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An extraordinary event took place in Minneapolis last Tuesday evening. Central Lutheran Church hosted a multi-faith service in support of religious respect and tolerance. It was the most diverse gathering of religious leaders I’ve ever experienced. 

The Opening Procession began with a child of Westminster carrying a candle down the aisle – Michael Thomas. We entered solemnly, the Catholic priests in their clerical finery, the Lutherans in their white albs, the rabbis in their yarmulkes and shawls, the Muslims in their suits and little hats, the Buddhists and Baha’is and Baptists all in their customary attire, the Hindus in their saris, the Unitarian with a simple stole, and, of course, the Presbyterians in their black robes. 

The religious leaders that night – all Minnesotans – came from Africa, from Asia, from the Americas, and from Europe. It felt as if our celebration of World Communion were happening early and had expanded beyond anything we could have imagined. Those whom God loves this whole world over were present in that sanctuary.

During the service there was no watering down of each tradition. Often that happens – we “fudge” a bit to be more inclusive at interfaith events, praying “in the name of the Holy One,” rather than “in the name of Jesus,” for instance. But not last Tuesday. Those who spoke or prayed did so as if they were at home, in their own settings. I passed “the peace of Christ” to the rabbis and imams in front of me; they offered “Shalom” and “Salaam” in return. We honored each tradition that way. 

At the end of the service we all stood – some 75 of us – across the front of the sanctuary and joined the congregation in a closing litany for peace. Arrayed there, we looked like a United Nations of faith, which, of course, is why we had come: to show our unity and mutual respect in the face of religious intolerance. 

A Muslim woman emailed the next day to say she had wept through the entire service, from the procession to the closing litany, moved by the expression of support. 

I found myself weeping, also, simply witnessing this authentic presentation of the varied ways we worship and pray. And I found myself wondering about the human need for an experience of the Holy – in every culture, in every time and place, the human need to trust something larger than ourselves, the human need for God.

The 19th century philosopher William James wrote about the “varieties of religious experience.” Although James never resolved for himself the question of whether God existed, he did claim that in every individual there exists the “will to believe.” James himself was not certain about God, but he had no doubt whatsoever that the search for God, the hunger for God, the longing and thirsting after God, is a basic part of human nature.  

The urge to know God comes naturally to us, but it is not confined to one particular way. That was evident last Tuesday.

This week the Pew Research Center released a study of religion in America. They found that atheists and agnostics know more about religion than any other single group – including all those who actually practice religion. The findings make a compelling case for education in our churches, not to mention paying closer attention in worship, but we can get so caught up in the study of religion that we keep faith at bay. Often it seems we specialize in arms-length religion, as if church should merely help us learn about faith. What ought to concern us here is not simply that people would know about God, but that people would come to know God. 

And so we arrive at the second question of our worship series this year: How do we know God?
The answer, I suppose, depends on whom you ask. The Hindu finds God by moving through various levels of spiritual consciousness toward Nirvana.  The Muslim finds God by embracing the prayerful disciplines of Islam. The Unitarian searches for deeper meaning in the poetry of enlightened sages. The Buddhist finds God by emulating the way of the Buddha. The Jew trusts that God will be known in the reading of Torah. The Baha’i looks for the truth of every religious tradition.

What about us, in the Christian community? 

We begin with scripture, especially we Protestants; we start with the sacred texts, which contain the unfolding revelation of God. Our knowledge of God begins where the Bible does – in the story of Creation.

“Then God said,” we read in Genesis, ‘Let us make humankind in our image, according to our likeness.’ … So God created humankind in God’s image, in the image of God, God created them; male and female God created them.” (Genesis 1:26-27)
Many of us perceive the presence of the divine in the splendor of the world around us. Who cannot sense the Holy in the beauty of these cool, clear, stunning autumn days?  We know exactly what the old hymn means when it says,

“This is my Father’s world.

He shines in all that’s fair;

In the rustling grass, I hear him pass,

He speaks to me everywhere.”

(This Is My Father’s World, Maltbie Babcock, 1901; vs. 2)

But the texts of our tradition do not teach us that the creation bears the imprint of God; it is humanity that does. “In the image of God, God created them, male and female.”

In spite of the wonder of the created world, and notwithstanding our appreciation of the Holy in it, we discover the image of God most decisively in human beings. How do we know God? We know God through our encounter with human life; God is revealed to us through the joy and wonder of the human condition, the pain and suffering of real life. 

“When I look at your heavens, the work of your fingers,” 

the psalmist writes, 

“the moon and the stars that you have established; 

what are human beings that you are mindful of them, 

mortals that you care for them? 

Yet you have made them a little lower than God, 

and crowned them with glory and honor.” (Psalm 8:3-5)
We are made a little lower than God, in the words of the poet, created in the likeness of God. Every human being – look around this room and marvel at it – every human being bears the imprint of the Almighty. Our knowledge of God begins with that assertion in scripture. 

The Christian faith has a uniquely incarnational quality to it. God may be incomprehensible mystery, in terms of grasping the enormity of the divine, but at the same time, God is as close to us as our neighbor, as near to us as our own heartbeat. 

When John says in his gospel that “the word became flesh and dwelt among us,” he is saying basically the same thing as Genesis: God’s image is implanted in the human being. The early church, in fact, called Jesus “the second Adam.” No one more perfectly reveals God to us than the new human being, Jesus, born of Mary.

How do we know God? We cannot experience God apart from our own human nature. “Without knowledge of self,” Calvin wrote, “there is no knowledge of God, (and) without knowledge of God there is no knowledge of self.”  (Institutes of the Christian Religion, 1559; Ch. I, Bk. I, 1, 2)

If we know God through our encounter with human life, then it matters supremely how we view and interact with those around us; how we treat the other is how we treat God. To put it another way, knowing God changes us. We can no longer live in the human family as if the stranger were anything other than God. That is why Jesus says the first commandment – to love God – is just like the second, to love neighbor.

How do we know God? We know God when we live in human community in ways that honor the image of God in each and every human being. Our culture these days is replete with examples of how we dishonor and violate the image of God in others – in our hyper-polarized politics, our lack of tolerance for those different from us, the hatred that seethes so close to the surface, our bullying of others. 

Our experience of God comes through relationships, what Jewish philosopher Martin Buber called the essential I-Thou of life. In so many ways we give evidence that our generation, with its ruined relationships and fractured society, is losing contact with a love that is bigger than any of us. Have we given up on God? 

That’s why last Tuesday’s service moved me so powerfully. In that gathering I saw the image of God. It was in the Hindu singing a prayer. It was in the Muslim chanting the text. It was in the Baha’i speaking of hope. It was in the rabbi telling a story. It was in the priest quoting St. Francis. It was in the faces of the congregation in their shared desire for peace.

The most profound moment for me came when the Buddhist invited us to join her in silent mediation. She encouraged us to sit up and begin to breathe deeply and slowly. I was curious as to how everyone would react to this invitation, and then there was a rustling as the Somali Muslims straightened their backs, the Jewish families sat up, the Protestants adjusted their posture, the Hindus shifted in their saris. 

She invited us to close our eyes in the quiet. Gradually I sensed that we were breathing together, all of us, in and out, the same sacred air, opening ourselves to the Holy by whatever name we call it. In the silence it was as if we ourselves became the very presence we were seeking, as if God had come as close as those sitting around us.

How do we know God? That’s not only a good question; it’s the right question for our time.

We answer it today, on world communion, as we come to the table to share this meal, imagining the whole human family, the entire inhabited earth, meeting us there. 

In our gathering we shall come to know God. 

Thanks be to God.

Amen.

Great Prayer of Thanksgiving – Rev. Douglas Mitchell – 8:30 worship
Blessed are you, strong and faithful God.  All your works, the height and the depth,

echo the silent music of your praise.  In the beginning your Word summoned light,

night withdrew, and creation dawned.  As ages passed unseen, waters gathered on the face of the earth and life appeared.  When the times at last had ripened and the earth grown full in abundance, you created in your image man and woman, the stewards of all creation.  You made humankind in your image, giving us the dignity and worth due your children.  You gave us breath and speech, that all the living might find a voice to sing your praise, and to celebrate the creation you call good.

All holy God, how wonderful is the work of your hands!  When sin had scarred the world, you entered into covenant to renew the whole creation. As a mother tenderly gathers her children, as a father joyfully welcomes his own, you embraced a people as your own and filled them with longing for a peace that would last and for a justice that would never fail.  Through countless generations your people hungered for the bread of freedom.  From them you raised up Jesus, your Son, the living bread, in whom ancient hungers are satisfied.  He healed the sick, though he himself would suffer; he offered life to sinners, though death would hunt him down. But with a love stronger than death, he opened wide his arms and surrendered his spirit.  Death could not bind him, for you raised him up in the Spirit of holiness and exalted him as Lord of creation.

Eternal God, let your Holy Spirit move in power over us and over these earthly gifts of bread and wine, that they may be the communion of the body and blood of Christ, and that we may become one in him.  Then, at last, all peoples will be free and all divisions healed.  

Holy comforter, healing Spirit, grant your peace to those who are sick, and to those who grieve this morning.    We pray that your healing touch be felt by those who are in the hospital and those recovering from illness or surgery…

God of comfort, stand with those who sorrow for the death of loved ones…  

And as we remember your great love, we pray together the prayer that Jesus taught us, Our Father…

Great Prayer of Thanksgiving – David Liddle – 10:30 worship
All praise to you, God our Creator, for by your Word and Spirit you made the heavens and the earth, filled them with life and declared everything good.
All praise to you, God our Redeemer, for sending prophets, apostles, teachers, and martyrs, inspired by your Spirit to speak the word of life, and when the time was right, for becoming fully human in Jesus Christ.  


All praise to you, God our Helper; as wisdom, you inspire us to speak the truth; as power, you strengthen us to do justice.  


O God, you are the giver of life.  On this World Communion Sunday we pray for the church in the whole world.  Sanctify its life, renew its worship, give power to its witnessing, and restore its unity.  Heal the divisions separating your children from one another, and strengthen us in the unity which the Spirit gives.

O God, you love justice and establish peace on earth.  Send your Spirit to renew the face of the earth; teach us to be compassionate toward the whole human family.  Lead all nations into the path of peace and give us the peace which the world cannot give.


Bring your peace to all in this community and congregation who are in need.  We pray for healing for those who are sick, justice for the oppressed, and comfort for all who grieve.  Especially today we remember Nancy Moehle and family in the death of her father, Fred, and also the family and friends of Lillian Wallis.


O God, send your Holy Spirit upon us and these gifts, that all who eat and drink at this table may be one body and one people, a living sacrifice in Jesus Christ.  Through this meal unite us with the risen Christ so that we may give ourselves for the life of the world.  Through us bring good news to the poor, release to the captives, recovery of sight to the blind, and freedom to the oppressed.  Give us the power to work for justice that all the world may be filled with peace and joy.  This sacrifice of praise and thanksgiving we offer you, eternal God, through Jesus Christ, in the unity of the Holy Spirit, one God forever and ever.  


Now, with your sons and daughters of faith, in all times and places, and with all the heavenly host, we praise you with joy…

“How Do We Know God?”


Genesis 1:24-27; Psalm 8
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