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PAST, PRESENT AND FUTURE

Religious people in general; and Christisns in particular, are fond of referring to
the accomplishments of the past which were inspired by man's faith in God, How often
have we had pointed out to us that the world's sreatest musie, art; and literature
are for the most part the work of religious men, We have had impressed upon us over
and over again how poor our civilization would be save for the impact of religion,

A1l of this is true, probably far more true than most of us realize, Think of mankind's
greatest sccomplishments, and our euvlture's greatest advances, and you think necessarily
of men and women who have been motivated by their relipious beliefs and convictions.

Man without religious faith is a pretty sorry figure to behold, Civilization without
religion is almost impoesible to conceive, There seems to be something in the very
nature of man inaisting that he set out on this quest for meaning, to search for
whatever it is that will expla’n snd lnterpret man himself, and the enviromment which
gurrounds him,

We have been warned meny times to brware when we find what we are lookine for, We
look for something hard enough, and we are almost sure to find it, BEven so, those
interested in diserediting relipgion can find much in the history of relipgion to
condenn, There have been persecutions in nearly every apge, and by almost every
religious group, fecsll that speaker who spoke to a group of Baptiste one day and
drew gpplause when he said, "One thing you can say about the Baptists is that they have
never persecuted anyone,” When the appleuse died down he continued: "And they have
naver persecuted anyone because they have never been strong enough.® Religion is
closer to a man's heart than anything else. As a result, he is easily led to pride,
dogmatism, and persecution.

But in spite of the dark pages, often bloodwsoaked papes, of religious history, and
in spite of the superstitions cut of which much religion has come, {as is true just
a8 much in such fields as chemistry, astronomy, and the other sciences) relicion is
responsible for a tremendous emount of human progress, and for greast insights into
men's own nature and destiny. Religious motivation lies behind most educational
institutions., Religion was the moving foree behind inmumerable hoepitals, orphan-
ages, and other charitable ventures. Religion has brought education, medicine,
improved agreicultural methods and health to literally millions of people, and is
811l doing so, There is no doubt about the past slory of religious movements, nor
any reason for religious people today to be ashamed of their heritsee.

IT

But granted zll of this, the question with which we in the 20th century are concerned
is whether relirion has any relevence to the 1life which we must lead, Christisnity
will not survive if all it ean offer to men is an illustrious past. The religion
which ie adequate for today must be one which can help men find answers to their
basic questions concerning life and ite meaning,

The story is told of two men who met and were discussing the new minister who had

com® to one of the town's churches, %Is your new minister answering all your gquestions?"
asked one. "Is he? replied the other, "He's answering questions nobody ever thought
of asking before !

This ecan easily become the case, Religion can desl with dogmas and creeds, with
subtleties of doctrine, that are really not consequential to any ssve philosophers
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and theologians. It can ignore thereby the basiec issues of life: ¥hy am T here?

Whet is my task on earth? Is my life important? Has my life got any ultimate meaning
and significsnce?

Religion more than any other discipline muast speak in words whieh modert man undep-
stands., Other fields of study may have their specialized voesbularies which only
the highly traired ean understand, bv% weligion is not for the specialist. It is
for every man, end every man is not going to bother with g religions faith that
speaks & specialized language. He wants plain and simple answers to his questions
coneerning the vasic issues of 1life,

Cardinal Cushing is reported to have told the story of the young priest surmoned to
minister tc a man whoe had just suffered a heart attack in a department store. Coing
by the book, he asked the slmost unconscious man, "Do you believe in God the Father,
God the Son, God the Holy Ghest?" The patien® opened one eye and looking st the nurse
who knelt beside him gaid, "I'm dying and he asks me a riddle,"

Important as certain deep theolegical questions such as the Trinity may be, they
must be translasted into simple and relevant terms if they are ever to attract the
interest and meet the needs of modern man., A recital of Christianity's glorious
paet 18 not poing tec hold his attention for long,

Now the basic task of religlon remains the same in everv age, Its purpoese is to
relate man to God. The British acholar, Ian T, Ramsey, has put it well when he has
said the task of the Church is to give men "2 sense of belonging, and a sense of what
is permanent and abiding." OSomeone has sugpesied that if the Church does not do this,
it will be made up not of God's "chosen people” but of his "frozen people.”

Frozen water is not very effective in meeting man's thirst and religion, frozen into
hard forms, dogmas, and creeds, cammot be very effective in meeting msn's spiritual
neads,

N

What then can be sald about ean effective religion for the nresent and for man's
future? A certain bishop not lonp ago who was, T am afraid, sufferine from advanced
senility, sugpested that we earth pecpls ought to be training astronsuticzl mission-
aries to take the Christian messape to other worlds when and if we manage to ret to
other inhabited worlds. It ¢éid not srem to oconr to him that the men on those
planets misht have a religious faith and understanding far superior to our own,

Before attempting any missionary or evanpelistic proeram on other planeis man has a
great deal to do here., The incident reminds one of the young couple walking on the
carpus on a moonlight evening in spring. The young man who usually found himself
unable to sar what he would like to say, suddenly became very couragecus and poetie,
®let us sit on this bench and viesit," he said, He took her hand in his and said,
"Darling, if I had a thousand eyes, I would use everybne of them to feast on your
loveliness, and to drink in your besuty, If I had a thovsand ears, I'd use every
one of them to listen to the cooing of your sweet volce. If I had a thousand arms,
TI'd use every one of them just to hug you tight." And then the sweet youneg girl
replied, "0 for heaven's sake, you are not even using what you've got ¥

And it is certainly true that we Christisns have never lived by =11 of the truth
which we possess, and which we know is true., If we believe that the power of example
is the strongest power in the universe, then certainly we had better concentrate on
putting to work in our lives those basic principles snd ideals which we in our best
moments know to be absolutely resgl and eternally velild,
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This then, it seems to me, im the basic task of Christianity and the Christian Church,
It must relate men to God., It must show them the Way which will give to their
personal lives mesning and significance, It must convince them of the necessity of
committing themselves to the highest 1deals and principles whieh man has discovered
in the life of Jesus Christ,

Now you will note that I have said nothing ahout the Christian religion or the Christian
church solving all the soclaly sconomic and political probleme of humen society. Person-
elly, I do not believe that this is the task of the church, This iz the task of
individual religious men and women motiveted by the church living out their faith

in the midst of society.

iet me illustrate what I mean, Several persons in this church have asked me why T
have not in this period of great racisl crisis preached a sermon on race relations and
eivil rights. I do have some deep conviciions on that subject, but whatever I had to
say would be displeasing to some people; people equally sincere, pecple equally cone
cerned gbout doing what they believe to be the right thing in the sirht of God, T do
net concelve it to be the minister's task to promote specific answers, particularly
specific legal answers, to social problems, Rather I conceive it to be his task

to preach the eternal truth that each men is a child of God, that each person in all
his zelationships with other persons ought to deal with those cthers in a spirit

of love and good will., Not a1l of us will agree on specific zppliecations of these
truths;, and am I to insist that my choice of sclutions 1s the one and only Christian
golution? This,; it seems to me, is the kind of dogmatism that has indeed Iled to

the persecutions of the past which ali of ug would like to erase from the pages of
history. What such a point of view calle for is conformity. It asks all of us to
think alike, not only as to the end we desire, but as to the means we use to attain
that end.

Said Thomas Jeffersons

"Millions of innocent men, women, and
children rinee the introduction of
Christianity have been burnt, tortured,
fined, imprisonedy yet we have not
advanced one inch toward confermity.”

The only result Jefferson could see was that it made one haglf the world fools and the
other half hypocrites. For any men to insist that in his position "is the truth,

the whole truth, and nothing but the truth" and therefore, every other person ought
to be forced to accept his position =~ such an attitude is in itself fmmoral, Dean
Inge pointed out what would happen whenever the Church tended to identify itself
with the epirit of the ag~, instead of beinc the Church., Seaid he, "The Church

which marries the spirit of one age will find itself & widow in the next.®

May I submit that one can search throurh the CGospels and through all the Letters of
Paul and never find Jesus or Paul suggestine that it was the task of the Christian
leaders to suggest specific legal remedies to the problems which beset mankind,

Jesus told men how they as individusle ought to live in the sirsht of God and in
relationship with their fellow men, He knew that uvliimately the only kind of governe
ment that would ever succeed was selr-government practiced by each individual,
Lacking that, the most powerful, centrzlized government in the world will not
succeed in causing men to live in happiness and pesce,
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This then, It seems to me, is the task of religion in the present and throurh the
future - to help man become hism best possible self, This is tre only finsl snd
satisfactory solution to every nroblem that besets mankind,

The Church cannot meet the needs of men if all it offers is 2 proud heritare, Tt
cannot meet those needs if it urges men to rely upon the power of the state rather
than on the power of CGod within them, The Church of the future is that Church whieh
ig successful in bringing the individual into a persomml relationship with the God
who made him. From that relationship &ll progress proceeds,

PASTORAL PRAYER

0 Thou who art the fount of all truth, and whe leadest us from day o day in the way
of love, we bless thee that by faith we can know thee and lay hold on the truth that
can shed light upon our way.

0 God, we who are bound together by a covenant, we the members of this congregation,
prey thee for a day of unclouded love, HMay no passing irritation mob us of our joy
in cne another, Forgive us if we have often been keen to see the human failings of
others, and slow to perceive our own, Forgive us if we feel not the preciousness
ef each human soul in thine eyes, May there be, in our Church, end in our familles,
no sharp words that wound and scar, no rifts that grow into estrangement, May our
love =nd devotion to thee be such that it shall bind us together in all our worldly
relationships,

Fi1l our souls this day with truth, and love, and peace, Turn us sway from that which
degrades and destroys. Let us keep these bodies and these minds pure and undefiled
that they may the better serve thee., Five us a devotion to righteousness and a
dedication to the truth as we see it in Christ our Lord.

Mzy the sick feel thy healing presence near to them, May the confused and despairing
be strengthened and enlightened by thy presence, May those who long for thee with
deep earnestness be rewarded by thy voice speakine to their irmost being in this
very hour, O lord, save thy people from ordinariness, and create in them clean
hearts and pure minds which shall rejoice in thy lovines service forevermore, Amen,



