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On Organized Religion 
February 4, 2007 

Hebrews 11:37-12:2 
 
As you know, the sermon you get on any given Sunday comes less from the lectionary, which (as a very low-
church Protestant) I generally ignore, than from whatever has been happening in my classes and my life.  Today 
is another one of those.   
 
I have been teaching a new class that involves religious beliefs.  Much of the reading for that class has been from 
writers who argue that religious thinkingÑ all of it: fundamentalist Christian and Muslim, mainline religions, 
Hinduism, all of itÑ is wrongheaded and harmful in the world.   The specific form of the modern argument is 
generally that humans are made of atoms, and everything in us (including our brains) operates by chemical 
processes; and, since religion is not the sort of thinking that discovered the biochemistry of the brain, it has 
become an old, discredited way of thinking.  WhatÕs more, we can now see (the argument goes) that people have 
actually argued and fought over religion: the Byzantine wars between Christians and Muslims; the wars between 
Protestants and Catholics; the current tensions between Hindu and Muslim in some places and between Jewish 
and Muslim and Christian and Muslim in other places.  But if there were no more religion, there would be 
nothing left to kill or die for (as John Lennon put it).  And so, many authors critical of religion look forward to a 
time when people will be well-educated, understand their science, have good jobs, drive comfortable cars, and 
never again think or worry about God or scriptures or sin or their souls. 
 
Now, as I have told you from time to time, I think these criticisms (like most criticisms) can be very salutary, 
and we should take them seriously.  Religious people, like all other people, have a tendency to get mentally lazy 
and self-satisfied.  American car manufacturers, for example, have gone through at least two stages of sneering 
at silly little Japanese cars.  For a while they have been able to appeal to many American customers by sneering 
at concerns about fuel efficiency and saying, ÒYeah, but look how little those things are!Ó  Twice now, they have 
learned (or should have learned) that fuel efficiency really is important and canÕt be laughed off.  American cars 
get better when Ford and GM take seriously the challenge posed by Japanese cars. 
 
In a similar way, I think that religious people can get lazy and self-satisfied, but we should not.  So, I encourage 
us to take seriously the critics who accuse us of bad thinking.  Modern critics particularly accuse Christians of 
believing uncritically in the Bible and of using it to make outrageously wrong scientific claims. For example, 
sometime between the publication of CopernicusÕ On the motions of the planets (De Revolutionibus) in 1546 and 
Martin LutherÕs death 3 years later, Luther dismissed CopernicusÕ notion that the earth revolved around the sun: 
ÒA foolish notion,Ó Luther blustered.  ÒEven a fool should know,Ó he went on (referring to an Old Testament 
story) Òthat Joshua told the sun not the earth to stand still.Ó  And so, with a sweep of his hand and a slurp from 
his beer stein over dinner, Luther dismissed the long, disciplined observations of generations of astronomers, 
and CopernicusÕ years of mathematical calculations.  Scientific critics are right when they accuse religious 
peopleÑ at least when they criticize ChristiansÑ of getting lazy, complacent, self-satisfied and pompous; when 
they say we have made foolish, authoritarian claims based on the Bible.  I have tried to speak to this problem 
quite a bit over the years. 
 
These critics also dress up some very old commonsense arguments against organized religions that you donÕt 
have to be an academic or a scientist to understand.  Religious leaders often use religious faith to gain money 
and political power.  They often hide their own immorality under a cloak of hypocritical moralism.  They often 
divide neighbor against neighbor by picking on one sin over another: Religious teachers, for example, often 
ignore the injustice and greed of their largest contributors while warning that God will send disastrous 
hurricanes or earthquakes on a city because of the homosexuals or drug addicts.  Twenty-first century 



Steve Hays, Ohio University, all rights reserved 
Downloaded from www.beforechristmaspress.com 

2 

psychological manipulatorsÑ would-be versions of Jonathan EdwardsÑ terrify children and adults alike with 
their version of Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God, suspending people over the eternal abyss of a fiery hell by 
a thin string.  You have heard these same criticisms.  You have probably thought many of them. 
 
At any rate, IÕve been thinking through the various lines of criticism directed at religion.  And, I should note, I 
myself am not much inclined to defend religion.  To my mind the word tends to bring suggestions of 
superstitious beliefs: the need for holy water and charms; prayers to saints; people thinking they are better than 
others because their name is on some church roll.  I donÕt do much Òjoining.Ó  IÕm still neither a Methodist nor a 
Presbyterian.  I come here because this is my community, and you are my neighbors, and I am honored to join 
you in trying to follow God the best we can.  But I have no particular interest in joining any organized religion.  I 
have in a sense joined this organized religion, but it has nothing to do with wanting to be religious.  In fact, I am 
among you despite my aversion to organized religion. 
 
So, IÕve been thinking quite a bit lately about religion and its critics.  And because I have been discussing these 
matters with my students, I have come to realize how amazingly few of them have ever attended a church, 
synagogue, or any other religious meeting. Many of them think of religion only as the critics describe it: 
ignorant, superstitious, hypocritical, judgmental, manipulative, power hungry.  Many of my students 
contemplate the possibility of attending church with the same sense of horrified disgust that most people would 
reserve for the notion of getting infected with gonorrhea. 
 
And it isnÕt just students.  Friday night I enjoyed a wonderful evening of academic discussion with a couple of 
dozen colleagues in fields like English, philosophy, linguistics, and history.  These are, I should point out, really 
good people: smart, decent, caring people; people who devote themselves to their students and try to make the 
world a better place.  Many of them have children whom they dearly love and whose character they try to shape 
to be as virtuous and courageous as possible.   
 
As I spoke with them, though, many of them looked like amputees to me: people trying to get through life with 
one leg and whatever stick they have been able to find to lean on.  They struck me as gallant, admirable people 
struggling to make progress towards the good, but crippled in their attempt because they were missing a leg.   
 
The critics of religion have often made this observation about religious people (though sometimes less 
charitably).  Religious people, the critics say, are arrogantly certain in their dogmatism, lacking the capacity for 
self-examination, self-criticism, and self-doubt.  They have their book and their tradition, and in their book and 
their tradition they find unquestioned and unquestionable truth.  ThatÕs what the critics see in all religion, and I 
think that is what one sees in the Pat RobertsonÕs and Jerry FalwellÕs of the world; and in the Osama bin LadenÕs; 
and lots of others we might mention.  Religious people who lack the capacity for self-criticism are like one-
legged walkers who can make only tortured progress through life, improving only in response to outside 
criticism. 
 
The colleagues I spent Friday evening with do not lack this leg of self-criticism.  They have books and traditions, 
of course.  They know ancient books, medieval books, renaissance books, Victorian books, modern books, post-
modern books; not to mention movies, operas, and television shows.  They know traditions: many different 
philosophical traditions, many different literary and historiological traditions.  And they criticize them all.   
 
They believe in justice, but they quickly recognize that there are a million different conceptions of justice.  
Mention PlatoÕs notion of justice, and they will quickly identify some very questionable elements in its 
intellectual foundation.  Mention Jesus and they will quickly point out that in view of the recent scholarship in 
the non-canonical gospels, itÕs not at all clear that we know just what Jesus said about anything.  Mention Paul, 
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and they will quickly interject, ÒOh, right!  But this was the very man who forbade women to teach or have any 
intellectual standing when men are present.Ó  Mention Jefferson, and it will be something else.   
 
Indeed, it appears to me that they criticize them all with a kind of pathological fervor.  They submerge every 
idea they encounter into the acid bathÑ not just a purifying bath of hydrochloric acid that will eat away the 
dross and leave the gold.  When they are done with the hydrochloric, they turn to nitric and sulfuric.  And if 
there is still anything left, they mix the hydrochloric and the nitric together into something that will dissolve 
even gold.  And then, when it has all been dissolved, they congratulate themselves on a job well done: 
Everything is gone; everything can be disassembled; the life can be stripped from every grand idea.  They seem 
to have no sense of why they should criticize.  They seem embarrassed by the very notion that someone might 
seek to criticize an idea as a metallurgist seeks to refine the impurities from gold: in order to obtain the pure 
stuff, gold itself. 
 
Careful critical thinking is a kind of solvent.  Its purpose should be to dissolve false ideas, superstitions, bad 
motivesÑ all the stuff that makes the world worse.  Some of my colleagues have forgotten its proper purpose and 
so have found ways to dissolve even what is good.  Their critical leg has dissolved the leg of confidence, trust, 
faith in the good. 
 
And so, as I sat and spoke with these colleaguesÑ good people, as I say; all of them very, very smart; a few of 
them, perhaps, even as brilliant as they imagine they are; educated, hardworking, caring people; people who love 
their children and will try their best to bring their children up wellÉ   As I sat with them, I thought of you and of 
the many millions of other ordinary Christians who come to church and are told that God loves all people and 
that all people ought to love one another as brothers.  I thought of you and realized how much more fortunate 
you are than many of my colleagues. That is not to say that you have got it all together or even that you 
necessarily believe the Gospel we proclaim here.  You, all of us, doubt the good news sometimes, but the church 
does not quit saying it.  Even in its darkest days during the past 2000 years the church has never completely 
obscured that messageÑ that God loves people.  And ordinary people have heard that message.  Simply by 
dropping in on organized religion they have found something to hang on to that gave real and proper meaning 
to the world and that guided them as they nurtured their children.   
 
Many times in the history of the church people have lurched along on the one leg of belief, lacking the balance 
and proper opposition of intellectual criticism.  But for all their wrongs and faults, participants in the Christian 
tradition have never lacked a sense that there is such a thing as right and wrong, good and bad, just and unjust.  
And they have never failed to hear that all the evil must finally come out in the wash and the good be left clean 
and pure because God will see to it.  Some Christians may have said their prayers in terror of a psychopathic 
God who would barbecue them for all eternity, but they said their prayers, asking for forgiveness for wrongs, 
deliverance from evil; and they knew even as they prayed that they must forgive their enemies.   
 
I donÕt know much about what goes on in Jewish synagogues or what is said in sermons by Muslim imams or 
about Indian ashrams and the teachings of Buddhist monks.  But I do know this much about organized religions 
of all kinds: They have a very deep root.  Generation after generation after generation ordinary people have 
come to those traditions, overwhelmed by the confusion and evil in their lives, and the teachers in those 
traditions have found things to say to them, building on what they learned from their teachers.  In all those 
traditions, no doubt, there have been foolish and wicked teachings.  And in all those traditions, no doubt, people 
have eventually been compelled by the outrageous wrongness of some traditional teaching to criticize it, declare 
it wrong, and assert things that seem better and truer.   
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I am not making a very grand claim for organized religion, but I am suggesting that virtually any organized 
religion is better than going it alone.  There is considerable mystery or even irony involved in explaining why.   
 
All this time I have been following the critics of religion in accepting the notion that modern thinking criticizes 
traditional thinking.  And that is true: When I contemplate the insistence by the author of Leviticus that there 
was a time when God demanded that a couple be Òcut off from their peopleÓ if they sleep together during her 
period, I am compelled by my own sense of intellectual and spiritual integrity to disagree.  I simply cannot 
believe that God once held to such a view and then either changed his mind or grew up.  I think the author of 
Leviticus was wrong.  So, thereÕs a sense in which we moderns criticize the religious tradition.   
 
But the opposite is also true: The religious tradition also criticizes us.  When Jesus tells the story of the Good 
Samaritan and then says, ÒGo and do thou likewise,Ó that story becomes an acid bath for my life and beliefs, and 
the dross of many of my pretenses gets dissolved in it.  Nor is it just acid baths regarding love and generosity 
(which are so easily palatable in our time) that the Christian tradition exposes my life to.  It also challenges me 
about less acceptable thingsÑ like my sexual behavior and thoughts, my determination to secure a stable 
retirement income, my desire to be respected and liked, happy and well-adjusted, my conviction that I am a 
good person, even my affection for higher education and the contempt for ignorance that can come with it. 
 
All religious traditions by their very definition retain and hold dear past ideasÑ some of which we moderns will 
regard as mistaken, but others of which will convict us of wrong.   
 
My colleagues have been trained by the very young tradition of modern thinking to respect diversity of opinion.  
It is very easy for that belief in diversity to extend to different races, nationalities, and sexualities, but not to 
extend to the people of the past.  Older notions of morality and wisdom can very easily be dismissed as outdated 
whenever they begin to criticize the modern faith a little too much: Those silly people after all thought the sun 
went about the earth and may even have owned slaves.   
 
I said earlier that my colleagues struggle to get around on the single leg of criticism without any traditional 
belief.  I might just as truly have said that they struggle to get around on the single leg of modern belief without 
the leg of traditional criticism.   
 
I suspect that in some ways the kid growing up in a Pakistani village and being educated in a madrasa, 
memorizing and believing the Koran will be better off than the children of some of my colleagues who will grow 
up reading Renaissance Italian literature, knowing the traditions of the Tao and the Buddha, and believing none 
of it.  There is such a thing as being trapped in the past and being unable to hear the thoughts of the present.  I 
suspect that the converse is a much more common danger: the danger of being trapped in the modern world 
with no trusted voice from the past, challenging us to remember what really matters. 
 
The author of Hebrews offers us a sense of how at least some early Christians dealt with religious tradition in a 
changing world. He addresses Jewish Christians who have necessarily rejected many of the things that Jewish 
religion and scripture had taught them: As he writes this letter, the Temple in Jerusalem has been destroyed, and 
the LawÕs requirements for sacrifices, feast days, and ritual purification seem somehow no longer right.  
JudaismÕs ancient warnings against mixing with impure people have been overthrown by the early churchÕs 
acceptance of Samaritans, magicians, eunuchs, persecutors, Roman soldiers, uncircumcised GentilesÑ everyone.  
And so, many Jewish Christians must have wondered whether they should not simply cut themselves off from 
their Jewish roots and declare themselves ÒmodernÓ first-century Christians.   
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But the author of Hebrews does not do that.  He makes the sort of move that I think Jesus was suggesting when 
he said, ÒI have not come to destroy the Law, but to make it complete.Ó  He accepts that time and change 
dissolve the dross of externals that Jews may once have mistaken for gold.  The author of Hebrews reviews all of 
Jewish history from the creation to very recent times, and he urges his readers to see what he sees: not infallible 
laws, timeless ceremonies, divinely required celebrations, but a God who loves his people and people who dared 
to believe that God would give them the unseen things they really hoped for: that they could become better 
people, that that they could do good things with their lives, that God would make them truly the people he loves, 
his children.  
 
The author of Hebrews writes of the nameless followers of Jewish religion: 
They were stoned to death, they were sawn in two, they were put to the sword, they went about clothed in skins of 
sheep or goats, deprived, oppressed, ill-treated.  The world was not worthy of them.  They were refugees in deserts 
and on the mountains, hiding in caves and holes in the ground.  All these won GodÕs approval because of their 
faith; and yet they did not receive what was promised, because with us in mind, God had made a better plan, that 
only with us should they reach perfection. 
 
Brothers and sisters, I cannot even begin to tell you how fortunate we are to have this simple organized little 
group to meet withÑ with its roots extending back 2000 years to our Lord and his earliest followers and back 
another many centuries to Jewish prophets and priests who longed for God as the source of what is true and 
right.  ThereÕs a lot of weakness and silliness in our traditionÑ much in recent centuries, rather less perhaps in 
its very early stages.  But there is also much wisdom, courage, and goodness.   
 
What a privilege we have to take our own flawed place in this flawed tradition of struggling believers!  Centuries 
from now our names will not be remembered, but we will have become part of the long tradition, and we will be 
remembered just as we now remember the nameless people who through the centuries have dared to hope for 
the unseen goodness of GodÑ the God, we believe, who wants so fervently to bring goodness into peopleÕs lives 
that he was willing to enter the world and suffer in the person of Jesus; who has assured us through the 
resurrection of Jesus from the dead that good will certainly not be destroyed by evil.   
 
Brothers and sisters, we do not stand alone, surrounded only by modern people whose thoughts are full of 
WalMart and retirement funds and car loans.  To the contrary, all the people who have ever loved God join us 
here and watch our lives.  Or so says the author of Hebrews: 
 
With this great cloud of witnesses around us, therefore, we too must throw off every encumbrance and the sin that 
all too readily restricts us, and run with resolution the race which lies ahead of us, our eyes fixed on Jesus, the 
pioneer and perfector of faithÑ who, for the sake of the joy that lay ahead of him, endured the cross, ignoring its 
disgrace; and then took his seat at the right hand of the throne of God. 
 
This may not look like much, Brothers and Sisters, but our little piece of organized religion is richly, richly 
blessing us.  It challenges us even more than we challenge it.  It  keeps us, and it will keep us, in very good 
company.  Praise be to God! 


