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I want to welcome you this morning to our service, and I know that many of us are still reeling from 
the news this week about that terrible mass shooting in Las Vegas. I have been praying for the victims 
this week. And I’m also praying for our nation, that we can find a way to eliminate from our culture, 
not curb but eliminate the private possession of weapons of war.  
 
But I’m also grateful to continue this fall sermon series titled – The Religion of Tomorrow. Last week 
I tried to say that the ritual of the Eucharist must become a feast for humanity – not a secret 
handshake for the Church – but a religious ritual that renews our love and acceptance of all God’s 
children.  
 
There are two kinds of Christians – those who make the world bigger and those that make the world 
smaller. I think God is calling us to make the world bigger, and so we keep reaching out with love and 
compassion and human dignity by enlarging the Eucharistic table of thanksgiving. 
 
But this week I want to go to the heart of faith and talk about God. Imagine that – a sermon that 
focuses on God! And the only way I know how to do this is to share some of my own journey . . . like 
most of you, I’m sure, I was given a view of God that more or less went like this . . . That God was a 
person up in Heaven, the Man Upstairs, sort of like me and sort of like you, only much bigger, much 
smarter, and much more powerful. God was the wizard behind the curtain. 
 
I had the idea that God listened to me when I said prayers. That God helped me when I needed help. 
And I had a vague notion that God would come down and do things for me every now and then to 
make my life better. And so I prayed . . . “My Dear Heavenly Father” . . . and I did that because God 
was like a good father to me. Probably more like a grandfather.  
 
Of course, I never imagined what it might be like for someone who didn’t have a good father. And I 
never thought about the fact that I was only using male language to describe God. God was God and 
that was that. Simple. Right? Well, actually not so simple.   
 
I got a little older and started asking more adult questions of my faith. I started learning that G-O-D 
is a word and a concept. It’s a philosophical concept. The trouble is that you can’t literalize a 
philosophical concept, because at some point the logic breaks down. This is why the topic of God is so 
mystifying.  
 
We’re trying to talk concretely about an idea that is anything but concrete. This is why theology is a 
little like trying to nail Jell-O to the wall. And that’s not easy! 
 
Another step in my theological understanding took place in 1969. That year the astronaut Neil 
Armstrong walked on the moon. I was thirteen years old when that happened and I watched it live on 
the black and white television set in my families’ living room. For those of you who were not around 



 2 

that day, it would be hard to overstate the significance of that moment in American history. We were 
all so proud to be Americans that day.  
 
But to me, even more remarkable than the first man on the moon, were the photographs they took of 
planet earth. There was no literal Heaven out there, at least not the kind described in the Bible. No 
throne. No streets of gold. No choir of angels. In fact, the idea of going to Heaven is rather strange, 
given that when you look at those photographs taken from outer space, what you see is that we’re 
already in the heavens!  
 
Those photographs of the blue marbled earth were astounding. And of course, God was not on the 
moon. And God was not beyond the moon. At least not a literal God. We use the word God . . . and it’s 
okay to use the word God . . . as long as we’re not turning our concept of God into something that is 
wooden and literal and merely a bigger version of ourselves. 
 
Not long ago I heard the joke about the mom who brought her twin ten-year old boys to the minister 
because she was going crazy over how badly they were misbehaving. The first little boy met with the 
minister and he said to the little boy, “Where is God?” The little boy didn’t know what to say. He said 
it again, only this time a little louder, “WHERE is God?” He still didn’t know what to say.  
 
The minister looked sternly at the little boy this time and said, “WHERE IS GOD?” The little boy was 
so shaken, he ran out of the office, grabbed is twin brother and said, “Run for your life. God is 
missing and they think we did it!” A little absurd? Yes, maybe a little, but it’s always a little bit absurd 
when we try to literalize a non-literal idea.  
 
At a certain point it became clear to me that I needed to think of God differently. I remember the day I 
was reading a book by Paul Tillich, the greatest Christian theologian in the 20th century, and Tillich 
talked about the “God above theism” or the “God above God.” I could almost hear a clicking sound 
in the deepest part of my brain, and I could see God in a new way, because I immediately understood 
what Tillich was talking about.  
 
He was suggesting that our ideas or beliefs about God are not the same as God. God transcends all 
our ideas about God. God transcends all religions about God. God is the word we use to point to the 
real reality of the Universe.  
 
This is why I think the Religion of Tomorrow must continue to develop new images and new 
metaphors for this pervasive reality we name with the word God. I like to think about God as Source 
or Universe or the Great All-in-All, and I use this language because when I have one of those rare 
moments when I feel connected to all that is, it is, for me at least, a profound connection with God.   
 
This past summer I had a chance to go to Provence for a couple of weeks, and I visited a little chapel 
designed by the artist Henri Matisse. It’s a small chapel, but so beautiful. Matisse had been to Notre 
Dame in Paris, and he walked out of that great Cathedral one day and thought to himself – “If I were 
to build my Cathedral, what would it be?”  
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He concluded, “My Cathedral would be a flower.” And so he set out to build this lovely little chapel 
overlooking the Mediterranean Sea in the south of France. He designed every inch of it, including 
the altar ware and the clergy vestments. And it feels like a flower. 
 
But that day in August a few months ago, when I walked through that chapel, the light came through 
the yellow and blue windows, creating pools of pink light on the stone floor. That orchidaceous light 
was so beautiful.  
 
And I thought to myself, “If only light could come through me like that. Beautiful light. God’s light. 
A light beyond any light I might have inside me. If only a new color could come through me now. Not 
the old yellow. Not the old blue. But something new at this point in my life.”  
 
I felt myself – for a few minutes – but I felt myself mystically connected to something that was 
ineffable and beautiful and true. Now, to me that was not merely an experience with a God. This was 
the God above God. God as Source, as Universe, as the Great All-in-All. This was a moment of Depth.  
 
It’s why if you asked me: “Do you believe in a God?” Well, the answer is that I don’t believe in a 
God; I believe in God. Like I believe in beauty. Like I believe in oxygen. It’s that pervasive. 
 
Now, I know this may sound a little theologically geeky, but friends, how we think about God really 
matters. There was a terrible tragedy this week in Las Vegas. We know that. We saw the video. We 
heard the staccato sounds of gunfire. We heard the screams. If God is only a bigger version of me or 
you living up in the sky, then why did God let it happen? Why didn’t God stop it?  
 
And if God allowed it to happen, as some people think, then that God is a monster! But I think of God 
as Source / as Universe / as Depth / as Transcendence. Yes, this tragedy happened, and it’s still 
unimaginable that it did, but my faith moves to me see that God is the reality beyond the reality that 
we see.  
 
God is deeper than gun violence. God is deeper than senseless suffering. God is deeper than mass 
murder. God is that ground of all living and breathing, deeper than human experience, deeper than 
the oceans and higher than the mountains, and if Jesus is right (and I think Jesus is right), God’s 
essence is the essence of love and mercy and compassion.  
 
But then the question that tickles me is this: Should we even talk about God in personal terms? If God 
is more like Source or Universe or Depth, then what does it mean to have a personal relationship with 
God? Well, I’ve thought a lot about this, and again all I can do is tell you where I am today . . . I still 
use personal terms for God when I think or pray or feel, and I still imagine a personal relationship 
with God, even though I don’t think of God as the “Man Upstairs.”  
 
Now, maybe that’s a holdover from my youth. I don’t know. But when you think about it, it is 
common to bring personal language to the big realities of life. We don’t just talk about nature; we 
talk about Mother Nature. A sailor doesn’t just talk about the ocean; he talks about the sea as a 
mistress. We use personal / human language in order to facilitate an intimate connection to larger-
than-life concepts. That makes sense to me.  
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This is why I don’t mind at all thinking about God as Father or Mother. I use inclusive language in a 
balanced kind of way these days, but I still like imaging / imagining God in personal ways. I don’t 
mind at all thinking of God as Friend or Companion. Not only is this natural; I think it’s helpful.  
 
But what I know is that the Religion of Tomorrow, with the advances of physics and astronomy and 
the like, cannot lock into a particular personal / human metaphor for God, because God is so much 
more expansive than any anthropomorphic language we might use.  
 
And so, I hope you might consider using a variety of images to enhance your faith in God. Consider 
thinking of God as Source or Depth or Universe. But also think of God as the Great Friend, the Great 
Mother, the Great Father. One way to enlarge our faith is to enlarge our vocabulary of faith, always 
knowing we’re trying to connect to the God above all our words about God. 
 
Okay . . . that’s a lot to take in, isn’t it? If this has sounded more like a lecture than a sermon, I 
apologize. But if we’re going to live as people of faith, then every now and then we should think about 
our faith.  
 
Faith in God is like flying a kite at night . . . I don’t always see what is above . . . but I feel the tug and 
the pull of the string, I can feel the soaring kite in my fingertips . . . and I may not always have the 
language for it and I may not always see it . . . but there is something above all my ideas of a kite . . . 
that is there. That’s God. That’s faith.  
 
I love you all. Let’s love one another.  
And if this is all too confusing, well – Go fly a kite! Amen. 


