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Asyou know, the sermon you get on any given Qunday comeslessfrom thelectionary, which (asavery low-
church Protestant) | generally ignore, than from whatever has been happening in my classesand my life. Today
isanother one of those,

| have been teaching anew classthat involvesrdigiousbeliefs. Much of thereading for that class has been from
writerswho arguethat religiousthinkingN all of it: fundamentalist Christian and Muslim, mainlinereligions,
Hinduism, all of itN iswrongheaded and harmful in theworld. The specific form of themodern argument is
generaly that humansare made of atoms, and everythingin us (including our brains) operates by chemical
processes, and, sincereligion isnot the sort of thinking that discovered the biochemistry of the brain, it has
become an old, discredited way of thinking. What@more, we can now see (the argument goes) that people have
actually argued and fought over religion: the Byzantine wars between Christiansand Mudims, the wars between
Protestants and Catholics; the current tensionsbetween Hindu and Mudim in some places and between Jewish
and Mudim and Chrigtian and Mudim in other places. But if therewereno morerdigion, therewould be
nothing left to kill or diefor (as John Lennon put it). And so, many authorscritical of religion look forward to a
timewhen people will be well-educated, understand their science, have good jobs, drive comfortable cars, and
never again think or worry about God or scripturesor sin or their souls,

Now, as| havetold you from timeto time, | think these criticisms (like mogt criticiams) can be very salutary,
and we should takethem serioudy. Reigiouspeople, likeall other people, have atendency to get mentaly lazy
and sdf-satisfied. American car manufacturers, for example, have gone through at least two stages of sneering
at slly little Japanese cars. For awhilethey have been ableto appeal to many American cusomers by sneering
at concerns about fud efficiency and saying, Oreah, but look how little those things are!O Twice now, they have
learned (or should havelearned) that fud efficiency really isimportant and can®be laughed off. American cars
get better when Ford and GM take serioudy the challenge posed by Japanese cars.

In asimilar way, | think that religious people can get lazy and sdlf-satisfied, but we should not. So, | encourage
usto take serioudy the criticswho accuse us of bad thinking. Modern critics particularly accuse Christians of
bdieving uncriticaly in the Bibleand of usng it to make outrageoudy wrong scientific claims. For example,
sometime between the publication of CopernicusdDn the motions of the planets (De Revolutionibus) in 1546and
Martin Luther@death 3 yearslater, Luther dismissed CopernicusOhotion that the earth revolved around the sun:
QA foolish notion,OLuther blustered. @Even afool should know,Ghe went on (referring to an Old Testament
sory) @hat Joshuatold the sun not the earth to stand still.O And so, with asweep of hishand and adurp from
hisbeer gein over dinner, Luther dismissed the long, disciplined observations of generations of astronomers,
and CopernicusQyears of mathematical calculations. Scientific criticsareright when they accuserdigious
peoplel at least when they criticizeChrigtiansN of getting lazy, complacent, salf-satisfied and pompous; when
they say we have madefoolish, authoritarian claimsbased on the Bible. | havetried to speak to thisproblem
quiteabit over theyears.

These criticsalso dressup some very old commonsense arguments againg organized religionsthat you don®
haveto be an academic or ascientist to understand. Reigiousleadersoften usereligiousfaith to gain money
and political power. They often hidetheir own immorality under acloak of hypocritical moralism. They often
divide neighbor against neighbor by picking on onesin over another: Religiousteachers, for example, often
ignoretheinjustice and greed of their largest contributorswhilewarning that God will send disastrous
hurricanes or earthquakeson a city because of the homosexualsor drug addicts. Twenty-first century
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psychological manipulatorsN would-be versions of Jonathan EdwardsN terrify children and adultsalikewith
their verson of Snnersin theHands of an Angry God, suspending people over the eternal abyssof afiery hell by
athin gring. You have heard these samecriticisms. You have probably thought many of them.

At any rate, |®@e been thinking through the variouslines of criticism directed at religion. And, | should note, |
myself am not much inclined to defend relgion. To my mind theword tendsto bring suggestions of
supergtitious beliefs: the need for holy water and charms; prayersto saints, peoplethinking they are better than
othersbecausetheir nameison some church roll. 1 don®do much Qoining.O1@n still neither aMethodist nor a
Presbyterian. | come here because thisismy community, and you are my neighbors, and | am honored to join
you in trying to follow God the best we can. But | haveno particular interest in joining any organizedrelgion. |
havein asensejoined thisorganized religion, but it hasnothingto do with wanting to bereligious In fact, | am
among you degite my aversion to organized religion.

So, | @e been thinking quite abit lately about religion and itscritics. And because | have been discussing these
matterswith my students, | have cometo realizehow amazingly few of them have ever attended a church,
Synagogue, or any other religious meeting. Many of them think of religion only asthecriticsdescribeit:
ignorant, supergtitious, hypocritical, judgmental, manipulative, power hungry. Many of my students
contemplate the possbility of attending church with the same sense of horrified disgust that most peoplewould
reservefor the notion of getting infected with gonorrhea.

And it isn®just students. Friday night | enjoyed a wonderful evening of academic discusson with a couple of
dozen colleaguesin fiddslike English, philosophy, linguigtics, and history. Theseare, | should point out, really
good people: smart, decent, caring people; people who devote themsavesto ther studentsand try to makethe
world abetter place. Many of them have children whom they dearly love and whose character they try to shape
to beasvirtuousand courageous aspossible.

As| spokewith them, though, many of them looked like amputeesto me: people tryingto get through lifewith
oneleg and whatever stick they have been ableto find to lean on. They struck me asgallant, admirable people
struggling to make progress towardsthe good, but crippled in their attempt because they were missing aleg.

Thecritics of rigion have often made thisobservation about religious people (though sometimesless
charitably). Religiouspeople, thecriticssay, arearrogantly certain in their dogmatism, lacking the capacity for
sf-examination, sdlf-criticism, and self-doubt. They havether book and their tradition, and in their book and
their tradition they find unquestioned and unquestionabletruth. That@what the criticsseein al religion, and |
think that iswhat one seesin the Pat Robertson@and Jerry Falwell@of theworld; and in the Osama bin Laden@,
and lots of otherswe might mention. Religious peoplewho lack the capacity for sdf-criticism arelike one-
legged walkerswho can make only tortured progressthrough life, improving only in responseto outsde
criticism.

The colleagues| spent Friday evening with do not lack thisleg of sdf-criticism. They have booksand traditions,
of course. They know ancient books, medieval books, renaissance books, Victorian books, modern books, post-
modern books; not to mention movies, operas, and televison shows. They know traditions: many different
philosophical traditions, many different literary and historiological traditions. And they criticizethem all.

They believein justice, but they quickly recognizethat thereareamillion different conceptions of justice.
Mention Plato@notion of justice, and they will quickly identify some very questionable dementsin its
intellectual foundation. Mention Jesusand they will quickly point out that in view of therecent scholarship in
the non-canonica gospels, it@not at all clear that we know just what Jesus said about anything. Mention Paull,
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and they will quickly interject, GDh, right! But thiswasthe very man who forbade women to teach or have any
intellectual standing when men are present.O Mention Jfferson, and it will be something else.

Indeed, it appearsto methat they criticizethem all with akind of pathological fervor. They submerge every
idea they encounter into the acid bathN not just a purifying bath of hydrochloric acid that will eat away the
drossand leavethe gold. When they are donewith the hydrochloric, they turn to nitric and sulfuric. And if
thereis gill anything left, they mix the hydrochloric and the nitric together into something that will dissolve
even gold. And then, when it hasall been dissolved, they congratulate themsalves on ajob well done:
Everything is gone; everything can be disassembled; the life can be sripped 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 criticizean ideaasametalurgist seeksto refinetheimpuritiesfrom gold: in order to obtain the pure
stuff, gold itsdlf.

Careful critical thinkingisakind of solvent. Itspurpose should be to dissolve false ideas, superstitions, bad
motivesN all the stuff that makesthe world worse. Some of my colleagues have forgotten its proper purpose and
30 have found ways to dissolve even what isgood. Their critical leg hasdissolved the leg of confidence, trudt,
faith in thegood.

And 0, as| sat and spoke with these colleaguesN good people, as| say; all of them very, very smart; afew of
them, perhaps, even asbrilliant asthey imagine they are; educated, hardworking, caring people; people who love
their children and will try their best to bring their children up wellE  As| sat with them, | thought of you and of
themany millions of other ordinary Christians who cometo church and aretold that God lovesall peopleand
that all people ought to love one another asbrothers. | thought of you and realized how much morefortunate
you arethan many of my colleagues. That isnot to say that you havegot it all together or even that you
necessarily believe the Gospd we proclaim here. You, al of us, doubt the good news sometimes, but the church
doesnot quit sayingit. Even in itsdarkest days during the past 2000yearsthe church hasnever completdy
obscured that messageN that God loves people. And ordinary people have heard that message. Smply by
dropping in on organized reigion they have found something to hang on to that gavereal and proper meaning
to theworld and that guided them asthey nurtured their children.

Many timesin the history of the church people have lurched aong on the one leg of belief, lacking the balance
and proper opposition of intelectua criticism. But for all their wrongs and faults, participantsin the Chrigtian
tradition have never lacked a sense that thereis such athing asright and wrong, good and bad, just and unjust.
And they have never failed to hear that al the evil mugt finally come out in the wash and the good be |€eft clean
and pure because God will seeto it. Some Christiansmay have said their prayersin terror of a psychopathic
God who would barbecue them for all eternity, but they said their prayers, asking for forgivenessfor wrongs,
deliverance from evil; and they knew even asthey prayed that they must forgive their enemies.

| don®know much about what goes on in Jewish synagogues or what issaid in sermons by Mudim imamsor
about Indian ashramsand the teachings of Buddhist monks. But | do know thismuch about organized religions
of all kinds. They have avery deep root. Generation after generation after generation ordinary people have
cometo those traditions, overwhelmed by the confusion and evil in their lives, and theteachersin those
traditions have found thingsto say to them, building on what theylearned from their teachers. In all those
traditions, no doubt, there have been foolish and wicked teachings. And in al thosetraditions, no doubt, people
have eventually been compelled by the outrageous wrongness of some traditional teaching to criticizeit, declare
it wrong, and assert thingsthat seem better and truer.
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| am not makingavery grand claim for organized religion, but | am suggesting that virtually any organized
religion isbetter than goingit aone. Thereisconsiderable mystery or even irony involved in explaining why.

All thistime| have been following the critics of religion in accepting the notion that modern thinking criticizes
traditiona thinking. And that istrue: When | contemplate the insistence by the author of Leviticusthat there
was atime when God demanded that acouple be Qut off from their peopleQif they seep together during her
period, | am compelled by my own sense of intellectual and spiritual integrity to disagree. | Smply cannot
believe that God once held to such aview and then either changed hismind or grew up. | think the author of
Levticuswaswrong. o, there@a sensein which we modernscriticizethe rdigioustradition.

But the oppositeisalso true: Thereigioustradition also criticizesus. When Jesustélsthe story of the Good
Samaritan and then says, G5o and do thou likewise,Gthat story becomesan acid bath for my life and beliefs, and
the dross of many of my pretensesgetsdissolved in it. Nor isit just acid bathsregarding love and generodgty
(which areso eadly palatable in our time) that the Chrigtian tradition exposes my lifeto. It also challengesme
about less acceptable thingsN like my sexual behavior and thoughts, my determination to secure a stable
retirement income, my desireto be respected and liked, happy and well-adjusted, my conviction that | am a
good person, even my affection for higher education and the contempt for ignorancethat can come with it.

All religioustraditions by their very definition retain and hold dear past ideasN some of which we modernswill
regard asmistaken, but others of which will convict usof wrong.

My colleagues have been trained by the very young tradition of modern thinking to respect diversity of opinion.
It isvery easy for that belief in diverdty to extend to different races, nationalities, and sexualities, but not to
extend to the people of the past. Older notionsof morality and wisdom can very easily be dismissed asoutdated
whenever they begin to criticizethe modern faith alittletoo much: Those silly people after all thought the sun
went about the earth and may even have owned daves.

| said earlier that my colleagues struggleto get around on the singleleg of criticism without any traditiona
belief. 1 might just astruly have said that they struggleto get around on the singleleg of modern belief without
theleg of traditional criticism.

| suspect that in somewaysthekid growing up in a Pakistani village and being educated in amadrasa,
memorizing and beieving the Koran will be better off than the children of some of my colleagueswho will grow
up reading Renaissance Italian literature, knowing thetraditions of the Tao and the Buddha, and believing none
of it. Thereissuch athingasbeingtrapped in the past and being unable to hear thethoughts of the present. |
suspect that the converseisamuch more common danger: the danger of being trapped in the modern world
with no trusted voice from the pagt, chalenging usto remember what really matters.

Theauthor of Helrews offersusa sense of how at least some early Christiansdealt with religioustradition in a
changing world. He addresses Jawish Christians who have necessarily regjected many of the thingsthat Jewish
religion and scripture had taught them: Ashewritesthisletter, the Templein Jerusalem hasbeen destroyed, and
the Law@requirementsfor sacrifices, feast days, and ritual purification seem somehow no longer right.
Judaism@ancient warnings against mixing with impure people have been overthrown by the early church®
acceptance of Samaritans, magicians, eunuchs, persecutors, Roman soldiers, uncircumcised GentilesN everyone.
And s0, many Jewish Christiansmust have wondered whether they should not smply cut themsalves off from
their Jawish roots and declare themsalves GnodernCfirst-century Christians.
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But theauthor of Helrewsdoes not do that. He makesthe sort of movethat | think Jesuswas suggesting when
hesaid, @ have not cometo destroy the Law, but to make it complete.O He acceptsthat time and change
dissolve thedross of externalsthat Jaws may once have mistaken for gold. Theauthor of Helrewsreviewsall of
Jewish history from the creation to very recent times, and he urgeshisreadersto see what he sees: not infallible
laws, timeless ceremonies, divindy required celebrations, but a God who loves his people and people who dared
to believe that God would give them the unseen thingsthey really hoped for: that they could become better
people, that that they could do good thingswith their lives, that God would make them truly the people heloves,
hischildren.

Theauthor of Helrewswrites of the namelessfollowers of Jawish religion:

Theywere sonedto death, theywere sawn in two, theywere put to the sword, theywent about dothedin skinsof
sheepor goats deprived oppresed ill-treged Theworld wasnot worthy of them Theywererefugeesn deeits
and on themountains, hidingin cavesand holesin theground. All theewon God®approval be@use of their
faith; and yettheydid not re@ive what was promised be@ausewith usin mind, God had made a better plan, that
only with usshould theyreach perfecion.

Brothersand sigters, | cannot even begin to tell you how fortunate we areto have thissmple organized little
group to meet withN with itsroots extending back 2000yearsto our Lord and hisearliest followersand back
another many centuriesto Jewish prophetsand priests who longed for God asthe source of what istrueand
right. There®@alot of wesknessand sillinessin our traditionN much in recent centuries, rather less perhapsin
itsvery early sages. But thereisaso much wisdom, courage, and goodness.

What aprivilege we haveto take our own flawed placein thisflawed tradition of struggling believers Centuries
from now our nameswill not be remembered, but wewill have become part of thelong tradition, and wewill be
remembered just aswe now remember the nameless people who through the centurieshave dared to hopefor
the unseen goodness of GodN the God, we believe, who wants so fervently to bring goodnessinto people®lives
that hewaswillingto enter theworld and suffer in the person of Jesus, who hasassured usthrough the
resurrection of Jesusfrom the dead that good will certainly not be destroyed by evil.

Brothersand sisters, we do not stand aone, surrounded only by modern people whose thoughtsarefull of
WaMart and retirement fundsand car loans. To thecontrary, al the people who have ever loved God join us
hereand watch our lives. Or so saystheauthor of Helrews

With thisgrea doud of witnesesaround us, therefore,wetoo mug throw off every encumbrance and thesn that
all too readily redrictsus, and run with reslution therace which liesahea of us our eyesfixedon Jess, the
pioneerand peffecor of faithN who, for the sake of thejoy that lay ahead of him, erduredthecross igroringits
diggrace;and thentook his sed at theright hand of the throne of God.

Thismay not look like much, Brothersand Ssters, but our little piece of organized religion isrichly, richly
blessngus. It chalengesuseven morethan we challengeit. It kegpsus, and it will keep us, in very good
company. Praisebeto God!

Seve Hays, Ohio University, all rightsreserved 5
Downloaded from www.beforechristmaspress.com



