

I BELIEVE IN GOD
You would probably not be this far in this book if you didn't believe that you believed in God. But this important basic belief must be examined in light of the theology caught these days. You may say, Skeptical Reader, "What do we need theology for? Let's get on with the practical implications of what we believe. Actions speak far louder than theology." 

And again, Skeptical Reader, I agree with you. "Faith without works is dead", and theology without works is putrid. But we need good theology, if only to answer bad theology.

The traditions of the church teach that God is the creator. He is transcendent (which means He stands outside creation.)  Jesus was His Son, (the Son ship was a metaphor, or myth, that Jesus Himself used to describe their relationship.) The trinity, the idea that God is one Being in three persons, has challenged man's conceptual abilities ever since Jesus' baptism, when God the Father spoke to Jesus, and the Holy Spirit appeared bodily as a dove.

It helps me to think about the fact that I am sometimes an employee, to my boss, sometimes the boss, to my employees, and sometimes husband, to my wife.  All of these "persons" I am act differently, perform different functions, and even think different thoughts, while being the same person.

Jesus died for the sake of we humans, who were alienated (made into aliens, like we were from a different planet) by our sinful nature, and overcame death, was resurrected, and therefore changed human beings in the eyes of God so that we could be reconciled, become His friends again. This friendship (not between equals, but between creature and Creator) was the reason for which we were created.

This understanding of God and His plans has some important implications. The first is that time is linear, that creation has a beginning, then a series of improving changes, and then an end. God doesn't experience time this way. He sees it all at once. It’s as if we experience a path in the woods on which we walk one tree and rock at a time, but he experiences it all at once, as if He were reading a map or looking at the whole forest from a satellite. He knows how time feels, though; that is one of the reasons for His incarnation (literally, to become meat) as Jesus. God the Creator experienced Creation as a creature when he became incarnate as Jesus.

One of the aspects of this ending of linear time is judgment, when some of God's creatures, most notably we humans, will experience our eternal natures instead of the nature we have experience in time of changing through time. As our eternal nature is made clear, so will our destiny. Some of us will have chosen, through God's grace, to spend eternity with God. Others of us will have resisted that Grace, insisted on being equals with God, and will experience eternity separated from God. The process of this choice is called morality. Morality is primarily a structure of thoughts, and attitudes, and, secondarily, behavior, which we can understand but not undertake without divine help, or grace. Morality, achieved through grace, allows harmony with God. This harmony, or the lack of it, results in either salvation or damnation.

It is in morality, which is the end of our thinking about God, not the beginning that we see the beginning of gad theology, or what we have called in this book "making a virtue out of original sin." Let's take the "new morality" backwards, and see what it pretends to teach us about God.

In the new understanding of morality, morality becomes a structure of thoughts, attitudes and primarily behaviors which allow us to live in time in harmony with each other. We live "morally" out of our own self-interest in getting along, and therefore, morality changes as our situation changes. Some of these changes are very seductive, because they appeal to our reason. It is wrong for a man to steal, but is it wrong to steal food when your family is hungry? It is wrong to lie, but if a misstatement of the truth saves someone from being hurt, is it still wrong? It is wrong to kill, but if killing one person saves other lives, is it still wrong?

We live by grace, not by law. We can't keep the law, anyway.  Jesus broke the "law" about healing on the Sabbath. Shouldn't we break the law when we have to keep, in our own minds, a higher law?

Shouldn't we break the law when keeping it results in a greater wrong? Therefore, doesn't morality exist only as something we learn? And since different cultures teach different morals, do morals exist at all?

The best thing for each of us is not to live in harmony with God- and anyway, that's impossible.  The highest good for each of us is different for each of us. We should live in a way that best expresses our individual talents, end needs. Our selves are all we have; we should be the best self we can.

Therefore time begins and ends with each of us. It exists in the capsule of our individual lives, and we should live as fulfilling a life as possible in that capsule.

Jesus becomes our model for this. He was the most self-fulfilled, self-actualized person that ever existed, and should be our model for self-fulfillment.

When Jesus talked about God, He was talking about a peak experience of the totality of nature. God was Jesus' way of talking about the best experiences of the Oneness of creation. When Jesus talked about "I and the Father are one", he was talking about how Jesus was so fulfilled that he was One with the universe.

Therefore God and the Creation are the same thing. God is not a creator; He is an expression of the Universe.

You see, careful reader, why it is important to have theology.

What do you mean when you say K believe in God?

How do you know what you should mean when you say that you believe in God?

Charles Schultz has hip "Peanuts" character, Linus, say, "It doesn’t matter what you believe, as a long as you're sincere." There is some truth so this, too. You know about God by knowing God, through worship, and prayer, and meditation.

Many people have worshiped, and prayed, and meditated. Their experience comes to us from the past as tradition, and comes to us now in the community of believers. That is one of the many reasons that it is important to be actively involved with a group of fellow Christians.

But both personal knowledge and traditional knowledge take shape from Scripture. The new theology teaches us that Scripture is just one of many revelations of the "peak experiences" of many different cultures. They teach that Scripture tells the story of a tribal piety of a people called the Jews. This story shows how God changed from the old books of the Bible to the newer books, from a thunder god like Zeus to a more human God.

Instead, Scripture is v reliable revelation of God's own nature, plans, and purposes. It is progressive, but God doesn't change; the people He chose for his revelation change under the impact of that revelation. Scripture has both a human and a divine aspect to it.

Our beliefs about Scripture are fundamental to our beliefs about God. Some people believe that Judaeo-Christian Scripture is simply a collection of writings about the tribal deity of some nomads called the Jews. The priests of these Jews even manipulated this scripture so the people would make the priest' lives' better.


As we shall see later in the book, witness is a way that God teaches us about Him. Other people's experience of God is important to us, and our experience is important to other people. The Jews, as God's chosen people, provide such a witness. There are about 2.5 million people on earth who call themselves Jews. History tells us (from sources other than Scripture) that they have been a distinct people for at least 3,000 years. A similar population, in size and history, are the Hairy Ainu, who populate the northern islands of Japan. (I can't think of any other people with as much history and as small a population.) How many Nobel prizes have been won by Jews? How many by Ainu? The Jews have been persecuted for centuries, in fact, exterminated on an industrial scale, yet their influence on the world has been entirely out of proportion to their numbers. By this witness alone, perhaps we should pay thorough attention to their "tribal deity."

Some people say that every word of this scripture was given to a series of inspired people to write down.

 The nature of this inspiration was to make each word written down literally true. This literalism implies that the authors of the Bible were perfect as they wrote down their inspired words. It ignores the fact that the inspiration may have been to write down images rather than actual happenings. It also ignores the limitations of language, which, after all, is a human rather than a divine invention. For instance, the Hebrews used the words "forty days and forty nights" to describe a long time, much like my son says that it takes "a million years" to drive to his grandparents' house.

Scripture itself tells us that it absolutely contains the answers to some questions, but not all questions. For instance, Hebrews 1:1, 2 tells us, "In the past God spoke to our forefathers through the prophets at many times, and in various ways, but in these last days he has spoken." Scripture leaves no doubt that Jesus is central to salvation. "I am the way, the truth, and the light. No one comes to the Father except through me. If you really knew me, you would know my Father as well."(John 14:6, 7) And later in that same chapter, "The words that I say to you are not just my own. Rather, it is the Father, living in me, pho is doing his work." (John 14:10b.) Jude speaks very directly to our subject, in the third verse of his letter. "Dear friends...I felt I had to write and urge you to contend for the faith that was once for all entrusted to the saints."(italics mine)

But scripture recognizes some unanswered questions, and imperfect understanding. Paul tells as in Corinthians 13:12, 13 "Now we see but a poor reflection as in a mirror: then we shall see face to face. Now I know in part; then I shall know fully." Biblical prophecy is important, but not perfect.  "Dear friends, now we are children of God, and what will be has not yet been made known."(1 John 3:2) In fact, what is unknown is joyously unknown, because it results from the fact that creation is recreated. "Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come." (2 Cor. 5:13)

This new beginning is based on Christ, who broke into creation from the outside, in the Incarnation. (See Peters’ summation at Acts 10:38-43.) He is God the Creator visiting and redeeming his people. Those people were prepared for the visit by Holy Scripture. Christ died, he rose from the dead, thereby defeating death, and then sent his Holy Spirit to us to guide us from that beginning.

Those of us who understand scripture literally are right in their insistence on truth. In our times, to insist on truths is seen as presumptuous at best, fanatical and intolerant at worst. Truth nonetheless exits, and it exists uniquely in Scripture.

But a literal understanding is not necessary for our preparation for the Messiah. In fact, to insist that creation dates from 2; 30 on April14, 4044 B.C., is to raise unnecessary hindrances to salvation for many to whom Genesis can be understood as true without being literal. I pray that all who witness to the world can insist on the truth of Christ crucified and resurrected with the shibboleth of literalism.

 We do well to remember Paul’s' advice: "Accept him whose faith is weak, without passing judgment on disputable matters." (Rom. 14:1)

Matters that are not disputable are all too common in our society, and our church. I t is indisputable that false teaching abounds in both.

J.A.T. Robinson published a book titled "Honest to God" in the mid-sixties. It sold a million copies in three years, making it the best-selling book of theology in modern times. Robinson, a bishop in the Episcopal Church, set out a "new understanding" of scripture, and God, that is devastating iv unchallenged.

Robinson borrowed from Rudolph Bultman, a courageous anti-Nazi German theologian the idea that scripture is best understood as a "prescientific mythology" which hides existential truths ( an existential truth, simply put, concerns man's inherent responsibility for fashioning himself, in a world that has no purpose or meaning.)

He also borrowed from Paul Tillich, another intelligent and articulate German theologian, the idea of God as "the ground of being". No Tillich, God was the "ground" that made the "circuit" of creation function. But a ground is part of a circuit, not its creator. To Tillich, God is part of creation, an expression of "the ecstatic character of the world."

The result of Robinson bringing these ideas together is that God changes as we as individuals, and we as a culture, or church, change, and that we must actively change Him or Her so that God conforms to our individual or social needs.
The Old Testament was written in a patriarchal (based on a father's authority) society. It is in a patriarch's best interest to keep women submissive, and powerless, and a patriarch would conform God to the patriarchs' needs for this submission. Monism (God is one with Creation) therefore forces a redefinition of scriptural authority. Scripture is not only irrelevant; it is repressive, and evil.

        
Human dignity, and ecology, therefore neatly become the sole property of the monists, whsle centuries of Christian preaching about stewardship, and the emancipation of slaves, and the ending of suttee burials in India, all of which resulted from orthodox Christian teaching, are ignored.

If God is creation, creation becomes a body in which we dwell; therefore it is more proper to call God Mother than Father, because we dwell in Her womb. To deny that God is "only male" in that His love is never nurturing, is silly.  But to deny Him the power to describe himself using a male idiom is dangerous.

The danger is to ourselves, for a community which is to ne "the bride of Christ" cannot be a community, a communion, if some of us, blessed by the Holy Spirit with grace to believe, are condemned by others of us who prefer their own reason to grace is narrow, intolerant and antiquated. No mission of the church can continue in the face of this kind of division.

Human scholarship and reason are wonderful things. But they must always be checked against Scripture, and tae witness of Church tradition, because they are products of a fallen human mind.

The issue is who is at the center of the universe-Jesus, or ourselves, God, or society?

Where is our hope- in ourselves, or in God?


Exercise
Look at your results from the first exercise. Do you say that you believe in God? What did you say about God? If you looked at a creed, what does "very God of very Goo" mean? Is God outside of creation, or port of it? How did you come to believe what you believe?

What do you believe about Scripture? Is Scripture a reliable way of learning about God? Is personal experience better than Scripture in knowing God? How can you personally experience God?

Is the Bible different than the Koran of the Muslims, the Book of Mormon, or the Vedas of the Hindus? Since we are mostly products of Western civilization, is it imposing our culture on the rest of the world to expect them to believe in "our" Bible?

How can we know whether or not to believe scripture? What does Scripture say about scripture? Is scripture true? Do you believe they are literally true in every detail? Is "perfect" the same as "true"?

How much time do you spend reading scripture? Should you spend more, or less How much time to do you spend trying to know God personally?

What have you got to do that is more important?

�- �One explanation for the reason that Cain's sacrifice of grain was not acceptable to God, while Abel's sacrifice of meat was,(Gen.4:4,5) was that the priests got to eat the sacrifices, and wanted to make sure they got enough meat. This is presented, along with other exigesis, as a legitimate, and equally sound explanation, in some major schools of theology.


�- �We need to hear how related the words inspiration and spirit are. They are also related to respiration. The formation of our words, and our thoughts, witness to the nature of the Holy Spirit.


�- �Shibboleth is a word that Jews pronounced one way and Samaritans another. Therefore, the way one pronounced the one minor word became a way of judging a person completely.


�- �See Smith, Stephen M. "Speaking the Christian God: The Triune God and the Challenge of Feminism" Eerdmans.





