Rev. Dr. Anne Bain Epling

Faith Des Peres Presbyterian Church

March 13, 2011

Lent 1

Matthew 4:1-11

“(Don’t) Gimme That Old Time Religion”

Way back in 1859, Charles Darwin startled the world by publishing his famous book On the Origin of Species, which laid out his theory of evolution. You may know that at the end of his life, Charles Darwin was an atheist. However, that was not always the case. Darwin was raised in the Anglican Church and even considered becoming a clergyman. So, what caused him to renounce Christianity? 

Many people believe Darwin renounced Christianity because of his belief in evolution. But that's incorrect. To the end of his life, Darwin insisted that evolution was completely compatible with Christian faith. Neither science nor evolution caused Darwin to reject Christianity. It was bad theology caused Darwin to become an atheist. When his beloved daughter died at the age of ten, Darwin blamed God, which Eventually led him to stop believing in God altogether. He simply could not believe in a God that killed off ten-year-old children. I don't blame him. I don't believe in that kind of God either. There are other examples of how bad theology undermined Darwin's faith. So In the end it wasn't science but bad theology that caused Darwin's atheism.

Unfortunately, there's still a lot of bad theology out there, and it causes people to lose their faith and leave the church.  Which is why Martin Thielen, a United Methodist minister, wrote the book “What’s the Least I can Believe and Still be a Christian?” It’s the book I’m using as the basis for my sermons during Lent.  But don’t let the title deceive you.  Martin isn’t trying to get by with a minimalist approach to Christianity.  In fact he’s very serious about our faith and spends the bulk of the book talking about what is important.  And I’m going to spend the bulk of Lent talking about what is important. 

Only today will we discuss what you don’t need to believe to consider yourself a Christian.  Martin lists 10 of them and they are:

1.  God causes cancer, car wrecks and other catastrophes.  You don’t need to believe that God caused the earthquake in Japan.  If it brings you comfort to believe God did, that’s fine.  But if you question why God would cause the death of innocent people, that’s OK.  You can still consider yourself a Christian.

2. Good Christians don’t doubt.  If this were true I would have left the church a long time ago.  Frederick Buechner called doubts the “ants in the pants of our faith”.  They keep our faith awake and moving.

3. True Christians can’t believe in evolution. If someone ever asks you how you can possibly believe in evolution when the Bible clearly states the world was created in 7 days, tell them to turn to Genesis chapter 3.  They might be surprised to learn that there is a second creation story in the Bible that is completely different than Genesis 1.  

4.  Women can’t be preachers and must submit to men.  Don’t even get me started on this.

5.  God cares about saving souls but not about saving trees.  I think it’s fair to say God was the first environmentalist.  See Genesis chapter 1-and yes it’s possible to say that and still believe in evolution.

6.  Bad people will be left behind and then fry in hell.   Left behind theology is bad theology and should be left behind, OK?

7.  Jews won’t make it to heaven.  I think we can leave the decision making up to God.  Not to mention the fact that there are some Christians I have a hard time seeing make it through the pearly gates.  (Fred Phelps, I’m thinking of you.)

8.  Everything in the Bible should be taken literally.  

9.  God loves straight people but not gay people.  I think it’s safe to say that God loves all people.

10.  It’s OK for Christians to be judgmental and obnoxious.

Now, you might be thinking, we know all of that, Annie.  We don’t believe any of those things, either.  But friends, there are people out there who think these 10 things are fundamental to the faith.  

In the book’s preface, Thielen tells a story about meeting Danny, a young man who introduced himself to Thielen by declaring that he was an atheist because he doesn’t believe the Bible, doesn’t like organized religion, and can’t stand self-righteous, judgmental Christians.

Thielen and Danny became good friends and over the course of a year of friendship and conversations, Danny came to learn that he wasn’t opposed to Christianity as much as he was opposed to how Christianity is packaged.  He doesn’t want to believe those 10 things I just listed off that some loud mouth Christians claim you need to believe. 

I don’t think Danny is alone.

In a recent episode of the popular television show, Glee, several high school students explain why they are turned off by Christianity. From their perspective, the church is down on gays, women, and science. When you add to that the arrogant and judgmental attitude found in many religious-right churches, it’s easy to see why people are put off by religion. The thing is, if the only faith options are fundamentalism or no religion-which many people think are the only options, people are opting for no religion. 

In a 2009 report studying the religious identity of Americans, the number of people who checked “no religion” as their identity grew from 8% to 15%, which means that there are now as many people with no religious preference as there are Baptists, which is the largest Protestant group in the US.  The authors of the report state upfront on page 1 that the “The challenge to Christianity in the U.S. does not come from other religions” But from Christians themselves.  (American Religious Identification Survey by Barry A. Kosmin and Ariela Keysar, Summary Report, March 2009) Highlights, p. 1).

People are leaving Christianity for the same reason Danny rejected it, because of how it’s packaged.  

People are leaving Christianity these days because it is so closely aligned with fundamentalism, judgmental attitudes, and self-righteousness.  People are leaving Christianity because these days there’s a misperception out there that says you need to leave your brain at the door when you come to church.  And last not but not least, people are leaving Christianity because they’re tired of an all or nothing, black or white approach to faith that leaves little if no room for doubts. 

And you know what?  I don’t blame them.  Because I don’t like that brand of Christianity, either.  

I also happen to believe that if Jesus could see how his mission and ministry were being packaged in some Christian churches, he’d be put off, too.

You know, right after this story about the devil tempting Jesus, comes the story of Jesus recruiting the first disciples.  And as someone astutely pointed out, when Jesus said to the disciples, follow me, that‘s all he said.  It was years—centuries even—before his friends worked out the theology, the Christology, the ecclesiology, the ethical systems and all the rest of it, the paraphernalia of institutional Christianity.

Jesus doesn’t ask for any of that, never asked for a statement of theological principles, not even a confession of faith. What he said was, “Follow me. Take up a cross and follow me.”

To me, that’s a whole lot harder than believing those 10 things, because That takes trust; it’s takes trust, faith, to follow Jesus because we don’t where he’s going to lead us.  But Jesus knows something about trust.  He trusted God in today’s story; he trusted God with his entire life.  He could have given in to the devil’s temptations and helped a whole of people by doing so.  But instead, he trusted God; he trusted what God declared at his baptism (which is the story right before this one) that he was God’s beloved son; that trust gave him the strength to resist the devil’s temptations; and it is that trust that he would model for his disciples and instill in them.

You know, I’ve preached on this story many times.  It greets every year on the 1st Sunday of Lent.  But this is the first year I really began to understand that it’s a story about trust, which led me to ask myself, is this what matters most?  And in some ways, I think it may be.  Because trust implies love; it’ hard to trust someone you don’t love.  Trust implies belief; if we don’t believe someone, we generally don’t trust them.  And trust implies following.  We don’t follow people we don’t trust.  And that, ultimately, is what being a Christian is all about: it’s about trusting Jesus and following him. It’s not about those 10 things.  

As Barbara Brown Taylor once said, “With all kinds of opportunities to tell people what to think, he instead told them what to do. Wash feet. Give your stuff away. Share your food. Favor reprobates. Pray for those who are out to get you. Be the first to say “I’m sorry.” (Barbara Brown Taylor, An Altar in the World)

I like that: “With all kinds of opportunities to tell people what to think, he instead told them what to do. Wash feet. Give your stuff away. Share your food. Favor reprobates. Pray for those who are out to get you. Be the first to say “I’m sorry.” 

I have a sneaking suspicion that if more people saw this side of Christianity rather than the other side of Christianity, there would be less people leaving the faith behind.  And I don’t know about you, but I find it a real shame when people leave the faith behind.  Because I know that when faith is at its best:

· it motivates people to care for others (not judge others); 

· it provides hope in the face of suffering and grief (rather than assigning blame to God)

· it prods scientists to go further with their studies (rather than stifling such progress); 

· it nudges people to ask more questions, not less;

· it promotes responsible ethics and high ideals that look out for everyone’s interests; and 

· it believes that God has enough love to share, rather than believing God plays favorites.

I happen to believe that when the Presbyterian Church (USA) is at its best and being true to its heritage, we have just such a faith to share.  This isn’t to say we always get it right; we don’t.  But I do think we have a good faith and a particularly compelling brand of Christianity to offer.

The problem is, we aren’t getting our story out there.   My hunch is that most of us aren’t telling it, which is also a shame . . .for a number of reasons.  The primary one being that the less we tell our story, the more people will hear the other story . . .the one that is judgmental and self righteous, the very one that people are rejecting.

And yet, while people are rejecting fundamentalist Christianity, they’re hungry for an expression of Christian faith that is open-minded, grace filled, centrist, and vibrant.  People want an alternative to the Christianity that is on display in the media, and you have it to offer.  Over the next 6 weeks, we’ll cover in depth what matters most, which is the subtitle of Thielen’s book.  My hope is that seekers and believers who question assumptions they were raised with and are now wondering do I really need to believe that will find some comfort in learning that no, you don’t need to believe that.

This is also a good time to invite people to church.  It’s a great opportunity for people to learn about our faith and to learn about this church.  So invite your friends.  In addition to these learning opportunities, we have some great music planned and special instrumentalists joining us, we’re bringing in new members, and celebrating a baptism.  We have lots to celebrate.  So invite your friends to hear your story, your Good News, because the world doesn’t need any more bad theology, it needs good theology and you have it to offer.  
Amen.
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