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GOD--GOAL OR TECHNIQUE? 

You will no doubt be fascinated to know that I am going to give you only one—half of a sermon this 
morning. I will give you the second half next Sunday and I hope you will all be present to hear it. 
Otherwise It will be like reading a mystery novel and stopping in the middle—you won't know how the
whole thing turned out and "who done it I' . 

This first half deals with what has happened to religion during the past two or three decades. The 
second half will deal with what has happened to the church. To demonstrate that these subjects do have 
a high degree of relevance and interest to our secular society, I quote from an Easter editorial which 
appeared in Life Magazine about ten years ago and from whence comes the title of this first half Of the 
sermon: 

"Why is not God already real to Americans Oho are among the most church-going people in the 
world? Partly because of the blight of secularism in the churches which have become just another 
valued branch of American democratic culture instead of its center. What used to be the minister's 
study is now his office, and as a busy agent of the social gospel he less a spokesman of God than a 
useful citizen, making East Overshoe 'a better place to live.'  A society that apotheosizes techniques 
and talks more about its processes than its aims has made God himself a technique instead of the 
source and goal of our being.” 

We must begin, therefore, with a definition of religion. The word comes from the Latin root, ligare, 
meaning to bind. Literally, then religion means a reverence for the tie which binds or ought to bind man
to God. Religion is not so much a search for God as it is the practice of that particular kind of life 
which God wills for man. 

Now how are we bound to God? We have long since forsaken the Old Testament Hebrew concept that 
God has a chosen people, Is a tribal or a national God. It is clearly demonstrable in the Gospels that 
Jesus taught a one to one relationship between God and man. We are strengthened and enlightened In 
fellowship; but the goal of the religious life-union with God--is something each man must achieve for 
himself. The goal may be pursued in fellowship with others, but the achievement is a lonely; solitary 
and individual experience . 

This, then, Is what religion meaningful relationship between one individual and God. But is this what 
the majority of 20th century Christian leaders consider religion to be? Obviously it is not. 

Certainly for most ecclesiastically oriented churchmen today religion is not primarily an attempt to help
one man find God. Rather is it an attempt to make the world a more happy, pleasant place for all, and a 
place where struggle, pain and difficulty will, so far as possible, be eliminated. 

Now, I must be sure to make my meaning crystal clear else someone will leave this place convinced 
that I am opposed to the great society in which all men may enjoy the rich fruits of modern technology. 
I am not opposed to that end and goal. I earnestly desire it. I can conceive of nothing more ideal than a 
world in which all men have enough to eat, a safe and secure home, the maximum amount of education
they can absorb and total access to modern medical facilities. That is a goal devoutly to be pursued. 

But that is not the proper goal of religion. It is a secular goal challenging man's individual, and 
corporate effort. To this end we have established a vast plethora of social agencies, and unfortunately, 
in my opinion, converted government into the primary agency for the achievement of such a goal . 

In other words, we have warped religion and the search for God, which is the task of religion, into a 
technique by which we hope to achieve the satisfaction of all our material desires. 



II

If God is the source and the goal of our being, as I believe with all my heart that he is, then it is the task
of religion to seek to center man's attention on that source and that goal. If the church's task is to tend 
the inner light of man's spiritual being, then the church must bear the major responsibility if those lights
are extinguished rapidly in our day. This is not to say that men and women do not still desire with an 
eager longing the kindling of that inner spiritual fire, but they are less and less finding in the religion of
the churches that spark of religious vitality which can ignite it. 

Let me illustrate if I can why this seems to be so. According to Dr. John Howard, president of Rockford
College, the National Council of Churches recently sponsored an encampment for single people, 
particularly those over age 21. What was the program? One of the resource people was listed as Ted 
Kachel, “an upwardly mobile sociologist who gropes with groups". Another was "Jim Harris, real live 
groovy psychiatrist who talks about the sexual world of Jim Harris and other people". Additional 
attractions listed on the program were "pornography, sex, music, photography, and conversation". As is 
often the case any mention of God and religion was significant by its absence . 

In light of such programs and activities such as these which are typical today, and irrelevant to the basic
task of religion, is it any wonder that Professor Will Herberg in an article entitled "The Plight of 
American Protestantism", can write: 

"Usually the resolutions of the World Council of Churches, the National Council of Churches, and 
similar church bodies, produce hardly a ripple on the surface, smooth or troubled, of public 
Virtually no one thinks there is any point in taking issue, although the sentiments expressed are 
demonstrably utterly contrary to the opinions and convictions of the American people. 

Now let me ask you this question, “Why did you come to church this morning?" That is an admittedly 
dangerous question for any minister to ask, and the only reason I feel I can propound it is that I stand 
here in reasonable safety, fairly certain that none of you is going to stand up and answer it. Were you to 
do so, however, some of you might have to confess that you came out of habit, some because of 
pressure from other members of the family, perhaps even a few out of fear. I could be wrong, but I 
strongly suspect that most of you came out of a desire to find some strength and courage for the days 
that lie ahead. You came to hear something about the God of Jesus Christ even though your faith in him
may be very weak. Of one thing I am absolutely convinced, you did not come here this morning to hear
my views on the Vietnam war, to have me to tell you who to vote fore on Tuesday, or hear me discuss 
whether or not the federal government should pass additional civil rights legislation. It may even be 
true that some of you do not know why you came, but you know that you did not come for that . 

And now you know the awful truth. Your minister is hopelessly old-fashioned and out of date. He 
believes the church should be the church, not one among an increasing number of social agencies. I 
entered the ministry in order to try to bring men to God and God to men. That is why I stay in the 
ministry. When I feel I can no longer do that effectively, I hope I will have sense enough to leave the 
ministry. I want to be a servant of God and of man, not a social worker. I want the church to be a place 
of worship and a spiritual gymnasium, not a social agency.  I want to serve a congregation whose 
primary concern is the search for God not for a political or economic utopia. 

III

"Religious faith", as Matthew Arnold noted a century ago, “seems to be retreating with a melancholy, 
long withdrawing roar.” Santayana wrote nearly 50 years ago that the Protestants of this country had 
fashioned themselves a nice comfortable religion from which all thorns had been removed. We 
Congregationalists are sometimes tempted to believe that in our fellowship one doesn't have to believe 
anything. We love our freedom but often eschew responsibility.



None of this will do. We, need the reminder offered by that cartoon which depicts a mother standing, 
over her son as he kneels by his bed to say his prayers and she says, "Don't bother to give God 
instructions, son, ,just report for duty.” 

Let me once more refer to John Howard, president of Rockford College, who tells this story.  A new 
high rise apartment building was opened and the tenants began to complain about how long they had to 
wait for the elevators. The owner and manager held a conference with the engineers. Several 
possibilities were discussed – install additional elevators, install different motors so the elevators would
travel faster, regulate the elevators so that different ones would be stationed on different levels. None of
the possibilities seemed very practical and so the owner went home and discussed the matter with his 
wife. With a woman's intuition she made an extraordinary suggestion for solving the problem, which in
desperation he tried. It solved the problem. What they did was to install full length mirrors on each 
floor opposite the elevators. The ladies happily used their waiting time to make adjustments to their 
clothes and their hair, and the men, with the help of the mirrors, were able to check out the ladies 
without being too obvious . 

We need to understand that the unexamined life is not worth living. Religion is, in one sense of the 
word, a mirror into which we look to see ourselves as we are, but also to see ourselves as we might yet 
become with the help of Almighty God. “Be ye perfect even as your Father in heaven is perfect" does 
not mean that we are to become gods, but that our supreme task on earth is to come to know God and 
His will even as He knows us. God is not to be used as a technique for getting what we want. God is a 
goal. Success is not measured by attainment of the goal, but by how hard we strive.


