SUNDAY, SEPTEMBER 25, 1983

"HOW TO DEAL WITH UNCERTAINTY”

MATTHEW 25:31-45

CAN ONE LIVE A LIFE OF FAITH AND, AT THE SAME
TIME, BE UNCERTAIN ABOUT A NUMBER OF ISSUES?
OR IS TRUE RELIGION A SEARCH FOR MEANING AND
DIRECTION, RATHER THAN CERTAINTY? MOST OF

US CAN REMEMBER THE CONFIDENCE WE FELT AS
CHILDREN WHEN IT SEEMED AT LEAST THAT WE HAD
CLEAR AND CERTAIN ANSWERS. BUT THE OLDER

A PERSON GROWS, THE MORE MYSTERIOUS LIFE
BECOMES, WE SOMETIMES SAY TO A YOUNG PERSON

THAT WHEN SHE GROWS UP., SHE WILL KNOW MORE,
BUT THAT IS ONLY A HALF TRUTH. 1IN GENERAL,

AN INCREASING EXPERIENCE OF LIFE ONLY DEEPENS
THE SENSE OF MYSTERY AND UNCERTAINTY,

A PROFESSOR AT HARVARD TELLS OF RECEIVING

FROM ONE OF HIS YOUNG STUDENTS A MANUSCRIPT
WITH AN ACCOMPANYING LETTER IN WHICH THE YOUTH
SAID THAT HE INTENDED TO WRITE SEVERAL BOOKS
AND THAT THIS WAS ONLY THE FIRST OF THEM,

IN WHICH, WROTE THE YOUTH, “I HAVE EXPLAINED
THE UNIVERSE.” YoOU SEE WHAT IT WOULD MEAN

TO TELL SUCH A YOUNG PERSON THAT WHEN HE GROWS
UP, HE WILL KNOW MORE. IT REALLY MEANS THAT
WHEN HE GROWS UP, HE WILL KNOW LESS. HE WILL
DISCOVER, IF HE GAINS ANY WISDOM AT ALL, THAT
LIFE IS SET IN A LIMITLESS SEA OF MYSTERY.

SURELY, IN EVERY PART OF LIFE, IT SEEMS THE
MORE WE KNOW, THE MORE THE MYSTERY GROWS.

OUR ANCIENT FOREFATHERS AND MOTHERS THOUGHT



THEY LIVED UPON A FLAT AND STATIONARY EARTH,
AND THEY WERE CONTENT WITH SIMPLE EXPLANATIONS,
WHILE WE ARE ON A PLANET FLYING 18% MILES

PER SECOND, WITH THE NEAREST STAR 25 TRILLION
MILES AWAY, HERE HAS BEEN AN INCREASE OF
KNOWLEDGE, BUT ALSO AN INCREASE OF MYSTERY,

FOR EXAMPLE, AT THIS SAME TIME WE ARE EXPLORING
SPACE BEYOND THE EARTH, MODERN PHYSICISTS

ARE NOW DISCOVERING A WORLD WITHIN WORLDS

IN THE NUCLEUS OF THE ATOM, WHICH AT ONE TIME
WAS THOUGHT TO BE THE SMALLEST PARTICLE. AS
PHYSICISTS NOW ENVISION IT, THE INVISIBLE

SUBATOMIC WORLD IS COMPOSED OF PARTICLES
DANCING IN FIELDS OF ENERGY. HUNDREDS OF

SUBATOMIC PARTICLES HAVE BEEN IDENTIFIED.

THE ENERGY THAT CALLS THE TUNE IS OF FOUR
VARIETIES THAT DIFFER RADICALLY IN CHARACTER --
GRAVITATION, ELECTROMAGNETISM., THE STRONG

FORCE AND THE WEAK FORCE.

WHILE THE BEHAVIOR OF EACH OF THE FOUR FORCES
(MORE APTLY CALLED INTERACTIONS) IS REASONABLY
WELL UNDERSTOOD, NOBODY KNOWS WHY THERE SHOULD
BE FOUR OF THEM, RATHER THAN SOME OTHER NUMBER,
NOR DOES ANYONE KNOW WHY THERE SHOULD BE SO
MANY DIFFERENT SORTS OF SUBATOMIC PARTICLES.
BEGINNING TO EMERGE ARE UNIFIED AND "“GRAND”
THEORIES THAT APPEAR TO PRESENT A COHERENT
ACCOUNT OF HOW THE VARIOUS INTERACTIONS MAY
HAVE EVOLVED FROM SIMPLER NATURAL LAWS THAT
OBTAINED IN THE INFANCY OF THE UNIVERSE.

TRADITIONALLY, PHYSICISTS SEARCHING FOR A



UNIFIED THEORY SOUGHT AN ULTIMATE PARTICLE
OUT OF WHICH ALL THE OTHERS WERE MADE. ONCE

IT HAD SEEMED THAT ATOMS WERE THE FUNDAMENTAL
BUILDING BLOCKS. BuUT, AS I NOTED EARLIER,

ATOMS PROVED TO BE COMPOSED OF SMALLER

PARTICLES -- PROTONS, NEUTRONS, AND ELECTRONS --
AND THE PROTONS AND NEUTRONS TURNED OUT TO
INCORPORATE CLOUDS OF PARTICLES CALLED MESONS,
AND THERE ARE SEVERAL SORTS OF MESONS, EACH
EVIDENTLY COMPOSED OF STILL SMALLER PARTICLES
THAT SCIENTISTS HAVE NAMED "QUARKS” (FROM

A WORD COINED BY JAMES JOYCE IN “FINNEGAN’S
WAKE.”) TODAY THE WORLD OF SUBATOMIC PARTICLES

HAS BECOME AS JUMBLED AS AN ACQUISITOR'S ATTIC.
THE COUNT OF PARTICLES WHOSE TRACES HAVE BEEN

DETECTED BY EVER MORE SOPHISTICATED ACCELERATORS.
OR WHOSE EXISTENCE HAS BEEN POSTULATED BY
PHYSICISTS' CALCULATIONS, EXTENDS TO MORE

THAN 200 -- SO MANY THAT PHYSICISTS ARE OBLIGED
TO CONSULT THE 120-PAGE PARTICLE PROPERTIES

DATA BOOKLET JUST TO KEEP TRACK OF THEIR NAMES

AND CHARACTERISTICS.

AS I UNDERSTAMD IT, SIX VARIETIES OF QUARKS
HAVE NOW BEEN POSTULATED, AND THE NAMES GIVEN
THEM INDICATE THE MYSTERY SURROUNDING THEM.
THERE ARE "UP"” QUARKS, “DOWN" QUARKS, "STRANGE"
QUARKS, "“CHARMED"” QUARKS, “BOTTOM” QUARKS,

AND “TOP” QUARKS.

THERE IS INTENSE DEBATE WITHIN THE WORLD OF
THE PHYSICISTS EVEN ABOUT THE VALIDITY OF
THIS SYSTEM. VICTOR F. WEIsskoPF oF M. I.

T. COMPARED THE ACCELERATOR APPROACH IN




PARTICLE PHYSICS TO TRYING TO DECIDE HOW A

SWISS WATCH WORKS BY

SMASHING TWO OF THEM

TOGETHER AND EXAMINING THE PIECES.

ONE SCIENCE WRITER RECENTLY WROTE, "“THE NEW
INSIGHTS COMING OUT OF PARTICLE PHYSICS TEND

TO DISPROVE THE MYTH
INEXORABLE MACHINE.
EVOLVING LIKE LIFE,

THAT THE COSMOS IS AN
To SEE THE UNIVERSE AS
LIKE THOUGHT, AS SUBJECT

TO CHANCE AND UNCERTAINTY, JUST AS OUR LIVES
ARE SUBJECT TO CHANCE AND UNCERTAINTY, IS
TO DEEPEN OUR SENSE THAT WE HAVE A RIGHTFUL

PLACE IN NATURE.”

THE MORE WE KNOW, THE MORE UNCERTAINTY THERE
IS, IF THERE IS UNCERTAINTY AND MYSTERY IN

THE SCIENTIFIC WORLD

» EVEN MORESO IS THERE

MYSTERY AND UNCERTAINTY PRESENT IN THE REST
OF OUR WORLDS, INCLUDING, OF COURSE, THE WORLD

OF RELIGION,

WE SUCCEED IN GETTING ALONG MOST OF THE TIME
WITHOUT BOTHERING ABOUT THIS TOO MUCH. WE

ABSORB OURSELVES IN

IMMEDIATE TASKS. WE GO

TO SCHOOL, WORK IN OUR VOCATIONS, FALL IN
LOVE, TAKE CARE OF OUR CHILDREN, SOMETIMES
EVEN IMPROVE OUR GOLF SCORE, OVERCOME ILLNESS --
WE TAKE LIFE AS IT COMES MOST OF THE TIME

AND MAKE THE BEST OF

IT. WE ARE NOT ALWAYS

CONSCIOUS OF THE MYSTERIES AND UNCERTAINTIES
OF LIFE, BUT THEY ARE ALWAYS THERE. THEN

IF A CRISIS OR TRAGEDY ENTERS OUR LIVES, WE
BEGIN TO ASK QUESTIONS AND BECOME MORE AWARE

OF UNCERTAINTY AND MYSTERY.
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ONE REASON THAT TRADITION HAS PLAYED AND STILL
PLAYS AN IMPORTANT ROLE IN OUR LIVES IS THAT
IT HELPS US DEAL WITH UNCERTAINTY. IN THE

PAST THIS WAS EVEN MORE TRUE THAN IT IS TODAY.
IN THE MUSICAL, "FIDDLER ON THE ROOF,"” TEVYE
SINGS ABOUT TRADITION. EVERYONE'S ROLE IN

LIFE WAS ESTABLISHED BY TRADITION. THIS MEANT
THERE WERE LESS DECISIONS TO MAKE, LESS CONCERN
ABOUT UNCERTAINTY. TRADITION WOULD BE THE
GUIDE. BUT TEVYE DISCOVERS THE WORLD IS

ALWAYS CHANGING AND THAT TRADITION NO LONGER
CONTROLS ALL DECISION MAKING. HE FACES THE
DIFFICULT QUESTION, “HOoWw CAN ONE BE CERTAIN

WHICH DECISION IS RIGHT?' ON THE ONE HAND,
THIS IS TRUE, BUT ON THE OTHER HAND, THE

OPPOSITE IS TRUE. WE ALL LIKE THE “CERTAINTY”
OF TRADITION AT TIMES. EVEN IN OUR DAY WHEN
WE HAVE TO MAKE A DECISION, SOMEONE WILL ASK,
"WHAT DID WE DO LAST TIME OR LAST YEAR?" WE
ARE APPEALING TO TRADITION TO HELP US MAKE
OUR DECISION. IT'’S A VALID QUESTION TO ASK.,
AS LONG AS WE REALIZE THERE ARE OTHER
POSSIBILITIES, AS WELL,

THE POINT IS, WE ALL HAVE A DESIRE FOR CERTAINTY
IN THE MIDST OF A WORLD OF UNCERTAINTY AND
MYSTERY .

How, THEN, DO WE DEAL WITH UNCERTAINTY IN
OUR RELIGIOUS LIVES AND IN OTHER PARTS OF

OUR LIVES, AS WELL?

FIRST, SOME THINGS TO BEWARE OF: DBEWARE OF
THOSE WHO ARE ALWAYS CERTAIN THEY KNOW EXACTLY



WHAT GOD’'’S WILL IS FOR ALL THINGS., ANOTHER
WAY TO PUT IT IS TO HAVE A HEALTHY DISTRUST
OF DOGMATISM. HARRY EMERSON FOSDICK PUT IT

THIS WAY: “WHENEVER YOU SEE ANYONE STANDING

OVER AGAINST THE MYSTERY OF LIFE, WHIPPING

OFF FINALITIES AS THOUGH HE OR SHE COULD

SETTLE IT, DISTRUST THAT PERSON. INDEED,

LET US MAKE OUR DISTRUST OF DOGMATISM
COMPREHENSIVE SO THAT IT INCLUDES BOTH

DOGMATIC RELIGIONIST AND DOGMATIC IRRELIGIONIST.”

THE PURSUIT OF ABSOLUTE CERTITUDE IS NOT GENUINELY
RELIGIOUS SEARCH, BUT CAN BE A TEMPTATION

CONSTANTLY BESETTING RELIGIOUS INSTITUTIONS
AND PEOPLE.

ONE REASON FOR THE POPULARITY OF CULTS AND
THEIR DANGER IS THEIR PROMISE OF COMPLETE
CERTAINTY. “WE WILL GIVE YOU ALL THE CORRECT
AND INFALLIBLE ANSWERS"” IS THEIR MESSAGE,

"IF YOU WILL JUST GIVE YOURSELF OVER COMPLETELY
TO US AND ASK NO MORE QUESTIONS,”

BEWARE OF MAKING THE BIBLE INTO AN ABSOLUTE

EXTERNAL INFALLIBLE AUTHORITY ON EVERY QUESTION.
WHEN THAT IS DONE, WE ARE MAKING THE BIBLE
INTO SOMETHING IT WAS NEVER MEANT TO BE, AND

WORSE STILL, WE DISTORT ITS OVER-ALL MESSAGE,
AS WELL.

HERE'S AN IMAGE THAT HAS BEEN OF TREMENDOUS
HELP TO ME. THINK OF THE BIBLE AS A LAMP,
RATHER THAN A MIRPOR. A MIRROR REFLECTS

REALITY AS IT IS, AND THAT KIND OF ASSERTION
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UNDERSCORES BIBLICAL LITERALISM. IN CONTRAST,
A LAMP GIVES LIGHT.; IT IS DIRECTIONAL; IT
ILLUMINATES, AS WELL AS IT CAUSES SHADOWS,
WHAT WE SEE AND HOW WE SEE IT DEPENDS ON WHERE
THE LAMP IS LOCATED. AND DIFFERENT PEOPLE
POINT THE LIGHT IN DIFFERENT DIRECTIONS. THUS
THE BIBLICAL WRITERS WERE EXPRESSING THE REALITY
ILLUMINATED BY THEIR OWN INTERESTS AND
DISPOSITIONS, THE APOSTLE PAUL USED ANOTHER
METAPHOR. HE SAID, “WE HAVE THIS TREASURE
IN EARTHEN VESSELS.” THE LUST FOR CERTITUDE
TENDS TO MAKE THE TREASURE AND THE VESSEL

THE SAME,

BEWARE OF ANY CLAIM OF INFALLIBILITY. NoO

SET OF WORDS, NO CREED, NO CONFESSION, CAN
EVER TOTALLY EXPLAIN THE MYSTERY OF GOD. GOD
NEVER HAS BEEN AND NEVER CAN BE EXHAUSTIVELY
DESCRIBED IN ANY SET OF HUMAN WORDS.

HERE ARE SOME OTHER GUIDELINES FOR DEALING
WITH UNCERTAINTY IN A POSITIVE WAY.

1. THERE SEEMS TO BE A DEGREE OF UNCERTAINTY
BUILT INTO ALL OF LIFE. WHAT IS NEEDED IS

TO DELIGHT IN THIS FACT, TO SEE IN IT A
GUARANTEE THAT THE WORLD IS OPEN-ENDED, NOT
FIXED AND DETERMINED, BUT INEXHAUSTIBLY RICH

IN MEANING., WE CAN EVEN RELAX AND BEGIN TO
LOOK ON ULTIMATE QUESTIONS NOT JUST AS PROBLEMS
TO BE SOLVED, BUT AS MYSTERIES THAT SAVE US
FROM DESPAIR, “L.IFE IS NOT A SERIES OF
PROBLEMS,” SAID THE FRENCH PHILOSOPHER

GABRIEL MARCEL; "IT IS A NETWORK OF MYSTERIES,”




PEOPLE WHO ARE ALWAYS CERTAIN ARE NOT OPEN
TO NEW IDEAS AND DO NOT GROW IN WISDOM AND
KNOWLEDGE ,

FURTHERMORE, A DEGREE OF UNCERTAINTY IS OFTEN
WHAT ADDS SPICE AND ZEST TO LIFE ITSELF,
THINK OF HOW DULL LIFE WOULD BE IF THERE WERE
NO SURPRISES, IF ALL THINGS WERE TOTALLY
PREDICTABLE. I’M NOT SURE THAT WE WANT TO

BE ABSOLUTELY CERTAIN ABOUT ALL THINGS,
SUPPOSE A MACHINE HAS BEEN INVENTED WHICH
COULD PREDICT WITH ABSOLUTE ACCURACY THE DATE
OF A PERSON’S DEATH. WILL You USE IT? OR

SUPPOSE YOU COULD PLUG A DEVICE INTO YOUR
BRAIN WHICH WOULD ENABLE YOU TO FEEL INTENSE

PLEASURE WHENEVER YOU WANTED IT BY THE PUSH
OF A BUTTON. WOULD YOU HAVE IT DONE? OR
SUPPOSE AN INEXPENSIVE DEVICE HAS BEEN INVENTED
WHICH CAN BE IMPLANTED IN YOUR BRAIN. YoOU

CAN TURN IT ON TO DREAM IN COLOR ON ANY TOPIC
OF YOUR CHOICE. WOULD YOU GET THIS DREAM

MACHINE?

AS FAR AS OUR RELIGIOUS FAITH IS CONCERNED,
A DEGREE OF UNCERTAINTY ABOUT THE NATURE OF
(GOD REPRESENTS A HEALTHY RESPECT FOR THE
DANGERS OF SUBSTITUTING HUMAN FORMS FOR HoOLY
SUBSTANCE. [T REPRESENTS A RESPECT FOR A
SENSE OF MYSTERY WHICH ALWAYS SURROUNDS (OD

AS THE ULTIMATE.

FURTHERMORE, GOOD RELIGION AS THE SEARCH FOR
THE ULTIMATE SHOULD RIGHTLY HAVE THE EFFECT

OF HELPING US SEE THROUGH THE FORMS OF OUR




SOCIETY AND SHOULD HELP US ALSO SEE THE
TENTATIVENESS AND LIMITS OF ALL HUMAN
INSTITUTIONS AND CONCEPTUAL SYSTEMS. ONLY
GOD IS THE ULTIMATE TRUTH.

THROUGHOUT THE GOSPELS IN THE NEW TESTAMENT
OF THE BIBLE WE SEE JESUS CHRIST CALLING
PEOPLE 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. 1IN
THE SCRIPTURE READING FOR TODAY READ EARLIER
FROM MATTHEW'’S GOSPEL, JESUS REMINDS US WITH

HIS PARABLE OF THE SHEEP AND THE GOATS THAT
THERE ARE MANY SURPRISES IN GOD'S KINGDOM,

THOSE WHO ARE MOST CERTAIN THAT THEY HAVE
BEEN DOING GOD'S WILL MAY FIND THEY HAVE NOT
BEEN DOING IT AT ALL, AND THOSE WHO HAVE BEEN
QUIETLY SERVING THE NEEDS OF THE FORGOTTEN
INDIVIDUALS IN OUR SOCIETY WILL DISCOVER THAT
THEY HAVE BEEN DOING GOD'S WILL WITHOUT EVEN
BEING AWARE OF 1IT,

REMEMBER, T0O, THAT IT IS NOT THE PURPOSE

OF RELIGION TO CLEAR UP ALL MYSTERIES AND

HAVE THE ANSWERS TO ALL QUESTIONS. WHY DO

WE EVEN ASSUME THAT ALL QUESTIONS HAVE ANSWERS?
ON THE CONTRARY, AT THE CENTER OF THE CHRISTIAN
FAITH IS THE DEEPEST MYSTERY OF ALL, THE CROSS,
WHERE LOVE WAS NAILED TO A CROSS BY HATE.

AND THROUGH THE DEATH AND RESURRECTION OF
THIS LOVE OF GOD IN THE FLESH, WE ARE SAVED.




) -

10
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. JTRUE RELIGION IS A SEARCH FOR
MEANING, DIRECTION, AND UNDERSTANDING.,

FAITH IN THE CHRISTIAN SENSE IS NOT SIMPLY
PERSONAL SELF-ASSURANCE OR THE WARDING OFF
OF FEELINGS OF INSECURITY. IT IS A SELF-
TRANSCENDING, TRUSTFUL LOVE OF GoD. To PUT
IT ANOTHER WAY, FAITH IS A BASIC TRUST IN

REALITY, AN OPENNESS TO MYSTERY. IT IS ALSO
FAITH THAT MOTIVATES US TO CONTINUE TO SEARCH

FOR MORE TRUTH BECAUSE WE BELIEVE THAT IN

OUR SEARCH, OUR KNOWLEDGE AND UNDERSTANDING
WILL INCREASE AND THAT WE WILL FIND NEW AND
BETTER DIRECTION AND MEANING FOR OUR LIVES.

ONE INDIVIDUAL PUT IT THIS WAY: “I AM A
CHRISTIAN BECAUSE THE CHRISTIAN FAITH AND
TRADITION, WITH ITS SYMBOLS, DOCTRINES, AND
VALUES, WITH ITS COMMUNITIES AND INSTITUTIONS.
GIVES ME AN EXPERIENCE OF TRANSCENDENT REALITY
AND HAS OPENED FOR ME A LEVEL OF CONSCIOUSNESS
AND A WAY OF LIVING [ RECOGNIZE AS VALUABLE
AND LIBERATING . . . AT THE SAME TIME, MUCH
IN THE CHRISTIAN TRADITION RAISES QUESTIONS

IN MY MIND TO WHICH I HAVE ONLY TENTATIVE
ANSWERS, BUT THE CHRISTIAN FAITH AND TRADITION
IS MY RELIGIOUS STARTING POINT.”
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WE CAN LIVE WITH UNCERTAINTY BECAUSE BENEATH

IT ALL IS THE FINAL AND ULTIMATE SAVING LOVE

OF GOD, AND "IT IS THIS LOVE WHICH UNDERGIRDS
~  AND HOLDS THE UNIVERSE TOGETHER. AMEN,



