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In the ancient world they had a very comfortable view of the cosmos, of the universe.  It was very small.  It would be like this room magnified a thousand times, lets say.  The floor was flat and you would look and see a dome above you and that was solid with windows for the rain to come through.  And it just felt like home.  It was very much like a stadium in that the ground was flat and there was something above you holding you, protecting you.

We have to realize when we read the story of Galileo and how crazy people went when they heard that message that they weren’t really upset that the sun might be the center of the solar system and not the earth.  That was not what was at stake in their concern.  What was at stake was that they had lost that comfortable world; that the universe was much larger and there was no dome.  Even more terrifying, which finally came out with Einstein, is that it is not just very large but that the universe is an open system and our poor little mammal bodies can’t cope with that.

One of the purposes of theology is, when we learn new things about the world, to get back to the sense of the universe being our home.  To know who a human being is, how we fit in the world, and how we fit into nature; that is the job of theology.  Fundamentalism is when we experience those changes and they are so frightening to us that we try to get back to an earlier understanding.  There is no one group that does this--we all do that when we are afraid enough.  We all try to get back to the days when it all worked, or so we think.

I ran across a book some years ago which was very instrumental in developing theology.  It was a philosophy book called Finite and Infinite Games.  It implied the question--In Einstein’s universe how do you do philosophy?  In a closed universe the definitions work and you know the boundaries of things.  But in an open system definitions don’t make sense anymore because definition is finding the boundary of things and infinity doesn’t have edges, which is very disconcerting.  I realized then part of what a symbol can be is something small which opens us to the whole.  Think of a globe, which is a little representation of the world, and you get a sense of it, but it is important to remember that is not really the world.  Somebody would be really in bad shape if they thought that was the world.  But do you realize that is what has happened to our idea of God?  God was a finite symbol of the infinite.  In modern theology God has be reduced to that definition.  God is now a being inside the universe that you are supposed to believe in.  That is bad trouble.

Here is another example of what a symbol should do.  A symbol opens us outwards to life.  It looks like a definition but it is actually more like a membrane that gives a sense of relationship to everything else.  Have you ever taken a tangerine and flipped it inside out so you could eat the fruit better?  That is what a symbol does.  It helps us realize that the sacredness we are looking for is bigger then we are.  And so reducing it down to human compass is not what is going to help us.  It may make us feel safer, but it is that same sense of safety that takes place when you put a cover over your head.  Not real good if there is a burglar in you house.

So what Paul is going to do to a group of people is to try to get that across.  People whose religion has caved in on them--he is going to try to open them up.  But I need to tell you beforehand that he is not opening them up into the suck-hole that theology has become in our day.  He was not trying to say that your irrational, limited god is wrong and my limited, irrational God is right.  I think if we follow the story you will see that there is something much better happening there.  But the idea of repentance is problematic because the way it has been taught is that you should be ashamed of yourself.  You feel bad and God will say, “Okay, I would like to smack you, but I won’t.”  It is a beautiful theological doctrine (laughter).  This repentance is different.  It is saying that the world which is described by your fear and craving is a false world; it will never make you safe.  The word repentance in Greek, metanoia, really means ‘to change mind’, to change how you look at things.  It is that wonderful feeling when you stop grasping at life and realize that you can dissolve back into it.

Remember that feeling you had when you were learning to swim as you were flailing trying to grab the water and you realized, “wait a second, the water holds me up.”  What Paul is saying is that we can have that attitude for all of life.  When we are looking for something permanent, something solid, something definitional and we think if we don’t grab it we are going to die, what Paul is saying is, “Well you are going to die, but the life within you is something deeper and broader than possibly you realize.”

He goes to a hill in Athens.  Now the people here may be some of the smartest people in the world, great philosophers, some of the best, some of the best politicians.  Democracy was born out of this area.  This hill gets the credit for a lot of things.  It is the Mars Hill, the Hill of Ares.  But even really smart people can become irrational.  And this temple to the unknown god has an interesting story to it.  There was a plague.  Remember how crazy people became with 9/11?  Even really smart people came up with really strange calculations and sometimes the more rational you are within terror the crazier you get because you are not questioning the irrational assumptions beneath your terror.

They had a plague and all the wise people said, “We need to bring in an expert.”  We all know experts come from somewhere else right?  You have worked in a company before; you know that all the experts come from the outside.  If you don’t know where somebody came from then they seem smarter.  So they brought in this guy who looked at it, and while smoking his pipe and said, “This is very simple.  Go to the gods and see who is mad.”  So they went to each of the different temples.  They had hundreds of different temples and said, “Are you mad at me?  Are you?  Does this make you happy?”  And they kept making sacrifices, but none of that worked; the plague continued.  So the guy with the pipe said, “This is very simple.  There is a god that you don’t know about.”  So scientifically he brought sheep that were hungry and scattered them on a hill and where the sheep didn’t eat the grass but just laid down that is where they built the temple to the unknown god.

It was also a beautiful image too.  Wouldn’t it be wonderful if every church had a little place that honored the gods outside our theology?  So that is what that temple could be.  But Paul goes along and instead of saying, “You are stupid.  You need to become Christians you poor little idiots.”  He said, “I see that you are very religious.  I see this temple here to an unknown god--well that is who I am coming to talk to you about.”  It was brilliant.  But please know that he wasn’t saying that the limited, sectarian view of Christianity is the unknown god.  He was talking about that wisdom, intelligence bigger than any human religion.  If we don’t know that, this is isn’t going to make sense.  It will take us to a very bad place if we think that these poor little people, because they were sectarian and ignorant, were wrong but our brand of sectarian ignorance is right.  That is not where the train is going.

Instead of undermining them he said, “Keep the pacifier in your mouth.”  Have you ever tried to take the pacifier out of a baby’s mouth that doesn’t want you to take it?  The baby is not getting any milk from the pacifier right?  But that used to work.  And sometimes what used to work is as close as we think we can get to happiness or truth, so we hold on to it.  We are so afraid of letting go and anyone who tries to pull it from us makes us crazy.  That is what it is to try to do religion with us when we are in that fundamentalist fear state.  And every one of us gets there.  So instead of pulling at it he accepted their little holy space and then he started creating this room to grow.  He said, “That is a nice pacifier but I notice it doesn’t have any milk coming out of it.  Did you notice that?”  Here is how he said that.  He said, “You know this is a beautiful house for God that you have built, but do you really think that God needs a house?  If God did make the world, did make you, do you think God really needs you to build the house?”  And of course they said no.  At some level we know that.  At some level we know that the images of God that we create are not God.  But we forget that.

Notice how he says not just statues but images of thought.  What he is saying is that unless you have the Presbyterian idea of God, it is completely wrong (laughter).  Don’t you think that is what he meant--that our idea is ok but everybody else’s was…oh you think not?  Everybody’s particular idea of the universal has to be wrong by definition.  Does that make sense?  That a particular idea of the universal--if you don’t recognize it as a symbol, a little touchstone that puts you in touch with the universal rather than being the universal, is an idol.  Whether it is a stone statue or the Westminster Confession of Faith, it is an idol.  When you have defined God, you have blasphemed the intelligence that undergirds everything.  So they may not be as happy with that but he brought up the ambiguity and the deeper wisdom in every one of them.

Tolstoy had a great line.  He said, “The clearer your idea of God the further you are getting away from the fountain of your own life.”  Does that make sense?  That the clearer you are reducing God from the sacred to your ideas, the further you are getting from that ambiguity that gives us life.  Human beings love mystery but we hate ambiguity; unfortunately they are the same thing.  Mystery is when we are thinking about ambiguity and we love that.  But when we have ambiguity in our life it can terrify us.  If you could get into someone’s heart, a fundamentalist’s heart, which is your own heart when it is afraid, you would realize that fundamentalists don’t hate gays and lesbians.  They hate ambiguity.  They are terrified when their definitions are questioned.

The more you think your words your ideas are the sacred the more that fear is a part of your life.  Einstein said the same thing.  When a physicist said that “the universe is not only stranger than we do think, it is stranger than we can think” Einstein said, “The clearer your ideas about the universe are, the more removed they are from reality.”  Only symbols.  And symbols are just touchstones but that is what we need.

Now unfortunately the word repentance has come to be dealt with shame.  Think of transformation, think of that moment when you learned to swim, if you did, and realize that what is being talked about is reducing that fearful knot that you call yourself and relaxing, dissolving into the whole of things.  It is not grabbing God or grasping truth, it is relaxing and dissolving into the whole.  The difference between this and the abundance gospel is that the abundance gospel is saying that the universal can be something that the particular can get in control of.  You can have the universal if you just think the right way and raise the consciousness level.  In theology that is called the demonic; when you think your particular ego can get in control of the ambiguity, of the mystery.  All of us try to do that.  The reason Paul tacks the resurrection on to this is that resurrection is the life that is deeper than your own personal life; it is there before you and it is there after in Paul’s thought.  What it is saying is that you die into this and you dissolve into this.

In Hindu theology it is said that the search for God or the scared is like a salt doll looking for the ocean.  If it finds it, it will have to dissolve into it.  For Christ who is universally human to be born, Jesus who is particular has to die.  And that is a symbol for you.  You notice Paul says WE are children of God?  Even if the Church has never said that to you that is THE message.  You are a child of God and Paul says it right here.  And the purpose of Jesus is to give a particular expression of that universal truth that when we love the children of God, which is every one of you, we have a window into God.  But we can’t grasp it.  No one of us has it.  But if we share it then it comes through us.  That statement he makes which is so beautiful, “In God we live and breathe and have our being” could also be interpreted that out of this sacred we live and breathe, that the breath I am taking right now is coming from a fountain that goes down into the very core of things.  Every breath is a gift.  The breath you are breathing now, the breath you are about to breathe is coming from that fountain of life and is a pure gift.  If we don’t know that then we go looking for God or we go looking for our path.  How are you going to find something that is everywhere?  You can’t.  How do you find the source of your own being?  By being yourself.

So what Paul has done in a way is set it up where people who think they are lost find themselves.  If you think the sacred is outside of you then you are lost by definition.  When you think of setting your path and living your life what Paul is saying is to start where you are.  The little shack that you built for God to live in, whatever it is, is okay as a starting place.  Whatever image of God that puts you in touch with the sacred is okay as a starting place, but then notice the ambiguity there.  You start with your pacifier of choice but then you notice there is no milk coming out of this anymore.  Then you ask questions like, “Does God really need the Apostle’s Creed?  Does God really need the machinery of the church?”  No.  We need that sacred and we live out of that.  The transformation happens, the repentance happens, whatever you want to call that wonderful moment, when we stop grasping for the sacred and have the trust to dissolve back into it.
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· protecting and restoring the integrity of all God’s creation, and 
· bringing hope to those Jesus called the least of his sisters and brothers,
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