence.  In viewing God’s work as an infinity of stories...all of them real, all of them true...there lies the possibility of something greater for the Christian journey.

      What does this wild new view of reality do to our walk with Christ?  How does multiversality shape the way we make moral choices? Does it bend us towards being better disciples, or does it shatter us with its chaos?  These are questions worth asking, and ideas worth exploring.

      So let’s get into it, why don’t we? The rabbit hole awaits. The door to the Wardrobe is open.

      Further up and further in!
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        She took a step further in—then two or three steps—always expecting to feel woodwork against the tips of her fingers. But she could not feel it.

        “This must be a simply enormous wardrobe!” thought Lucy, going still further in and pushing the soft folds of the coats aside to make room for her.

        —C.S. Lewis, The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe1

        

      

      The place to begin, of course, is with our stories of the beginning.

      Human beings have always been fascinated with how things came to be, and in our insatiable wonderings about why things are, we’ve come up with a remarkable number of stories that speak answers to that question. From every culture and every people, the storytellers and dreamers-of-dreams were asked that question, and the answers came pouring out.

      The Greek story of how things came to be starts with a timeless void. Within that emptiness flew a great black-winged bird called Nyx, which laid a golden egg in the heavens. When it hatched, one half of the shell rose and became sky, the other fell and became earth, and from the egg came Desire. Driven by Eros, the sky-god Uranus and the earth-goddess Gaia fell in love and gave birth to Kronos, who devoured all of his children until the birth of Zeus. Having escaped the cosmic-dad-munchies, Zeus proceeded to populate Gaia with life and the heavens with stars.

      The Yoruba of West Africa tell of how life once existed only in the sky, where the Supreme Being Olurun lived, surrounded by the powerful, godlike orishas. One of the orishas, the curious Obatala, looked down below the heavens and saw a vast empty ocean. With help from others, he created a golden chain, climbed down to the ocean, and then cast land down upon the waters so he’d have a place to stand. He named the land “Ife,” the place that divides the waters, and set about making creatures and planting seeds to fill it.

      The Japanese tale speaks of a muddled and chaotic primal being, imbued with a divine essence of life. That essence gradually gave shape and form to all things, until, having attained godhood, it grew lonely. It began creating other gods, the greatest of which were Izanagi and Izanami, who came down to earth, created Japan, populated it with life, and then decided to mate. From their union came Amaterasu,2 a daughter of surpassing beauty, whom they placed in the heavens as the sun.

      Among Hindus, the story is…um…well…actually, that's a hard one. There are just so many, depending on which gods you've got hanging out in your house.

      And these are just cultures with which we're now familiar. There are other stories from long-dead societies. From ancient Mesopotamia, likely the most ancient of them all, there is the Enuma Elish, the poem of how being came to be.

      It starts like this:

      
        
        When the skies above were not yet named

        Nor earth below pronounced by name,

        Apsu, the first one, their begetter,

        And maker Tiamat, who bore them all,

        Had mixed their waters together,

        But had not formed pastures, nor discovered reed-beds,

        When yet no gods were manifest,

        Nor names pronounced, nor destinies decreed,

        Then gods were born within them.3

      

      

      There are and have been other stories, of course, as many as there are peoples.

      Each of these stories describes the rise of form from primordial chaos. They all tell of the way being took shape and structure and form, drawing deeply on the culture and ethos from which they sprang. They imbue the universe with a sense of purpose, giving it resonance and direction and life.

      But none of these stories describe the mechanics of it. None are based on observation of processes on the galactic or the quantum scales. That is neither their intent nor their purpose. They are works of human insight, intuition, poetry, and storytelling. Because they arose from humankind, they are products of sentience, as self-aware matter considered itself and sang out stories of life and being that rose from our participation in that being. As such, these stories sing in harmony with the mechanics of our universe, giving it name and form and shape and purpose.

      From that participation, in every human culture and on every linguistic and conceptual foundation, there also arose a sense that the boundaries of our reality are not the extent of being. There are forces at work that go beyond the realms of our experience, forces that have shaped and formed existence. We are temporally linear beings, creatures bound to burn across the surface of space-time, and as such we understand things most profoundly in terms of narrative.

      Even the most committed atheist doesn't read manuals to their children at night. "Oh, Daddy! Not Visual Basic for Dummies again!" Sure, it might hasten sleep. It's just not where we find joy and delight. Nor is it how we come to most deeply understand our purpose and the nature of reality.

      So as creatures of story, woven into the fabric of a universe that plays itself out as narrative, we'd quite frankly rather understand it as a story. It's how we were made.

      That is, in fact, the purpose of myth. We are prone, in this somewhat unimaginative age, to assume that myth is simply fiction, a made-up story that doesn't in any way reflect the cold, hard facts. We laugh at the email forwarded to us by our mother, which tells us that unless we're careful, we're liable to be knocked unconscious by business cards soaked with a strange exotic South American neurotoxin. We busily clack out a response reminding our dear, gullible parental unit that you should always, always check these things out on Snopes.com. It's just an urban myth. It's utterly false but passed along anyway.

      This was not the intent of myth for most of human history. Myths are stories that teach. Myths are stories that speak to the reason we exist, containing within their narratives truths that are best expressed indirectly. Myths are not stories told for the purpose of selling books, created by authors working to pump out salable fiction for their agents. They are the products of the priest and the prophet and the mystic, speaking wisdom by the firelight.

      Myths define us, and they speak to those truths that are as ephemeral and difficult to observe as a subatomic particle.

      As a Christian, I find significant truth in the creation stories of my own faith. Within my tradition, there are three distinct creation stories, each of which harmonizes with the others, and each of which serves a distinct but related purpose.

      The first of the three is told in Genesis 1 and the first three verses of Genesis 2. It's a story that comes to us from what objective and critical historical scholarship would describe as the "priestly" or "P" tradition. The rhythms and patterns of the story lend themselves to liturgy and worship, with cycles of repeated words that could easily be chanted or recited or sung.

      This is the "God made all this stuff in six days, and on the seventh, he kicked back and chilled" story. Like many other defining stories, it establishes that being arose from undifferentiated chaos, called in ancient Hebrew the tohu wabohu, the "unformed and void." Outside the chronology of the story, and the impossibility of taking it literally (how can you have "days" before there is a "sun?"), it makes several defining statements about the nature of the universe.

      The Priestly story clearly affirms that the creation—all that we see and perceive—is good. It is not to be viewed neutrally, or as inscrutable and dangerous, but as somehow essentially positive. That is certainly true of our tiny delicate living gem of a planet, but it is also the operating presumption about the rest of existence. It is good, affirmed in its goodness by the one who formed it.

      The story also establishes that rest, balance, and reflection are central to our participation in the goodness of creation. We do not exist for endless toil, laboring forever in the fields or droning away on that proposal for the new client at one-thirty in the morning. Keeping sabbath and taking time to delight in and bless the being around us are essential privileges of participation in our Maker’s creation.

      Then there's the second story, appearing just after the first in Genesis 2:4–3:24. It shares many of the same characters, but it is not the same story, either in narrative or purpose. This one is called the Yahwist or "J" story by scholarly types, because it comes out of the tradition that uses the name YHWH to speak the name of God.

      It's a much less highfalutin’ description of the process of creation. It's personal and earthy, with God digging hands into the earth to form the adam, the creature of earth. It's all breath and ribs and life, and of a very different character than the ritual story that immediately precedes it. It's more the sort that would be spun by the teller of sacred stories as the people gathered around a campfire when the night grew cool.

      As with the first story, this second one serves a purpose. It guides our approach to and understanding of how existence works.

      The creation is a garden, we hear, a place where living things are at peace with one another. Humankind, male and female, adam and adamah, are free to care for it and for one another.

      But they are also free to do other things. Because they are at liberty to do what they want, they can choose to eat from that one tree at the center of the garden that bears fruit that will spoil it all: the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil. They already know the Good. The Good is all around them. But Evil? Well, that's hidden from them. They are warned against consuming it.

      Unfortunately, they choose to taste the knowledge of evil. And things go downhill from there. Shame, recrimination, and exile follow, and that's the point of this story. It answers the logical question, asked around the fireside, if everything was made by God, why is it such a freakin' mess? Given the beauty and glory and joy of being, why is our world so FUBAR? Why is it so hard to get the earth to give up its bounty? Why are women treated as inferiors and so easily lost during childbirth? Why is herpetology4 viewed as an undesirable career?

      The answer: we chose to know evil, even though our creator warned us against it. We misuse our freedom. We choose badly, based on our desires and our hungers and misleading information from slippery characters. That third mortgage to pay for your garage full of personal watercraft? Perfect example. Things get messed up.

      There is yet a third creation story, which exists outside the five books of Torah that are the heart of the Jewish narrative. It's a teensy little fragment of a story, more a poem than a sustained narrative, and it comes to us from only two thousand years ago. We Jesus folk catch that creation story in the five short verses at the beginning of the Gospel of John. It's a tight little fragment, but it is resonant with meaning. "In the Beginning was the Word," it goes. "And the Word was with God, and the Word was God." For Christians, this little bit of text points to Jesus as the Word, or God's self-expression. When we hear "Word," we think of a unit of language or of a Microsoft product. But the original text went like this:

      "En archē ēn ho Lógos, kai ho Lógos ēn pros ton Theón, kai Theós ēn ho Lógos."

      Thus Word is the translation of Logos, and it meant a whole bunch more than the spoken word in the Greco-Roman world of the first century. Within the philosophy of the time—and remember, this was at a time when people listened to philosophers for entertainment, rather than watching the Food Network—the word Logos represented the underlying structure and purpose of the universe. It was both the creative power that brought things into being and the essential structure of being. It was also, particularly if one followed the teachings of the Stoics, scattered throughout the universe, and it resided in some way in every living being. Logos spermatikos, they called it. The seeds of the Word.

      For early Christians, it meant there was this guy, this Jesus guy, who was woven into the creator's intent. He was part and parcel of what it meant to exist.

      This final story gives people who have chosen to follow Jesus of Nazareth a conceptual hook on which to hang their existence. We are participating in the thing for which all sentient beings were made. When we are aware of the reason for which we were made, and are transformed by that knowledge, we can set our lives to remaking the mess we've made of Eden.

      So we hear from our stories the goodness of being, the brokenness of choosing evil, and the restoration of reclaiming our purpose and our relationship with our creator. That's kind of the Christian story in a nutshell.

      It's my story, by the way. I live by it. I retell it as often as I can. It governs and guides my existence.

      But my story is clearly not exactly the same as ones from other cultures. There might be some similarities, but it doesn't quite match up.

      Then, of course, there is the narrative of creation that we receive from science and objective observation. This account also shares some conceptual similarities, but it is as different from the Christian creation narrative as the Christian narrative differs from that of the Yoruba or the Greek.

      More significantly, it differs in the way it came into being.

      The creation stories that arose from ancient cultures were the products of mystics and prophets and storytellers. They relied on their innate connection with existence and the insights they were given to spin their mythopoetics of meaning. Science does not do that. Science is not in that business. Science is in the business of empirical observation and establishing hypotheses about the nature of things that can be tested and assessed based on experimental data. That data, again, arise from empirical observation.

      What the current scientific narrative about creation tells us is not so much a story as a report. This is not the kind of report you get back from your crazy uncle about his motorcycle trip through Southeast Asia, up to and including details about his time in Bangkok that you really can't bring yourself to believe and the visual images of which just don’t seem to match up with the physically possible.

      No, this is a report much like the annual reports on the fiscal and fiduciary health of your 401(k) plan. It is factual and devoid, insofar as is humanly possible, of embellishment. It represents what is. The difference, however, is that "what is" is pretty fascinating, at least in executive summary format. Where observation takes us now is more or less as follows:

      As we wind time back 13.8  billion years or so, our universe compresses. It subsides back and back and back, growing smaller and smaller and smaller until we hit zero on the cosmological odometer. At zero, all of the energies and matter that comprise everything we know are compressed into what amounts to a single point, a singularity, within which the structures of space and time as we experience them now have no meaning.

      We wait a moment. We go get a beer and some popcorn, sit down with our remote, and hit play.

      Bang.

      The energies within that singularity surge outward at speeds that are initially relativistically impossible, bustin' clean through that impenetrable light speed limit. The energies of this event are equally impossible, and the early universe seethes with forms of matter that are now only the stuff of stars or something even more exotic. After this time of initial explosive expansion, things begin to cool, matter forms, the whorls of galaxies begin to spin, stars light the skies, and solar systems are formed.
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