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SU�!DAY, SEPTEMBER 16, 1984 

uwHAT IT "MEANS TO FEAR GOD'' - . 

PSALM 111:10, ROMANS 11:33-36 

THERE'S A. LOT OF LOOSE TALK ABOUT GOD THESE 

DAYS. POLITICIANSJ THEIR SPEECH WRITERS AND 

POLITICAL PARTIES WANT us TO BELIEVE THAT Goo 

IS ONLY ON THEIR SIDE. SOME EVEN MAINTAIN 

THAT Goo HAS BEEN BANISHED FROM PUBLIC SCHOOLS. 

OTHERS WANT US TO BELIEVE THAT WITHOUT THEIR 

AID, Goo WOULD BE GONE FROM AMERICAN SOCIETY. 

IT SEEMS THAT A LOT OF PEOPLE I�JSTEAD OF FEARING 
GoD OR BEING IN AWE OF GOD'S HOLINESS AND MAJESTYJ 

BELIEVE THEY HAVE TO PROTECT GOD, OR THAT THEY 

ARE IN CHARGE OF Goo. 

DOES GOD ACTUALLY NEED SOMEONE TO LOOK OUT 

FOR Goo's WELFARE? CONSIDER THE CONTINUAL 
' . ' 

DEBATE ABOUT CREATIONISM VS. EVOLUTION. AFRAID 

THAT EVOLUTION SOMEHOW DENIES THE EXISTENCE 

OF GoD (HOW THAT COULD BE I NEVER HAVE 

U�JDERSTOOD) J . SOME CHRIST I ANS ARE WAG I NG A 

CAMPAIGt·J TO INSURE THAT GOD -REMAI�JS AROUND. 
I DON'T BELIEVE Goo NEEDS THEIR HELP, NOR DOES 

GOD NEED THE HELP OF POLITICIANS WHO PROMISE 

THAT REFERENCES TO GOD WILL BE PERMITTED IN 

CLASSROOMS, 

. .  

To PARAPHRASE J. B. PHILLIPS) THEIR Gan IS 

TOO SMALL. Goo IS NOT DEPENDENT ON OUR BELIEF 

FOR EXISTENCE. GoD SIMPLY IS! GoD IS ALPHA 

AND 0MEGA1 THE ·BEGINNING AND THE END. 
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TRYING TO DEFEND Goo ISN'T THE ONLY ATTITUDE 

PEOPLE TAKE TOWARD THE ALMIGHTY. THERE ARE 
. . 

THOSE WHO TALK ABOUT "HAVING" GOD. nyOU' VE 

GOT TO HAVE GOD IN YOUR HEARTJ" THEY SAY, THE 

PHRASE COMES OUT SOUNDING LIKE POSSESSION OR 

OWNERSHIP� 

IN A SIMILAR VEIN, SOME PEOPLE IN THEIR TALK 

ABOUT Goo SEEM ALMOST TOO CHUMMYJ TOO INTIMATEJ 

TOO INFORMAL. ONE TELLTALE WORD IS THE 
INAPPROPRIATE US.E OF THE WORD ''JUST'' AS IN 

A PRAYER -- "Goo WE JUST WANT TO THANK YOU," 

SOME COt�TEMPORARY CHRIST I AN- MUS IC HAS THE S.AME 

INTIMATE EXPERIENCE THEME. 

STILL OTHER LOOSE TALK ABOUT Goo WANTS us TO 

BELIEVE THAT Goo IS ONLY ON OUR SIDE OR IN 

OUR CORNER AND THEN PEOPLE FEEL SECURE OR AT 

PEACE AND 1 �J coN.TROL OF Goo. 

THE NIGHT BEFORE A MAJOR CIVIL WAR BATTLE) 

ABRAHAM LINCOLN WAS I�! A TENT REVIEWING BATTLE 

PLANS WITH ONE OF HIS GENERALS. THE GENERAL 

TURNED TO HIS COMMANDER-IN-CH.I EF AND SA I D J 

"MR. PPESIDENT, LET US PRAY THAT GOD BE ON 

OUR SIDE TOMORROW,'' To WHICH MR. LI�ICOLN 

REPLIED, SOMEWHAT SADLY, "I THINK IT IS MORE 

FITTING THAT WE PRAY THAT WE BE ON THE SIDE 

OF GOD I,, 

IT'S NONSENSE TO TALK ABOUT "HAVING Gop," OR 

NOT HAVING Goo AS IF GoD WERE SOME COMMODITY) . 

OR GENIE IN THE LAMPJ OR GOOD-LUCK CHARM CARRIED 

ABOUT IN ONE'S POCKET, 
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PEOPLE HAVE F .ROM THE BEGINNING TRIED TO USE 

GOD FOR THEIR OWN PURPOSES: CONTROLLING THEIR 

CHILDREN) KEEPING CHURCH MEMBERS IN LINEJ 

�/ CONVINCING THE MASSES THAT SHOOTING GERMANS 

OR TURKS OR THE HEATHEN OR OTHEP CHRISTIANS 

IS GOD 1. S WILL. U�!TOLD HU-MA�J MISERY., PHYSICAL 
. . 

AND MENTAL ·suFFERINGJ AND EVEN DESTRUCTION 

AND DEATH HAVE BEE�J- THE RESULT, 

YESJ THERE'S A LOT OF LOOSE TALK ABOUT GOD 

THESE DAYSJ NOT ONLY BY POLITICIANSJ BUT IN 

OTHER P'LACES AS WELLJ INCLUDING THE CHURCH, 

A FEW WEEKS AGO ON THE FRONT PAGE OF THE WALL 
STREET JOURNAL THERE APPEARED A STORY ABOUT 

LIGHTNING STRIKING THE YORK MINSTER CATHEDRAL 

IN ENGLAND. THE FORCE OF THE B·LAST SPLINTERED 

THE CATHEDRAL'S 13TH CENTURY OAK BEAMS AND 

SENT THE ROOF OF THE SOUTH TRANSEPT COLLAPSING 

IN THE FLAMES TO THE FLAGSTONES BELOW. 

THE LIGHTNING BOLT H IT THE CATHEDRAL JUST 

THREE DAYS AFTER THE CONSECRATION OF THE REV. 

DAVID JENKI�S AS BISHOP OF DURHAMJ A TOWN 60 

M-I LES NORTH OF YORK. MR. JEN KI �JS IS A SOMEWHAT 

CONTROVERSIAL FIGURE WITHIN THE CHURCH OF ENGLAND. 

H1s· OPPONENTS ARGUED THAT GOD WAS ANGERED BECAUSE 

HE WAS MADE A BISHOP AND THEREFORE SENT THE 

BOLT OF LIGHTNING AS A DIVINE WA-RNING. l�I 

EVERYDAY LANGUAGE SUCH INCIDENTS ARE OFTEN 

REFERRED TO AS "ACTS OF Gan." IN THIS INSTANCEJ 

SOME WERE SAYING THAT IT WAS TRULY AN ACT OF 

GOD, 
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THE QUESTION THEN OF WHAT REALLY CAUSED THE 

F IRE SPARKED OTHER THEORIES AS WELL. ONE 

PERSON WRITING TO A. LONDON �JEWSPAPER SA I D  THE 

LIGHTNING BOLT WAS PROBABLY AN ACCIDENTAL 

BYPRODUCT OF SOME YORKSHIRE FARMER'S PRAYER 

FOR RAINj SHE WENT ON TO SAY, "FOR THE GOD 

OF STORMS IS THE GOD OF HARVESTS. NATURALLY 

HE SENDS RAINSTORMS ON REQUEST -- IT'S HARDLY 

HIS FAULT THAT THE. CHRISTiANS INSIST ON BUILDING 

THEIR MONUMENTS DIRECTLY IN HIS FLIGHT PATH, n 

BISHOP JENKINS HIMSELF WITH A SMILE OFFERED 

SOME OTHER THEORIES. HE SAID, »My DAUGHTER 

ASKED ME WHY PEOPLE DIDN'T SAY INSTEAD THAT 
THE DEVIL WAS SO ANGRY AT MY CONSECRATION THAT 

HE SET THE CHURCH ON FIRE.u nTHERE IS ROOM 

FOR MIRACLES,n HE SENT ON TO SAY, "BUT YOU 

HAVE TO DECIDE WHAT THE MIRACLE PROVES,n 

JENKI.NS HIMSELF BELIEVES THAT THE BOLT FROM 

THE NIGHT SKY WAS DERIVED FROM "SIMPLE WEATHER 

CON D I T I ON S , 
II 

SOMEONE ELSE COMMENTED THAT IF GOD WAS REALLY 

ANGERED ABOUT THE NEW BISHOP'S APPOINTMENT 

WHY DIDN'T THE LIGHTNING STRIKE THE BISHOP 

HIMSELF RATHER THAN CAUSING DESTRUCTION TO 

A HISTORIC CATHEDRAL. 

SOMETIMES.TOOJ VICTIMS OF MISFORTUNE TRY TO 

CONSOLE THEMSELVES WITH THE IDEA THAT Goo HAS 

REASONS FOR MAKING SOMETHING HAPPEN TO THEM) 

REASONS THAT THEY ARE IN NO POSITION TO JUDGE. 

RABBI KUSHNER TELLS THE STORY OF A WOMAN NAMED 
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HELEN. THE TROUBLE STARTED WHEN HELEN NOTICED 

HERSELF· GETT I NG TI RED AFTER WALK I NG SEVERAL 

BLOCKS OR STANDING IN LINE. SHE CHALKED IT 

L, UP TO GETT I NG OLDER A��D HAY I NG PUT ON SOME 

WEIGHT. BUT ONE NIGHT1 COMING HOME AFTER 

DINNER WITH FRIENDSJ HELEN STUMBLED OVER THE 
THRESHOLD OF THE FRONT DOOR J SENT A LAMP 

CRASHING TO THE FLOOR AND FELL TO THE FLOOR 

HERSELF. HER HUSBAND TRIED TO JOKE ABOUT HER 

GETTING DRUNK ON TWO SIPS OF WINE, BUT HELEN 

SUSPECTED THAT IT WAS NO JO.KING MATTER. THE 

FOLLOWING MORNING SHE MADE AN APPOINTMENT TO 

SEE A DOCTOR. 

THE DIAGNOSIS WAS MULTIPLE SCLEROSIS. TH.E 

DOCTOR EXPLAINED THAT IT WAS A DEGENERATIVE 

NERVE DISEASEJ AND THAT IT WOULD G.RADUALLY 

GET WORSE, MAYBE QUICKLYJ MAYBE GRADUALLY OVER 

MANY YEARS. AT SOME POINT HELEN WOULD FIND 

IT HARDER TO WALK WITHOUT SUPPORTJ AND EVENTUALLY 

SHE COULD BE CONFINED TO A WHEELCHAIR e 

THE WORST OF HELEN'S FEARS HAD COME TRUE. SHE 

BROKE DOWN AND CRIED WHEN SHE HEARD THAT, uWHY 
SHOULD THIS HAPPEN TO ME? I'VE TRIED TO BE 

A GOOD PERSON., I HAVE A HUSBAND AND YOUNG 

CHILDR·E�J WHO NEED ME. I DON'T DE.SERVE THIS. 

WHY SHOULD GOD MAKE ME SUFFER LIKE THIS?
n 

HER 

HUSBAND TOOK HER HAND AND TRIED TO CONSOLE 
. . 

HER: uYOU CAN'T TALK LIKE THAT, GOD MUST 

HAVE REASONS FOR DOING THl$J AND IT'S NOT FOR 

us TO QUESTION GOD . . You HAVE TO BELIEVE THAT 

IF GOD WANTS YOU TO GET BETTERJ YOU WILL GET 

BETTER) AND. IF GOD DOESN'T� THERE HAS TO BE 

SOME PURPOSE TO IT, "  
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HELEN TRIED TO FIND PEACE AND STRENGTH IN THOSE 

WORDS. SHE WANTED TO BE COMFORTED BY THE KNOWLEDGE 

THAT THERE WAS SOME PURPOSE TO HER SUFFERINGJ 

BEYOND HER CAPACITY TO UNDERSTAND. SHE WANTED 

TO BELIEV.E THAT IT MADE SENSE AT SOME LEVEL. 

ALL HER LIFE SHE HAD BEEN TAUGHT -- AT RELIGIOUS 

SCHOOL AND IN SCIENCE CLASSES ALIKE -- THAT 

THE WORLD MADE SENSEJ THAT EVERYTHING THAT 

HAPPENED} HAPPENED FOR A REASON. SHE WANTED 

SO DESPERATELY TO GO ON BELIEVING THAT; TO 

HOLD ON TO HER BELIEF THAT GOD WAS IN CHARGE 

OF THINGS) BECAUSE IF Goo WASN'T) WHO WAS? 

IT WAS HARD TO LIVE WITH MULTIPLE SCLEROSIS) 

BUT IT WAS EVEN HARDER TO LIVE WITH THE IDEA 
THAT THINGS HAPPENED TO PEOPLE FOR NO REASONJ 

THAT GOD HAD LOST TOUCH WITH THE WORLD AND 

NOBODY WAS IN THE DP.IVER'S SEAT. 

HELEN DIDN'T WANT TO QUESTION GOD OR BE ANGRY 

AT GOD. BUT HER HUSBAND'S WORDS ONLY MADE 

HER FEEL MORE ABANDONED AND MORE BEWILDERED , 

WHAT KIND OF HIGHER PURPOSE COULD POSSIBLY 

JUSTIFY WHAT SHE WOULD HAVE TO FACE? How COULD 

THIS IN ANY WAY BE GOOD? MUCH AS SHE TRIED 

NOT TO BE ANGRY AT GoDJ SHE FELT ANGRY} HURT) 

BETRAYED. SHE HAD BEEN A GOOD PERSON; NOT 

PERFECT) PERHAPS) BUT HONEST) HARD-WORKING) 

HELPFUL} AS GOOD AS MOST PEOPLE AND BETTER 

THAN MANY WHO WERE WALKING AROUND HEALTHY. 

WHAT REASONS COULD GOD POSSIBLY HAVE FOR DOING 

THIS TO HER? AND ON TOP OF IT ALL SHE FELT 
. . 

GUILTY FOR BEING ANGRY AT GoD. SHE FELT ALONE 

IN HER FEAR AND SUFFER 1 NG. IF Goo Hft.D s E�!T 

HER THIS AFFLICTION� IF GOD FOR SOME REASON 



WANTED HER. TO SUFFERJ HOW COULD SHE ASK Goo 

TO CURE HER OF IT? IF IT WAS Goo' s WILL THAT 

SHE BE SI CKJ WO-ULD SHE BE GOING AGAINST Goo's 

WILL IF SHE TRIED TO GET WELL? 
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WRITER HARRIET SARNOFF SCHIFF HAS WRITTEN ABOUT 

HER PAIN AND TRAGEDY IN AN EXCELLENT BOOK J 
. . . 

THE BEREAVED PAR.ENT. SHE REMEMBERS THAT WHEN 

HER YOUNG SON DIED DURING AN OPERATION TO 

CORRECT A CONGENITAL HEART MALFUNCTION J HER 

CLERGYMAN TOOK HER ASIDE AND SAIDJ "I KNOW 
THAT THIS IS A PAINFUL TIME FOR YOU. Bur I 

KNOW YOU WILL GET THROUGH IT ALL RIGHTJ BECAUSE 

GOD NEVER SENDS US MORE OF A BURDEN THAN WE 
CAN BEAR, GOD ONLY LET THIS HAPPEN TO YOU 

BECAUSE Goo KNOWS THAT YOU ARE STRONG ENOUGH 

TO HANDLE IT. '' HARR I ETT SCH I.FF REMEMBEPS HER 
' 

REACTION TO THOSE WORDS: nlF ONLY I WAS A 

WEAKER PERSON, ROBBIE WOULD STILL BE AL.IVE.u. 

I�� OUR LOOSE TALK ABOUT GOD, WE DON'T OFTEN 

THINK THROUGH THE IMPLICATIONS OF OUR STATEMENTS. 

As A REMEDY FOR OUR LOOSE TALK ABOUT GoDJ THE 

BIBLE REMINDS US IN BOTH THE OLD AND NEW 

TESTAMENTS THAT UTHE FEAR OF Goo IS THE 

BEG I N N I NG OF W I SD OM.., II OR AS ST • PA U L P UT ·1 T J 

uo THE DEPTH OF THE RICHES AND WISDOM AND 

KNOWLEDGE OF Goo! How UNSEARCHABLE ARE GOD·'S 

JUDGMENTS AND HOW I NSCRUTABL.E ARE GOD'S WAYS.'' 

ALBERT EINSTEIN) THE SCIENTIST AND PHYSICIST 

HAD A FAVORITE SAYING IN THIS REGARD -- nSUBTLE 

IS THE LORD, BUT MALICIOUS GOD IS NOT.n THERE'S 
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A MYSTERIOUSNESS TO Gon THAT IS ALWAYS BEYOND 

US AND WHl�H TRANSCENDS USJ AND YET UNDERNEATH 

IT ALL WE KNOW THAT Gan LOVES AND CARES FOR 

us. 
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Goo IS LIKE LIFE ITSELF -- THE OLDER WE GROWJ 

THE MORE MYSTERIOUS LIFE BECOMES. WE SOMETIMES 

SAY TO A YOUNG PERSON THAT WHEN SHE GROWS UPJ 

SHE WILL KNOW MORE -- BUT THAT IS ONLY A HALF 

TRUTH� IN GENERAL� AN INCREASING EXPERIENCE 

OF LIFE ONLY DEEPENS THE SENSE OF MYSTERY, 

THE MORE WE KNOWJ THE MORE THE MYSTERY GROWS, 

WHAT THEN DOES IT MEAN TO FEAR GOD? 

1. FIRST OF ALL) FEAR IN THIS CONTEXT DOES 
NOT MEAN SO MUCH TO BE AFRAID OF, AS TO BE 

IN AWE) OR TO BE IN REVERENCE OF, To FEAR 

GOD IS TO KNOW THAT THERE IS A LOT WE D-ON'T­

KNOW ABOUT GOD AND ABOUT Goo's CREATION. To 

FEAR GOD IS TO HAVE A SENSE OF HUMILITY ABOUT 

GOD AND Goo's WILL. To FEAR Goo IS TO BE 

CAREFUL IN OUR LOOS.E TALK ABOUT Goo. 

TH IS MEANS THEN --- BEWARE. OF THOSE WHO ARE 

ALWAYS CERTAIN THEY KNOW EXACTLY WHAT Goo's 

WILL IS FOR ALL THINGS, ANOTHER WAY TO PUT 

IT IS THAT THOSE WHO FEAR GOD) WHO HAVE REVERENCE 

FOR GOD) ALSO HAVE A HEALTHY DISTRUST OF DOGMATISM. 

BEWARE OF ANY CLAIM OF INFALLIBILITY. No SET 

OF WORDSJ NO CREED) NO CONFESSION) CAN EVER 

TOTALLY EXPLAIN THE MYSTERY OR MAJESTY OR 

-HOLINESS OF GOD. THIS DOES NOT MEAN THAT WE 

CANNOT KNOW GOD -- IT MEANS THAT WE CANNOT 
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KNOW ALL OF GOD. WE CAN NEVER EVEN TOTALLY 

KNOW ANOTHER HUMAN BEING, ROWENA AND I 

CELEBRATED OUR 30TH WEDDING ANNIVERSARY A WEEK 

AND A HALF AGO, AFTER 30 YEARS OF INTIMACY 

THERE'S A MYSTERIOUSNESS ABOUT EACH ONE OF 

us TO TH-E OTHER I 

IN THIS CONTEXT., REMEMBER -IT IS NOT THE PURPOSE 

OF RELIGION TO CLEAR UP ALL MY.STER I ES AND HAVE 

THE ANSWERS TO ALL QUESTIONS. WHY DO WE EVEN 

ASSUME THAT ALL QUESTIONS HAVE ANSWERS? ON 

THE CONTRARY., AT THE CENTER OF OUR CHRISTIAN 

FAITH IS THE DEEPEST MYSTERY OF ALL -- THE 

CROSSJ WHERE THE LOVE OF GOD WAS NAILED TO 

A CROSS BY HATE. AND SOMEHOW THROUGH THE DEATH 

AND RESURRECTION OF THE LOVE OF GOD IN THE 

FLESH WE ARE SAVED. 

So TO FEAR GOD MEANS TO STAND IN AWE AND 

REVERENCE BECAUSE OF THE HOLINESS) THE 

MYSTERIOUSNESS, THE MAJESTYJ THE POWER OF GOD , 

2, SECONDLY AND AT THE SAME TIME., TO FEAR 

GOD MEANS ALSO TO BE IN THE MOOD OF REVERENCE, 

BECAUSE OF Gan's ALL-FORGIVING., ALL-EMBRACING., 

NEVER-ENDING LOVE. EVEN THOUGH Goo IS HOLY ., 

MYSTERIOUS., TRANSCENDENT., ALL-POWERFUL., GOD 

IS ALSO PERSONALi Goo's SPIRIT DWELLS AMONG 

US AND WITHIN US, WE ARE CREATURES OF GOD. 

THIS MEANS THAT GOD IS RELATED TO OU-R EVERYDAY 

LIFE AND TO\ EVERYTHING WE DO, IT MEANS-THE 

CREATION Is .. ··sATURATED WITH GoD. SI��CE GOD 

GIVES US LIFEi THEN WE ARE ALSO TO HAVE A 
. . 

•.:. 

REVERE�JCE FOR ·LI FE AND FOR CR EAT I ON ITSELF. 

, 



WE CAN NEVER BE SEPARATED FROM GoDJ BECAUSE 

WE ARE AN EXPRESSION OF Gan. THOUGH GOD IS 

NOT A PERSON -- YET GOD IS PERSONAL AND WE 
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L EXPERIENCE GOD IN OUR CORPORATE LIVES AS WELL 

AS IN OUR PERSONAL LIVES. YET THERE IS MYSTERY 
. . . 

HERE AS WELL. WHO AMONG US CAN COMPREHEND 

THE KIND OF LOVE THAT DIES ON A CROSS AND DOES 

NOT FIGHT BACK? WHO AMONG US CAN COMPREHEND 

THE KIND OF LOVE THAT FORGIVES ONE'S ENEMIES? 

· WE CAN ONLY STAND IN REVERENCE AND AWE IN THE 

PRESENCE OF THAT KIND OF LOVE, 

3. THIS MEANS THIRDLYJ THAT TO FEAR GOD MEANS 

TO BE THANKFUL TO GOD FOR THE GO.ODNESS OF LI FE 

AND CREATION, LISTEN AGAIN TO THE WORDS OF 

ST. PAUL FROM OUR SCRIPTURE READING: no THE 

DEPTH OF THE RICHES AND WISDOM AND KNOWLEDGE 

OF Goo ! How UNSEARCHABLE ARE Gan's JUDGMENTS 

AND HOW INSCRUTABLE Gan's WAYS! FOR FROM GOD 

AND THROUGH GOD AND TO GOD ARE ALL THINGS. 

To GOD BE GLORY FOREVER. AMEN. 


