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Preacher: Phil Blackwell
Hymns:
10
“Let all the world in every corner sing”

334
“I sing the almighty power of God””

165
“Beneath the cross of Jesus”


336
“How wonderful this world of thine”


238
“I cannot tell why he, whom angels worship”

________________________________________________________________
Readings:
Hebrews 11: 1-3 & 8-16


Mark 8 31-38
Thinking Our Way to God

Psalm 8

On the window sill of my office sits a photograph of a poster that the Episcopal Church produced, that is, the Anglicans in the United States.  It was presented to me by one of the members of my congregation.  It has a depiction of Jesus, and then the words, “He came to take away your sins, not your mind.”  Jesus came to take away our sins, not our minds.

John Wesley would like that.  The founder of the Methodist movement within the Church of England during the 18th Century was a very thoughtful man.  He insisted that our faith be informed by reason and that “all irrational religion is false religion.”  Not that our faith derives from reason only.  No, in accord with his Anglicanism he considered the Bible as the primary source of faith.  And he took very seriously the tradition handed down to us by the Church over the centuries.  It might help our faith to know what Augustine said centuries ago and what the Church has codified into creeds over the years.  

To reason, scripture, and tradition Wesley added personal experience, not commonplace experience (“So, tell me about your trip to the market today.”)  No, this was a man whose heart had been “strangely warmed.”  He explicitly meant our Christian experience, how what we believe and what we encounter in daily life intersect.  For instance, if we believe that God calls us to love our neighbour, then how did we love our neighbour today – the family member at the dinner table, the stranger in the street, the neighbour whom we met at the market today?

In Wesley’s England there was no universal education for all children but only schools for the children of the wealthy.  The children of the remaining 95% of the population were sent down the coalmines, into the fields, or through the doors of huge factories that were beginning to emerge during the dawn of the Industrial Revolution.  So, Wesley organized the Methodists, those less wealthy but earnest Anglicans who had caught his vision of spiritual reform, to start schools for their own children.  It was nowhere near being comprehensive, but it was a start.

Notice that when Methodism went to America we did not start parochial schools for our own elementary-aged children.  Right from the beginning we were big advocates of “public” education.  We still are at the Chicago Temple with our tutoring programmeme with the Ruben Salazar Bi-Lingual children, part of the Chicago Public Schools.

But colleges, yes, over the decades – Boston University, Duke, Emory, Southern Methodist, of course, North-western (started by members of our congregation; there is the image of the school enshrined in the stained glass window on the west wall; before they were the “Wildcats” they were known as “The Fighting Methodists”), The University of Denver, Southern California, Wesleyan in Connecticut and all the other Wesleyans across the country – Ohio, Illinois, Iowa, Nebraska, and so on, the twelve historic Black colleges, including Dillard in New Orleans, and dozens of wonderful liberal arts colleges like Mt. Union and Lawrence.

Reason is essential to our faith.  We cannot shut off our minds when we enter the sanctuary.  And that, at times, may be uncomfortable.  Some years ago I had a member of the congregation I was serving stop me after a worship service and say, “Phil, how can I be a scientist all week long, and then come in here and be asked to stand up and say things that I do not know for sure are true?”  I think he was reacting to saying the Apostles Creed, though I do not remember which declarations of the historic confession of faith he found unbelievable (and whether they were the same ones that I find it hard to say without adding my mental footnotes).  

But here he was, a geologist with Amoco, doing what scientists do – test, measure, observe, extrapolate, construct theories, and then revise the theories as evidence requires, and now being expected to give voice to a statement devised long before the scientific age based upon the beliefs and politics of the early Church.  We should put a warning label on the front of the bulletin: “Thinking in worship may be hazardous to your faith.”

But without thinking, without employing the God-given gift of reason, we leave ourselves wide open to falsehood.  For a long time the Church officially taught that the earth was the centre of the universe, that everything revolved around us.  A bit egocentric, I would say.  I remember a cartoon that showed two goldfish swimming around in a bowl, and one says to the other, “Why, of course, there is a God.  Who else do you think would change our water?”  Maybe the right conclusion, but the evidence does not support it.

Well, Galileo came along and showed that we were not the centre of the universe, and what did the Church hierarchy of the day do?  Change its conception of creation?  No, it punished Galileo.  It dragged him before the authorities and forced him to recant.  Well now, it was only within the last decade, or so, that the Vatican forgave Galileo for being right.  The Church can be slow to employ the gift of reason for its own correction.

I confess that I am embarrassed by the whole battle some Christians have waged to get Creationism and Intelligent Design taught in schools as bona fide science.  I think that those efforts based on a 1920’s Scopes Trial and the biblical literalism which the trial reflected are driving people away from the church.  Sceptics, secularists, the unchurched and the de-churched, all the people who walk past this building every day and never come into this church are being handed a ready-made excuse to stay away.  More than anything that we say to welcome the whole world to this parish, more than any criticism by Methodists of the war in Iraq, more than our support of programmes to keep people dying from AIDS, it is the public face of Christians insisting that the earth is only 10,000 years old and then building a theme park in Kentucky to “prove” it that is turning people away.

Jesus came to take away our sins, not our minds.  Reason is a gift from God, and the direction in which we think can make a difference.  When we think from “the top down” we can get ourselves into trouble.  By “top down” I mean that when we start with a conclusion, that the earth is 10,000 years old because that is result of adding up all the generations listed in the Bible, then we have to skew all evidence to the contrary to make the facts fit the conclusion.  If we believe that then when we go to the Grand Canyon in Arizona and walk down through the mile-deep cut through the earth’s surface, we must reject every step of the way what geologists tell us about what the rocks reveal: the earth is millions of years old, not thousands.  No wonder that a geologist cannot sit still in church if such silliness is not rejected.

Thinking from “the bottom up” is more reasonable.  That is, we start with what we know from living our daily lives and then we draw conclusions from that, conclusions always open to testing and revising.  I am a Christian not because of what my parents told me that was true, but because I experienced unconditional love from a church youth group when I was in high school.  And it was from that base of lived experience that I began to imagine how much greater must God’s love be than that.  

That is the direction of thinking that Jesus often employed when he taught through the use of parables.  Remember the rich farmer who tears down his barns in order to build even larger ones so that he can hoard enough to retire early – relax, eat, drink, and be merry.  And God says, “You fool!  Tonight you die, and all of your earthly possessions will be useless to you.”  And then Jesus concludes, “So it is with those who store up treasures for themselves but are not rich toward God.”

Bottom up thinking, from lesser to greater, from the evidence of life to conclusions, even tentative ones, rather than top down, from absolute conclusions to engineering life to fit those conclusions.

John Wesley would understand such a strategy for faith.  Yes, he believed, as most of us do here today, that the scriptures contain eternal truths that shape our sense of reality.  “God is love” is such a truth.  And yes, the collected testimony of the Church is to be honoured and taken seriously, the tradition.  But, he said, his experience prompts him to realize that the range of human knowledge is very narrow.  We cannot prove the existence God.  Rather, Wesley said, when we talk about God and all things faithful we speak in metaphors and analogies.  When we say “God the Father” it is a figure of speech.  It is a traditional way of attributing power and compassion and protection to a divine being, not of gender.  When we reduce the imagery of metaphor and analogy to the strictness of technical language, we run the risk of our faith becoming flat, earth-bound.  Such has happened to the creationists and the advocates of Intelligent Design.  They have backed themselves into a corner by having to claim that the creator in their theory is not as good nor as personal as the God of the Bible.  They commit one of the great heresies in the history of Christian thought, the Marcion heresy.

Now, my disclaimer: I got a Bachelor of Science undergraduate degree with an English major, which means that I had no idea what I was doing when I entered the university.  I tell you that only to say that I value the rigorous structures of mathematics, logic, and experimentation.  When I get on an airplane I want it to have been designed by an engineer, not a poet.

But, to be honest, I find more truth revealed through poetry than prose, more truth carried by metaphor and analogy than buried in equations.  But what seems to be happening today is that some of the best theology is being done by people who can speak both the languages of faith and of science.  There are astrophysicists today who are describing a universe much grander than anything the authors of Genesis could have imagined, and some of them leave room for God.  Not all.  There is some danger when scientists begin to answer the question “why,” as there is danger when religionists try to answer the question “how.”  But there is no reason why the realms of science and religion have to be at war with one another, or simply estranged from one another.  And where they overlap is at that point where reason is valued.

Some of the biggest breakthroughs in science have come when the scientist has thought “outside the box,” as we say.  Thought poetically.  Imagined what might be the case.  And so it is with theologians, and each one of us is a theologian.  Dissect the word; it means, “thinking about God.”  When we theologians, you and I as professing Christians, perhaps as conflicted as the geologist reciting an ancient creed, when we think outside all the little boxes that we have constructed to confine our faith, to tame it, to domesticate it, we may well experience a revelation, too.

Reason is a gift from God.  Use it, says John Wesley, use it as you read scripture, use it as you retrieve the tradition of the Church, use it as you make sense of your own Christian experience.  Reason may lead you to an even greater faithfulness, if you can imagine that.  Jesus came to take away our sins, not our minds. Amen.
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