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Two weeks ago on a Sunday morning we went live with our new stewardship website and blog, CountingourBlessings.org. We sent out a pre-planned email blast that day at 11:01, during the worship service, thinking we would reach people as they left church or arrived home. Twelve minutes later, at 11:13, to be exact – still during the worship service (probably during the sermon!) – two Westminster members went to the new website and sent in their 2012 pledges. 

Steve Jobs would have appreciated it; they probably did it with an iPhone.

I have no idea whether they were sitting in this room when they sent their pledges, but why not: giving is an act of worship. In a twist on the old hymn: “New technologies teach new duties.”

When we think of the pace of change in our lifetimes, it’s breathtaking. The death of the founder of Apple, if nothing else, should occasion reflection not only on the marvel of his genius but also on the velocity of technological innovation in recent years. Imagine how far we’ve come in such a short time; many of us can even recall when there was no such thing as a personal computer. Steve Jobs helped lead a revolution that now affects every sphere of our lives, even a venerable, old church like Westminster.

Some of you may have read recently of some new discoveries in space – again, made possible by the latest technology that powers computer-driven searches of the sky from powerful telescopes. Astronomers report they’ve found a new planet in the constellation Vela that shows promising signs of being habitable. They’ve given the planet the helpful name HD85512b. Conditions are right on the planet for water, a requisite for any life forms. The planet’s distance from the sun around which it orbits is about right. Some think the temperature may be about like the weather in the south of France. I wonder if there are beaches.

We’ll not likely be paying a visit to our neighbors on HD85512b any time soon; it’s 36 light-years away. Of course, with another computer-driven discovery by physicists that sub-atomic particles called neutrinos might be able to move faster than the speed of light, we could leave today and arrive at the far-flung planet yesterday.

Some argue that technology and science have supplanted traditional systems of faith and become almost creedal in and of themselves. Others say that science and technology have made religion obsolete – as if the truth of religious claims were subject to proof. In response, philosopher Stanley Fish says, 

“If divinity, by definition, exceeds human measure, the demand that the existence of God be proven makes no sense because the machinery of proof, whatever it was, could not extend itself far enough to apprehend God.” (Stanley Fish, New York Times, June 24, 2007)
If anything, science invites us to push ever more profoundly into the mysteries that fuel religion. In our exploring we learn there are some questions that technology can never answer; they are the province of the language of faith. 

To put it another way, poetry is not subject to verification, and yet it still points to real truths. The biblical account of creation, for instance, does not want to compete with biology or geology, nor should we make it do so. Scripture offers a deeper narrative, a story about God and what God does, about humankind and who we are. 

From Genesis we learn that, above all else, God creates: “In the beginning,” it all starts out, “When God created the heavens and the earth…” (Genesis 1:1)
The point of these first lines of the Bible is not to present an substitute for the Big Bang theory or to offer an alternative to evolution, but, instead, to teach us that God is there before the beginning, that all things have their source in God, that God is, in Paul Tillich’s words, “the ground of all being.” 

The creation account in Genesis suggests that merely for the sheer joy and beauty of it, God creates. For no reason other than God’s desire to bring order to the chaos, God creates. Simply to bring something where there is nothing, God creates…

There will be water. There will be light. There will be day and night. There will be dry land. And, eventually, there will be life. That was true on the earth – geologically and biologically and theologically – and it may well be true on planet HD85512b.

God creates – and having created, God then calls it good. There’s an aesthetic at work here. The Creator is more artist than technician. Creation is undeniably beautiful. Students of the hard sciences know this. From super novae and black holes to the smallest of living creatures and their even tinier components, those who study these phenomena see the beauty of the universe. That’s why on each day of creation Genesis keeps repeating the phrase, “…And God saw that it was good…” 

God creates out of an irrepressible impulse toward beauty. God is compelled toward goodness. Creation is the first act of God’s love. 

If the question is, what does God do? The answer is, simply, God loves. We see it in the wonder of the world around us. We see it in the vastness of the universe. We see it in the good order that God brings to the void. 

Our human response to all of this comes best in the poetry of a hymn:

“O God, beyond all praising, we worship you today
and sing the love amazing that songs cannot repay;
for we can only wonder at every gift you send,
at blessings without number and mercies without end:
we lift our hearts before you and wait upon your word,
we honor and adore you, our great and mighty Lord.”

(O God, Beyond All Praising, vs. 1; Words: Michael Perry, 1982, Tune: thaxted)

What does God do? God loves.

Long after the story of Genesis is first told John puts it into his own words in his epistle to the early church: “God is love, he says. “No one has ever seen God; if we love one another, God lives in us, and God’s love is perfected in us.”

If God is love, and if – as Genesis tells us – we are made in the image of God, then we are made to love. John agrees: “Beloved, since God loved us so much,” he writes, “We also ought to love one another.” (I John 4:11-12)
The 14th century English mystic Julian of Norwich reminds us that we are made not merely by God; we are made “of God.” Julian speaks of the “love-longing” that is at the heart of God. That same love-longing resides deep within each one of us. That “love-longing” takes on flesh in Jesus of Nazareth. His life signals to us what we already know: that as surely as love is what God does, so it is what we are called to do – and capable of doing.
This view of human nature – that we are made to love because we are made in God’s image – runs counter to one of the prevailing themes of western Christianity, the doctrine of original sin. From the fourth century on, since the time of Constantine and the spread of Christian empire, the Church has held that humanity is essentially broken and sinful. An old prayer in the Anglican evening liturgy says, “There is no health in us.” (Book of Common Prayer [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press: 1920], p. 227) 

The 16th century Westminster Confession – from our Presbyterian heritage – describes human beings as being “opposite to all good, and wholly inclined to all evil.”

Religion rooted in that perspective, John Phillip Newell says, “Teaches that what is deepest in us is opposed to God rather than of God.” (Christ of the Celts [San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2008], p. 19)

The old Celtic tradition resisted that view of humanity and of our relationship to God. An early Christian teacher from Wales named Pelagius argued against the idea of original sin. In the fourth century, Pelagius said that God’s creation – including humankind – is fundamentally good, and that goodness resides in our innermost places. Pelagius “taught that when we look into the face of a newborn child, we are looking into the face of God freshly born among us.” (Newell, p. 21)
Pelagius was branded a heretic for his unorthodox views, and thrown out of Rome. 

The Celtic tradition is not entirely lost. It survives wherever the goodness of Creation is celebrated and wherever people embrace the wonder of humankind made in God’s image. Westminster is part of a small but growing movement of Christians around the world that nurtures this old view of the Creation and our place in it. This coming Thursday we begin a new season of Evening Prayer in the Celtic Tradition. We will gather at 7PM in the candlelit chapel and, in silence and to the music of the Western Isles, we will remember what the Church forgot for many centuries.

What does God do? The answer to that question directly informs what we do. If we answer by saying that God judges or condemns or lords it over us, then that is where our religion will take us. If we’re fundamentally alienated from God because of what we see as our innately sinful nature, then we’re trying to cut ourselves off from the source of love. 

The Apostle Paul rejects that view of human nature. In his letter to the Romans, he declares with all the confidence he can muster: 

“If God is for us, who is against us?

 Who will bring any charge against God's elect? 

 Who is to condemn? 

            Who will separate us from the love of Christ?” (Romans 8:31, 33-34)
In other words, the Apostle seems to be saying, which will it be: humanity basically incapable of love and therefore not made in the image of God, or humanity essentially made of God and, therefore, called and empowered to do what God does? 

Paul answers the question like this:

“I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.” (Romans 8:38-39)
Christianity is the story of a community trying to love like that, in the way of Jesus, the one who fully embodies the love of God the creator. 

In the midst of a world that’s ever-changing, with innovation and new technologies and scientific discoveries all the time, we still find our core in the worship of God and the care of neighbor. 

We embrace a love as limitless as the ever-expanding universe and as down to earth as a person in need. To live and love within those parameters can be exhilarating, because when we love like that, we are doing what God does. 

Thanks be to God.


Amen.

Prayers of the People - Douglas Mitchell

Good and gracious God, eternal ruler of all nations and lover of all creation, hear the prayers of your people in this congregation and from congregations gathered to worship you across the world.  Strengthen the faithful, arouse the careless and restore those seek forgiveness.  Grant us all things necessary for our common life, and bring us all to be of one heart and mind within your church so that sin will be forgiven, reconciliation accomplished and dividing walls of hostility torn down.  

How great is your love, Lord God, how wide is your mercy!  Never let us board up the narrow gate that leads to life with rules or doctrines that you dismiss.  Give us a Spirit to welcome all people with affection, so that your church may never exclude unexpected friends of yours, who are included in the love of Jesus Christ, who came to save us all.

O God, your love is bigger than our limited imaginations can picture.  You are known to us as I Am, and your being includes everything that is.  We who are gathered here know your love as intimately as we know ourselves.  Your love shown in the gift of your son Jesus teaches us how to love each other, knowing that love is from you.  Teach us over and over that loving each other is our best expression of our love for you.

We celebrate the lives of some who have dedicated their lives to showing your love for all people.  We remember especially the birthday of Bishop Desmond Tutu in South Africa and we remember the civil rights ministry of Fred Shuttlesworth who led the movement in Birmingham and beyond. Their lives spoke vividly to the commitment in love that all people deserve peace and respect as children of God. Help us to learn from their powerful lessons on living in love.

God of healing and comfort, we pray for those in our own community and those beyond it who are ill, who grieve the loss of loved ones, who suffer joblessness and poverty or estrangements from loved ones.  Especially, we hold before you…

O God of hope and new life, help us to celebrate the joy of abundant life as you intend for us.  Through your great love, let all who need you now especially, feel your presence and know your peace, as shown through your son Jesus Christ, who also taught us how to pray… Our Father…

What Does God Do?  


Genesis 1:1-5; Roman s 8:31-35, 37-39; I John 4:7-9, 11-12, 18-21�Timothy Hart-Andersen
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