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Matthew 5:1-12

“I Don’t Believe That, Either”

A couple years ago a new book came out titled “UnChristian: What a New Generation Thinks About Christianity and Why It Matters”.  The book chronicles a three-year study of 16-29 year-olds to discover what they think about Christianity.  The findings are startling.  Three quarters of those surveyed believed Christians are insensitive, hypocritical, judgmental, and anti-homosexual.

The author writes: “It would be hard to overestimate how firmly people reject-and feel rejected by-Christians.  When you introduce yourself as a Christian to a friend, neighbor, or business associate who is an outsider, you might as well have it tattooed on your arm: anti-homosexual, judgmental, hypocritical.  I doubt you think of yourself in these terms, but that’s what outsiders think of you.”  (Dan Clendenin, www.journeywithjesus.net)

Now, we could throw up our hands in protest and say that, obviously, these people know nothing about Christianity.  But the people who were surveyed are basing their feelings on real Christians they’ve met and known.  So this is more than just a misperception; they’re basing their opinions in reality.

In his book The Heart of Christianity (2003) Marcus Borg (of Oregon State University) describes how his students have similar opinions of Christianity. "When I ask them to write a short essay on their impression of Christianity," says Borg, "they consistently use five adjectives: Christians are literalistic, anti-intellectual, self-righteous, judgmental, and bigoted."

Friends, Christianity has an image problem.

Gandhi was once asked, “What is the greatest hindrance to Christianity in India?”  He replied, “Christians.”

Unfortunately, there are a lot of Christians giving Christianity a bad name.  But this isn’t limited to Christianity.  Think of the Muslim extremists who blow themselves up along with their innocent bystanders, all in the name of God.  Good, faithful Muslims shudder at that display of bad religion as much as we shudder at Fred Phelps.  My guess is they also mourn the fact that when most people hear the word Muslim, it’s the extremists who come to mind.  I shudder at the fact that when people hear the word Christian, they think of Pat Robertson.  
As one author wrote, “Bad religion abounds, including close-minded religion, arrogant religion, intolerant religion, and judgmental religion.  You can add to that list religion that tells women they are inferior to men and religion that says science is the enemy of faith.  When I think of all the bad religion out there, especially in the Christian faith, I can relate to Bono’s statement, “Christians are hard to tolerate; I don’t know how Jesus does it.” (“The Answer to Bad Religion is Not No Religion but Good Religion”, Martin Thielen)
So what is the response to bad religion?  Well, some people argue that the answer to bad religion is no religion.  A growing number of “new atheists” argue that since religion can be toxic, we need to get rid of religion altogether.  A series of best sellers—Richard Dawkins’ The God Delusion, Sam Harris’ The End of Faith, and Christopher Hitchens’ God Is Not Great—argue against belief in God and against religion in general and have brought the issue of the existence of God, and what it means to believe in God, into sharp focus . . .and you know what?  People are listening to them, which I find scary, because the new atheists are as fundamentalist as the fundamentalists.
Harris says: “We must stop believing in anything that cannot be verified by science. Faith is the root of all evil. It is not enough to get rid of extremists, fundamentalists, terrorists. ‘Moderate’ believers are equally guilty of the inherently dangerous crime of faith.” Harris thinks that we have to get rid of the idea of tolerance—a thought that sounds a lot like some religious fundamentalists I know.  

While the books differ in approach and focus and in the degree of hostility toward religion, what they do have in common is that the God they reject is not the God in whom thoughtful people believe. The truth is that thoughtful believers shudder when a popular televangelist says that the attacks of 9/11 were allowed by God to punish Americans for feminism and abortion. I don’t believe in that God either, or a God who creates suffering to make a point or arranges natural disasters.

So what is the response to bad religion? It’s good religion.  It’s religion that motivates people to care for others; a religion that provides hope in the face of suffering and grief; a religion that inspires works of art and music; it’s a religion that prods scientists to go further with their studies; it’s a religion that nudges intellectuals to ask more questions; it’s a religion that promotes responsible ethics and high ideals; and it’s a religion that believes that God doesn’t play favorites.

Jesus understood that and thousands of years before him, the prophet Micah understood it.  Unfortunately, not everyone around them understood that.  See, Jesus and Micah faced the same issue that we do today:  the people around them just didn’t get it.  Didn’t get it that God was far more inclusive that they were or perhaps wanted God to be; didn’t understand that God is at work everywhere, working to make the world a better place, not a more judgmental one; and that God really does love and care for each of us and hopes we’ll do the same.

Most people don’t know this, but when Micah states those famous lines of scripture, “What does the Lord require of you but to do justice, to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God,” words that could sum up the whole thrust of scripture, in my opinion . . .when Micah spoke those words to the Israelites  things weren’t going so well.  Well, actually, I take that back . . .things were going really well for the Israelites, almost too well.  They were in the middle of a revival.  The pews were full, Sunday School classes were full, and the offering plates were full.  Their worship was par excellence.  They talked the talk exceedingly well.  But when it came to walking the walk, they fell short.
Really short.

So what we have going on here is actually a courtroom scene.

Yes, God’s taking the people to court.  “Don’t you remember everything I’ve done for you,” God tells them.    “Do you remember Moses and Aaron and Miriam?  Do you remember what the king of Moab devised?  Do you remember how I saved you?  And this is how you say thank you, by stealing land from the defenseless and making money off the backs of the poor?”

To which the people reply, “What shall we do to make amends?  Would you like us to burn an offering, bring you a calf?  Or how about some rams?  How about 10,000 rams?  Or what about my firstborn?  Would you like that to amend for my sins?”

Wow.  10,000 rams?  Your firstborn?  That’s some offering.

But you know what God says to that?  NO.  I don’t want that.  I want you to do the right thing.  I want you to do justice: I want you to be a voice for oppressed people, unprotected persons, widows and foreigners, and to fight for the rights of handicapped persons, minorities, elderly people, poor people, and anyone who is treated as less than God’s child.

I want you to love kindness.  I want you to be as kind to people as I would be to them.
And I want you to be humble.  I want you to listen for my voice, even when it comes from unexpected people and places.  I want you to learn from other people.  

That is what I want, God says.  That is what I require.  You can keep your close-minded, arrogant, intolerant, and judgmental religion.

Thousands of years after that, we have Jesus reiterating Micah’s words in his Sermon on the Mount.  The people still don’t get it.  He’s preaching to the disciples who, even though they just signed up for this gig, are already beginning to have doubts.  You see, just before Jesus begins his sermon, he heals people.  A lot of people.  He sees people with every sort of ailment: mental, emotional, and physical.  He heals them of their diseases and of the bad effects in their lives.  He healed them, every last one.  And they still kept coming.  Every where he went people who needed help came to him. 
By and large the people who needed his help were the bottom rung of society.  “The least of these,” the Bible calls them.  The people Jesus helped were the ones at the bottom of the heap.

Which surprised the disciples, because that wasn’t how religion worked.  Usually the priests helped the ones at the top of the social ladder first and then worked their way down.  But Jesus started at the bottom and worked his way up.  You could say that Jesus didn’t have much patience for close-minded, arrogant, intolerant, and judgmental religion.  What Jesus wanted to do, which is what the prophet Micah wanted the people to do, was make things right.
That is what God wants us to do, too.  God wants us to make things right.  I am becoming more and more convinced that God is more interested in us doing the right things than God is in us believing the right things.  This isn’t to say that what we believe isn’t important; it is.  It’s very important what we believe.  To say that it isn’t is to say that religion doesn’t make any real difference.  And good religion, true religion, the kind we see Micah and Jesus champion, makes all the difference.  It is our belief in Jesus and his mission that compels us to do the right thing.  It is our belief that God loves us and cares for us and cares for the world that compels us to do justice, love kindness, and walk humbly.  If none of that mattered, the world would be more arrogant, close-minded and intolerant than it already is.

But friends, what we DO here matters.  What we DO shows the world what we BELIEVE.  What we do shows the world what good religion is.
And there are countless people in this community and beyond, who have no idea what good religion is.  They have never met the God Jesus introduces us too – 
· a God who seeks the lost 
· and tends the broken, 
· a God who puts mercy ahead of law, 
· and compassion before custom, 
· a God who forgives sinners and 
· welcomes all people to the table.  

This God is who Jesus introduces us to, and this God matters.  In a world that is increasingly divisive and fractious, in a world in which the church is increasingly viewed as hateful and homophobic, this God-who is none of those things- this God who Jesus introduces us to matters and needs to be known.  People need to know what good religion is.  

People need to know that good religion imagines a world free of the tyranny, poverty, loneliness and greed that now hold it captive, because that’s what God imagines.  

People need to know that good religion imagines a world free of the ignorance, arrogance and indifference that suffocates hope, because this is what God imagines.  

People need to know that good religion imagines the hungry fed and the poor satisfied, because this is what God imagines.  

People need to know that good religion imagines a world governed by an urge for compassion rather than a will to power, because this is what God imagines.  

Imagine all this, because this is what God imagines.  

And then, having imagined it, live in accordance with it.  Live it into being.  Because today, more than ever before, people are receptive to vibrant, centrist, open-minded, grace-filled, gender equal, life-giving, moderate/mainline faith.  
The world doesn’t need any more bad religion, it needs good religion and you have it to offer.  
“He has told you, O mortal, what is good: and what does the Lord require of you but to do justice, to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God.”

Amen.
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