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PRACTICAL RELIGION

A number of years ago a French Roman Catholic priest, a missionary
to certain tribesmen in North Africa, was killed in a native uprising.
The French military quieted the disturbance and the captain, desiring
to clean up the mess in the hermitage where the priest had been killed,
came across a monstrance. In Roman Catholic usage a monstrance is the
receptacle which contains the consecrated wafer or host of the mass,
which that church teaches is the very body of Christ. The captain was
puzzled as to what he should do with this sacred object so he took it
to his superior officer. Later he said to someone, "I was embarrassed
not to know what to do with God."

The captain was not and is not alone. Many people seem embarrassed
in not knowing what to do with God. Some seem to feel that God is a
kind of fairy Godmother, who, with the right kind of manipulation, can
be persuaded to give them anything they want. Others conceive of God
as being the perfect Being into whose nature, by means of prayer and
meditation, our human nature can be absorbed, finding ultimate peace and
contentment. Still others conceive of God as a kind of general of a
"Salvation Army", directing a great war against evil, destroying the
wicked and prospering the righteous. It is clearly evident that mankind
in general is like that French captain and does not quite know what to
do with God.

May I suggest, however, that there is strong support in the
scriptures for the argument that human beings ought to do nothing with
God, but should let God do something with them. God is the Prime Mover,
not man. We are here to serve God, to do His will, not to use God in
the service of our own wills. The question is not, "What should I do
with God?" but "What is God able to do with me?"

II

It is disturbing that so much modern religion seems to be little
more than a kind of hallowed self-centeredness. /The emphasis of the
electronic church for example, which comes to usNla TV and radio, seems
to be primarily on what God can do for us, rather than on what we can
do for him. The message seems primarily to deal with how to have peace
of mind, how to be successful in the world, how to use prayer to get
what we want, how to maximize our happiness.^

If religion could do all of those things for us there would no
doubt be many who would call it extremely practical. But in a larger
sense religion is only practical if it enables us to accomplish the end
God desires us to reach, not the end we desire to reach. The two goals
may not necessarily be the same.

One can hardly look at first-century Christianity and insist
categorically that its goal was to make its adherents happy. Peter and
Andrew were crucified, Paul died in prison, thousands perished in the
Roman arenas. They may have died satisfied and contented with the way in
which they had used their lives, but "happy" hardly seems to be the
right word.






