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'�TEMPTATIONS OF RE.LIGION: , .
t A sermon se.ries 

11 1 ''The Lust for Certitude ti 1·1atthe�r 11: 2-6 

How c?n I be absolutely sure r t m really in love and that 
the person I plan to marry is the right person for me? 
Is there any way I can be completely certain that I've 
chosen the right vocation. Did I choose the right col­
lege or university for my education? How can I be cer­
tain that God exists·? Is there anything in the world 
that I can truly count on? Such questions are being 
asked all the tim.e. 

We all have a desire for certitude. It comes from good 
m.otivations. We want to base our J_ives on solj_d founcla­
tions. 1ATe'd li.Ize to be .sure th.at \tJ"hat·we believe is cor­
rect. We want to be sure that a person we've chosen to 
believe in and follow will not mislead us. 

1A?hen John the Baptist �1as in prison, he began to have 
doubts as to whether or not Jesus Christ was God's chosen 

one. John had. been his advance agent. }Jow he \vas having 
second thoughts. ''I:-Iave I been mistaken?'' ''Have I put my 
faith in the \vrong person?'' In an attempt to q.uj_et his 
doubts, John sent some of his followers to ask Jesus again, 
'!Are you he tATho is to come, or shall �re look for another?'' 

It was an honest question. It is only when our desire for 
certitude turns into a lust that we get into trouble. "{AJh.en 
a person begins to lust for certitude, it is no longer a 
genuin.el)r religious pursuit, but a temptation of religion, 
a tem.ptation which can corrupt our faith. It i.s corrupting 
because the lust for certitude can lead to idolatry. 

In the Old Testament, Mose.s was away for a time on the 
m.ountain seeking God.. While he was gone, the people began 
to complain. They didn't like the uncertainty of it all. 
Not only was Moses absent, but God seemed distant as well. 
They vJanted something they could count on, sornetb.ing that 
would always be the same. Thus they convinced Aaron to 
fashion them a golden calf which they could worship and 
make the center of their lives. 

Like the people in the Old Testament, our lust for certi­
tude can �et us into trouble. Sometimes it can cause us 
to mis-use the Bible. In our lust for certitude we want 

�� to make it into a visibl.e external authority; an answer 



book without error� In so doing we make it something it 
"\r.Tas never meant to oe and lj\Torse s·ti.11 we distort the mes-:­

sage of the Biole as well. 

To give a crude example; the attempt to recon.cile the 
creation stories in the Book of Genesis with some of the 
modern theories of creation proposed by scientific theory 
by i.nterpreting the six da.ys as geologicaJ_ peri.ods, ex­
changes the religious meaning of tne Biblical narrative 
for a pottage of psuedo-facts. 

Yet the continuing controversies about the truth of the 
Bible sho\v how wide-spread among oe]_ievers is the lust 
for certitude. Biblical literalism reveals a refusal to 
live "Wi.. th uncertainty. , J 1 
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To take the Bible seriously, but not literal� i�...._.r
i

ot 'to 
discount its im.portantce as the foundationa]_ document on 
which the church stands, but it does remove the idolatrous 
authori'f::y vvith which the words are sometim.es stamped. 

2. 

Here's an image that has been of grea.t help to m.e. Thj_nk 
of the Bible as a lamp rather than a mirror. A mirror 
reflects reality as it is and that kind of assertion under­
scores Biblical J_j�teralism. In. contrast, a lamp gives 
light; i_t is directional; it ilJ_uminates as well as it 
causes shadovJs. v,fuat we see and hov1 ��e see it depend.s on 
where the lamp is located. And different people point the 
J .. ight in different directions. Thus the Bi_bJ_ical writers 
were expressing the reality illum.inated by their own in­
terests and disposi.tions. The Apostle Pau]. used another 
metaphor, he said, ' 11"1e have this treasure in earthen ves­
sels. ' 1 The· lust for certitude tends to make the treasure 
and the vessel the same. 

2. Secondly, the lust for certitude causes some people to 
join religious cults which promise to take away all un­
certainty. Cults like the 'tPeopJ.e' s 1"'em.ple'' recently so 
much. in the ne�rs are an extreme example of wha,t the lust 
for certitude can do. 

Throughout history it has been a fact that we human beings 
have difficulty handling freedom and the uncertainty that 
goes with freedom. There are those among us who will 
quickly and even gladly give up their freedom for security 
of body and mind and for certainty about what to belj_eve. 



3. 

Tn Fyodor Dostoyevs:ky·t s· Book, TI-IE� BROTHERS KAR.A..110ZOV, the 
Grand Inq_uisitor crudes· Jesus for not see.ing this: ''I tell 
thee that man is tormented by no greater anxiety than to 
find someone quickly to whom he can hand over his gift of 
freedom with which th.e ill-fated creature \ivas born. ' 1 

.. 

Cults promise a r.vay of. if e which wiJ_l do awa.y with t.1n-­

certainty and freedom. Thus some people .i oin cul ts to 
attempt to satis·fy their J�onging for corrrru.unity, for a lo,ring 
caring group that will never fail them. It' s a way of 
trying to deal with loneliness and boredom. It' s a need 
for the certainty that someone will always be there. 

This extreme longing for a loving community wjthout dis­
cord and '°1'1here everything is· planned and taken care of 
can be satisfied for a time at least within a religious 
compound which seems secure from the dangers of the out­
side world. 

But th�s too becomes a form of �dolatry. The fact �s that 

no friend, no lover, no group, no comm.unity or commune, 
no family, will be able to put completely to rest our deep­
est cravings for unity and wholeness. r To attempt to find 
a place where no paj_n exists, no separati.on is felt, no 
discord appea.rs, �-vhere all human relationships are perfect 
and �?here there is· no uncertainty, is to live in a dream 
world. .The cult j_n attempting to provid.e tJ1e solution 
to uncertainty and lonel.in.ess demands our complete loyalty 
to it and its lead.e.r :rather than pain.ting ·to God. The 
cult becomes the idol. 

Religious cul.ts are especially tem.pting because 'tvhile pro­
viding a sense of certitude, they at the same time claim 
they are working to create the ideal society. Thus a person 
who is a member can comfort himself or herself with the 
knowledge that while having the lust for certitude satis­
fied, it�is all being done for a higher purpose and for a 
good end. 

Religious cults are also particularly appealing as an 
answer to the lust for certitude because a cult usually 
has a living charismatic lead.er who says he or she has 
been g_iven new, exclusive reve]_atj_ons about God and the 
world. Here is total certainty. Anyone who does not be­
lieve the leader' s teachings is not only wrong, but on the 
side of Satan. 
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The danger of any· cult then :Ls· its tendency toward.s idola� 
try� tne impulse to maRe it appear more than £t is and to 
pro�ise a kind of total certainty· which is not attainable 
in this world. To want a way around doubt and dread and 
death and uncertainty is part of our human condition. To 
claim to have that -r.,.-1a.y totally and to promise it to people 
in exchange for their freedomvblasphemy and a corruption 
of true religion. /t 

Furthermore, the religious leader "tflJho cl.aims to be all­
knowing and all-wise, so profoundly at one with .truth that 
he or she can be obeyed without question, is in as much 
danger as his or her followers. From the exercise of 
charisma to the belief in one's own publicity is one short 
step that moves to\t'rard toward the drunkenness of po�rer 

4. 

and dominion over people's lives. Finally, the leader can­
not tolerate the level of worship he or she asks for and 
receives. 

I:f then the 

how do we as 
life? 

lust £or certitude is a corruption 0£ £aith, 

Christians deal with the uncertainties of 
I I I 
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1. First, we can remem.ber that uncertainty is built into 
all of life. Even in our ordinary every-day existence 
there is little that is truly certain. Remember the old � 

cliche--''Nothing is certain except death and taxes. '' 

As far as our religious faith is concerned, the lack of 
certitude about�the nature of God may actually represent 
a healthy respect for the dangers of substituting human 
forms for Holy Sub-stance. God can never be totally des­
cribed or experienced. There is always more to God than 
we can see or know. All of our attempts at description 
and certainty are inadequate. 

2. Secondly, resisting the lust for certitude keeps us 
open to new knowledge and new experience. As people in 
the Reformed tradition of the Christj_an faith, we believe 
that God's truth is continually breaking forth. 

On the other hand the lust for certitude can blind us to 
new knowledge. I've mentioned. before in a previous sermon 
that when Galileo showed his telescope to the leading sages 
of his day, the response generally fell into three cate­
gories. Some people were properly struck by what they saw 
and were not afaid to begin to see the world differently. 
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They ·v.1ere not afraid of the uncertai�n.ty and change which 
new knowledge often Brings. They did not possess the 
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lust for certitude which prevented them from considering 
other points of v�ew. A second group peered around at the 
other end of the telescope convince.cl that GaliJ_eo ha.cl 
pasted something on the glass. They were certain of their 
present knov1ledge a.nd thought that anything 1;-1h.ich conflicted 
with it had to be false. The third group refused even to 
look through the lens. They didn't want to see anything.' 
which might cause them to re-examine the certitude on which 
they thnught theii�lives depended. That's how frightened 
t.hey were of any uncertainty. Better to stay wi.th their 
present ·beliefs. 

3. Thirdly, when John the Baptist sent his disciples to 
visit Jesus because he was uncertain about who Jesus was, 
remember how Jesus answered. He saj_d, r'God and. tell John 
was you hear and see--the blind receive their sight and 
the lame walk, lepers are cleansed and the deaf hear and 
the d.ead are raised� up and the poor have good news preached 

to them. '' 

Jesus was im.plying that the way to deal �,?ith uncertainty 
is to be open to the activity of God that is present in 
the world even though that activity doesn't always fit our 
pre-conceived notions of what we think God is doing. 
Jesus was al.so ;·mplying to John tha.t there "t"1as no way in 
which he could, aTusolutely prove beyond. the sha,dow of a 
doubt that he was the ·Messiah. Faith in the last analysis 
is a basic trust in reality that goes beyond facts or 
proof, it is also an op�nness to mystery. Faith a.cknow­
ledges the fact that we cannot know it all--that we can 
never be completely certain. 

All this is very different from the claim that religion 
provides us with a set of absolute certainties concerning 
God, human beings and the universe. An insistence upon 
absolute certitude misconceives religion and distorts it. 
Religion is a search for meaning, rather than a certitude. 

Even the scientific enterprise, dependent as it is upon 
em.pirical verification would coine to a halt if scientists 
insisted upon nothing less ·than certj_tude before proceed-
ing further. Scientific knowledge woul_d include little 
if limited to certainties; it is made up of probabilities, 
approxim.ations and hypo·theses. The true scientist is 



seeking to· understand rather than to be. certain. The 
assurance that he or she is on the right track arises 
from a growing interpretation and understanding of the 
data. 

Religion flouris·hes best too, not when we are carefuJ_J_y 
weighing degrees of certitude and when religious authori­
ties are insisting upon infallioi_J_i ty or inerrancy, but 
\�rhen v,.Te are concerned with understanding our faith in 
relation to the happenings of every-day li_fe and when ,�1e 
are not afraid of some uncertainty and doubt. 

,, 
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Remember, faith in the Christian. sense is not si.rn.pl.y per­
sonal self-assurance or the warding off of feelings of 
insecurity. It is a self-transcending, trustful love of 
God. In that way faith and love are quite similar. Love 
is always more than rational reflection and the marshalling 
of facts in order to prove the certainty of love. The 
basic assurance of not being deceived in a loving relation­
ship is found in the relationship £tse1£, not in �rgu-
m.entation or some other kind of supposed p1roof. The same 
is true with faith. Its basic certitude cannot be dir­
ectly achiev�by appeal to reason or authority or infalli-

'\ bility or a lot of facts; it comes from a J_iving out of the 
self-transcendin.g rela�£onship with God and with others. 
Fa�th 

1 
�hM,-s like love:,i;;.%01 ves an element of risk. The 

lust for certitude seeks to d.o away with any risk, a.nd 

that is not finally possible. 
.A_men. 
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