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''DOGMATIC DANGERS'' 

MATTHEW 23:1-12 

"How CAN I ABSOLUTELY BE SURE THAT GOD LOVES 

AND ACCEPTS ME?" ALL RELIGIONS ATTEMPT TO 

ANSWER THIS QUESTION IN ONE WAY OR ANOTHER. 

ONE OF THE DEEPEST DESIRES OF HUMAN BEINGS 

IS TO KNOW THAT WE ARE CONNECTED TO THE SOURCE 
OF ALL BEING--THAT WHICH WE CALL "Goo." IT' S 

ANOTHER WAY OF WANTING TO KNOW THAT LIFE MAKES 

SENSE) THAT THERE IS SOME HIGHER PURPOSE TO 

LIVING; MORE THAN JUST EATINGJ SLEEPING) 

WORKING, GROWING OLDER AND DYING, 

ONE WAY IN WHICH VARIOUS RELIGIONS HAVE 

ATTEMPTED TO SATISFY THIS YEARNING AND TO 

ANSWER THIS QUESTION IS TO OUTLINE AND 

PROMULGATE CERTAIN RULES AND RITUALS FOR 

INDIVIDUALS TO FOLLOW ALONG WITH THE 

PROMISE - THAT IF THESE RULES ARE OBEYEO.J 

THAT WILL SATISFY GOD.. RELIGIONS ALSO. DEVELOP 

ELABORATE BELIEF SYSTEMS OR CREEDS OR DOGMAS 

WHICH THEY SAY MUST BE BELIEVED IF AN INDIVIDUAL 

IS TO BE LOVED AND ACCEPTED BY Goo. 

ALL OF THIS IS BACKGROUND FOR THE GOSPEL 
. . . . 

READING READ EARLIER FROM THE GOSPEL OF 

MATTHEW. JESUS IS SPEAKING TO THE CROWDS 
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AROUND HIM AND TO HIS DISCIPLES) ACCORDING 

� TO MATTHEW) AND HE TELLS THEM THAT THE RELIGIOUS 

AUTHORITIES OF THAT TIME PUT HEAVY BURDENS 
. . . . . . . . - . . . 

ON PEOPLE'S SHOULDERS AS FAR AS RELIGIOUS 
. . . 

. . 

RULES AND PRACTICES ARE CONCERNED. 

AT THE SAME TIM�J JESUS ACKNOWLEDGES THAT 

THE RELIGIOUS TRADITION THEY REPRESENT IS 

IMPORTANT) BUT LIKE ALL RELIGIOUS TRADITIONS 

THE DOGMA CAN BECOME SO COMPLICATED) BURDENSOME 

AND. RIGID J THAT PRETTY SOON THE GOD BEHIND 

THE DOGMA IS FORGOTTEN) OR LOST. 

IN OTHER WORDSJ THERE ARE DANGERS .IN DOGMA. 

Now LEST WE THINK THESE DOGMATIC PROBLEMS 

ARE ONLY A DANGER FOR RELIGION J IT NEEDS TO 

BE NOTED THAT DOGMA IN ANY AREA CAN BECOME 

STIFLING AND .TOO RIGI.D. 

ORIGINALLY, DOGMA MEANT "WHAT SEEMS TO BE 

RIGHT.u BUT OVER THE YEARSJ DOGMA BECAME 
. . 

"THAT WHICH IS RESOLVED.n DOGMATISM IS NOW 

UNDERSTOOD TO BE A FIXED AND FIRMLY HELD 

BELIEF ON ANY SUBJECT) USUALLY RESTING ON 

SOME KIND OF SPECIAL AUTHORITY, ANYONE WHO 

QUESTIONS OR CHANGES DOGMA) IS REGARDED AS A 

HERETIC MERITING THE STRON·GEST CONDEMNATION. 

EACH FIELD OF KNOWLEDGE OR DISCIPLINE HAS 

ITS OWN FORM OF DOGMATISM) AND ANY CHANGE 

IN A FIXED AREA OF BELIEF IS RESISTED. WHENJ 

FOR EXAMPL�J THE COPERNICAN MODEL OF ASTRONOMY 



-

(PLANETS REVOLVE AROUND THE SUN) REPLACED 
. . . 

THE PTOLEMAIC MODEL. (SUN, MOON AND STARS 

REVOLVE AROUND THE EARTH), THE CHANGE WAS 

RESISTED WITHIN AND WITHOUT THE SCIENTIFIC 

COMMUNITY, 
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ANOTHER WAY OF UNDERSTANDING HOW DOGMA WORKS, 

BOTH ITS USEFULNESS AND ITS DA�JGERSJ IS TO 
. . 

USE ANOTHER WORD "PARADIGM." 

. .  

A PARADIGM IS A MODEL OR PATTERN. IT IS A 

SHARED SET OF ASSUMPTIONS. Ir's LIKE A FILTER 

THROUGH. WHICH ·wE SEE THE WORLD, Ir's A PATTERN 
WE IMPOSE UPON THE WORLD .AROUND US. As SUCH, 

IT BECOMES DOGMA! 

I MENTIONED EARLIER THE FAMOUS PARADIGM OF 

THE EARTH BEING THE CENTER OF T.HE UNIVERSE, 

ALL ELSE REVOLVES AROUND IT, FOR AS ANY FOOL 

CAN PLAINLY SEEJ THE SUN COMES UP tN THE EASTJ 

MOVES o·VERHEAD AND SETS IN THE WEST, AND THE 

STARS MOVE AROUND THE EARTH -IN PREDICTABLE 

COURSES. THAT PARADIGM OR DOGMA IN ITS DAY 

EXPLAINED THE WORLD BETTER THAN ANY OTHER 

VIEW. 

BY THE 16TH CENTURYJ HOWEVER, SOME ADVANCED 

ASTRONOMERS WERE SAYING THAT. THIS PARADIGM, 

THIS IDEA OF HOW THE UNIVERSE IS ORGANIZED 

HAD TOO MANY DISCREPANCIES, TOO. MANY 
. . 

INCONSISTENCIES. THEY SAW THINGS HAPPENING 

THAT DID NOT FIT THE PATTERN, So PEOPLE LIKE 
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COPERNICUS BEGAN TO LOOK FOP A BETTER WAY 
. .. 

. 
' . 
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TO EXPLAIN THE UNIVERSE, A NEW PARADIGM. nTHE 
. . 

. 

EARTMJn SAID COPERNICUS, "MOVES AROUND THE 
. . . 

SUN) AS DO THE OTHER PLANETS IN OUR SOLAR 

SYSTEM I 

II 

ALBERT EINSTEIN, YEARS LATER, ALSO FOUND 

INCONSISTENCIES AND DISCREPANCIES WITH THE 

PARADIGMS OF HIS TIME AND HE PROPOSED NEW 

ONES, LATER IN LIFE, HE CONTINUED TO SEARCH 

FOR THE "GRAND PARADIGMu, A THEORY INTO WHICH 

EVERYTHING WOULD FIT, BUT MAYBE THERE IS 

NO GRAND PARADIGM, MAYBE EVERYTHING IS IN 

PROCESS, IS CHANGING - SO WE WILL ALWAYS NEED 

NEW PARADIGMS. 

IN THE ·FIELD OF POLITICS, ESPECIALLY FOREIGN 

RELATIONS, WE CAN FIND OTHER EXAMPLES. FOR 

YEARS, OUR COUNTRY OPERATED .ON THE PARADIGM, 

OR DOGMA OR MYTH THAT ALL COMMUNISTS WERE 

UNITED IN A WORLD-WIDE CONSPIRACY DIRECTED 

FROM Moscow AND ALL WERE EVIL. THUS, WE HAD 

GREAT· DIFFICULTY IN FINALLY RECOGNIZING RED 

CHINA. IN THE 1950's, THOSE WHO PROPOSED 

RECOGNIZING RED CHINA AND WHO WERE FOR ADMITTING 

THIS NATION INTO MEMBERSHIP IN THE UNITED 

NATIONS WERE BRANDED AS TRAITORS AND COMMUNIST 

SYMPATHIZERS., THEY WERE PROPOSING A NEW PARADIGM,· 

A NEW PATTERN, A NEW WAY OF SEEING THE WORLD. 

WE LIVED FOR YEARS IN THE OLD PARADIGM THAT 

THE CHINESE ON FORMOSA WERE THE REAL CHINESE 

NATION AND WOULD SOMEDAY RECAPTURE THE MAINLAND. 



TODAYJ ONE OF OUR DOGMAS OR PARADIGMS IN 

FOREIGN RELATIONS IS THAT EVERY REVOLUTION 
• 
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IN ALMOST ANY COUNTRY IS DIRECTED BY Moscow) 

AND THAT WE MUST THEREFOREJ AS A NATION) 

OPPOSED IT. AND SO WE FIND OURSELVES 

SUPPORTING SOME EXTREME RIGHT-WING DICTATORS, 

BUT MAYBE OUR PARADIGMJ OUR WAY OF SEEING 

THE WORLD NEEDS TO CHANGE. 

OBVIOUSLY) PARADIGMS AND DOGMAS HAVE GREAT 

UTILITY . . THEY PROVIDE US WITH A GROUND FOR 

COMMUNICATION) SO WE DON'T·HAVE TO START OVER 

EACH TIMEJ AND THEY MAKE THE WORLD SEEM 
CONTINUOUS AND STABLE AND SOMEWHAT PREDICTABLE. 

IN THE SAME WAY IN THE FIELD OF RELIGION) 

DOGMAS HAVE A LEGITIMATE USE. THEIR ROLE 

IS TO EXPRESS THE MEANING OF BELIEF IN 

CONCEPTUAL TERMS, ALL DISCIPLINES NEED THIS. 

So DOGMAS CAN BE A POSITIVE KIND OF THING, 

HOWEVER) DOGMAS HAVE A WAY OF BECOMING RIGID. 

THEY BECOME HARD DOCTRINE--NICE BOXES WHICH 

ATTEMPT TO EXPLAIN EVERYTHING THAT HAPPENS, 

So THEY HAVE THEIR DANGERS AS WELL AS THEIR 

USEFULNESS, 

1. DANGER NUMBER ONE: BLINDNESS TO NEW 

IDEAS! DOGMAS OR PARADIGMS LIMIT OUR 
. . . 

PERCEPTION AND OUR AWARENESS. OUR BELIEF 

STRUCTURES IMPOSE LIMITS ON WHAT WE PERCEIVE 
. 

. ' . . . . � 

AND EXPERIENCE. WE TEND TO SEE WHAT WE 
. 

BELIEVE) NOT THE OTHER WAY ARou·Nn. (GALILEO), 
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AN EXAMPLE: THE GRAND PARADIGM IN WHICH WE 

NOW LIVE IS BAS ICALLY S CIENTIFIC AND RATIONAL. 
. . 

SCIENTISTS MEASURE A PHENOMENON) AND TRY TO 

SET UP AN EXPERIMENT THAT CAN BE REPEATED 
. . . 

BY OTHER SCIENTISTS. WHAT IS MEASURABLE AND 

REPEATABLE BECOMES TRUE, 

ALL OF USJ SCIENTISTS OR NOT1 SHARE THE 

ASSUMPTIONS OF THIS PARADIGM. IF SOMETHING 

COMES ALONG THAT DOESN'T FIT ITJ WE FEEL 

UNCOMFORTABLE AND IT SOUNDS BIZAARE OR KOOKY. 

THIS SCI�NTI�IC-RATIONAL PARADIGM HAS PRODUC�D 

THE SPLENDID TECHNOLOGICAL ACHIEVEMENTS OF 

WESTERN CULTURE) BUT IT LEAVES US WITH A 

PROBLEM. AND THAT ISJ WE HAVE THE TENDENCY 

TO CONSIDER AS REAL OR TRUE ONLY WHAT WHICH 

CAN BE MEASURED) REPEATED AND EXPERIENCED 

THROUGH ONE OR MORE OF THE FIVE SENSES) AND 

LESS REAL OR UNTRUE THAT WHICH CANNOT. THUS 

THE PRESENT PARADIGM LEAVES NO ROOM FOR SUCH 

THINGS AS EXTRA-SENSORY PERCEPTION) .OR NO 

ROOM FOR OCCURRENCES THAT MIGHT HAPPEN ONLY 

ONCE AND BE TRUE, BUT CANNOT BE REPEATED. 

IF SOMEONE EXPERIENCES SOMETHING WHICH IS 

OUT .OF THE ORDINARY (WHICH MEANS OUTS-IDE OUR 

PARADIGM) AND WHICH IS UNEXPLAINABLE IN OUR 

USUAL TERMS, WE TOO EASILY CONCLUDE THAT HE 

OR SHE IS DREAMING OR OUT OF TOUCH WITH 

REALITY. 

IN RELIG·IONJ THIS MEANS THAT SOMETHING WHICH 



IS OUTSIDE TRADITIONAL DOGMA OR BELIEF IS 

CONSIDERED HERETICAL, . 
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THIS IS NOT TO SAY THAT WE HAVE TO BELIEVE 

EVERY NEW IDEA THAT COMES AL0NG--BUT WE ARE 

TO BE OPEN AT LEAST TO NEW IDEAS AND NOT LET 

DOGMA OR PARADIGMS BLIND US. 

2. DANGER NUMBER TWO: DOGMAS OR PARADIGMS 

WHEN SUPPORTED TOO FANATICALLY LEAD TO SELF­

RIGHTEOUSNESS, WE COME TO BELIEVE THAT WE 

ARE RIGHT AND ANYON-E WHO CHALLENGES OUR 

PARADIGM IS WRONG AND IS A HERETIC. THIS 
IS ESPECIALLY TRUE IN RELIGION, 

3, THIS LEADS TO DANGER NUMBER THREE: 

EXCLUSIVENESS, THIS IS WHAT JE.SUS CHRIST 

AND LATER ST. PAUL CHALLENGED MORE THAN ANY 

OTHER DANGER, BUT THEY WERE NOT THE FIRST 

TO CHALLENGE IT, EXCLUSIVENESS IS BUILT ON 

BLINDNESS AND SELF-RIGHTEOUSNESS . 

THE BOOK OF JONAH IN THE 0.LD TESTAMENT J FOR 

EXAMPLE) IS A STORY TOLD IN A VERY CAREFUL 

FASHION TO PROTEST AGAINST THE JEWS'- RELIGIOUS 

PRIDE AND EXCLUSIVENESS FOLLOWING THE CANONIZING 

OF THE LAW OF MOSES, WHICH TOOK PLACE ABOUT 

400 B.C. 

IT IS A REBUKE AGAINST THEIR EXPECTATION THAT 

Gan WOULD SOON ANNIHILATE THE GENTILES FOR 

THEIR) THE JEWSJ BENEFIT. IT SAYS� IN EFFECT� 
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THAT THE JEWS HAVE A MISSION ·To THE GENTILES� 
. - . - ... . 

WHICH THEY ARE NOT WILLING.TO ACCEPTj BECAUSE 
. � � . . ' . .. . 

THEY THINK GOD BELONGS TO THEM ALONE. IT 
.. . . . . . 

IS WRITTEN IN THE FORM OF A STORY BECAUSE 

PEOPLEj THEN AND NO�J ARE MORE WILLING TO 
. . 

LISTEN TO A STORY THAN THEY ARE TO A REBUKE. 

(THE PROPHET NATHAN AND KING DAVID), 

BUT WE CHRISTIANS TODAY HAVE JUST AS 'MUCH 

OF A TENDENCY TO BE EXCLUSIVE AS THE PEOPLE 

IN THE TIME WHEN THE STORY OF JONAH WAS 

WRITTEN. 

THE STORY OF JONAH BREAKS THE PARADIGM OF 

THAT DAY AND OF OUR DAY, THE STORY PROCLAIMS 

WHAT JESUS PROCLAIMED--THAT GOD IS THE GOD 

OF ALL PEOPLE--THAT GOD LOVES ALL PEOPLE--

NO MATTER WHAT THEIR ETHNIC ORIGIN; NO MATTER 

WHAT THEIR SIN, 
' 

IN THE BOOK OF JoNAMJ THE CITY OF NINEVEH 

WHERE GOD SENDS JONAH AND WHERE JONAH DOES 

NOT WANT TO GOJ THAT CITY IS THE SYMBOL FOR 

THE WORST SIN AND EVIL IN THE WORLD. IT IS 

THE SYMBOL OF IDOLATRY, OF BRUTALITY AND OF 

BLASPHEMY. IT'S THE KIND OF PLACE A GOOD 

HEBREW AND A GOOD CHRISTIAN WOULD AVOID AT 

ALL COSTS. 

THE BOOK OF JONAH EXPRESSES RADICAL HOPE FOR 
. .  

THE NINEVEH'S OF THIS WORLD. Gan IS PASSIONATELY 
. 

. 

CONCERNED WITH NINEVEMJ THAT GREAT CITY WHOSE 



WICKEDNESS STINKS TO HIGH HEAVEN, THAT'S 
. . . 

WHY IN THE STORYJ GOD SENDS JONAH TO PREACH 

TO THE PEOPLE OF THAT CITY. 

9 

THE GOSPEL RINGS OUT LOUD AND CLEAR FROM THIS 

STORY. THE STORY OF THE MINISTRY OF JESUS 

TAKES UP WHERE THE BOOK OF JONAH LEAVES OFF. 

JESUS SAID J "GOD SO LOVED THE WORLD J u NOT 

·JUST JERUSALEMJ OR NINEVEMJ BUT THE WHOLE 

WORLD) THAT GoD GAVE THE SoN. 

THEREFOREJ WE ARE NOT BOUND TO ANY IDEOLOGYJ 

OR 1 ISMJ OR DOGMA WHICH CLAIMS THAT IT MUST 
IMPOSE ITSELF ON THE WORLD TO SAVE THE WORLD J 

BE IT CAPITALISM) OR SocIALISMJ OR COMMUNISMJ 

OR NATIONALISM) OR SCIENTISM, OR ANTI-SCIENTISM. 

DEMONS DWELL IN ANY ATTEMPT TO IMPOSE AN ABSOLUTE 

ORDE.R 

BUT IT . ALSO MEANS WE ARE FREE TO CONSIDER 

AND EMBRACE .ANY IDEA OR PLAN WHICH WIPES AWAY 

ONE MORE TEAR, WHICH DOES AWAY WITH ONE MORE 

SORROW OR SICKNESS OR FAMINE, WHATEVER ITS 

SOURCE. D10· YOU READ IN THE NEWS WHERE ·1N 

THE FAMINE IN ETHIOPIA) THE UNITED STATES 

AND THE RUSSIANS ARE NOW .ACTUALLY WORKING 

TOGETHER AT LEAST A LITTLE BIT. RUSSIAN 

HELICOPTERS ARE OR WERE DELIVERING AMERICAN 

GRAIN, 

THERE IS NO ROOM FOR THE KIND OF EXCLUSISM 

IN OUR WORLD WHic·H R.IGID DOGMA BRINGS. THERE 

IS NO ROOM FOR IDEOLOGICAL BLINDERS, WE ARE 



NOT TO LORD IT OVER ANYONE. As JESUS SAID 

IN OUR SCRIPTURE READING, nTHOSE WHO WOULD 
. . 

. 
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BE GREATEST AMOt�G YOU SHALL BE YOUR SERVANTS, 

WHOEVER EXALT THEMSELVES SHALL BE HUMBLED 

AND THOSE WHO HUMBLE THEMSELVES SHALL BE 

EXALTED I'' 

ANY LABELS WHICH SEGREGATE ANYBODY AS BEING 
. . . 

OTHER THAN OURSELVE$, BE THEY RELIGIOUS OR 

ECONOMIC OR SOCIAL OR POLITICAL1 ARE TO BE 

REJECTED. IN CHRIST THERE IS NEITHER JEW 

NOR GREEK1 BOND.OR FRE�, MALE OR FEMALE. No 

ONE IS GOD-FORSAKEN OR INFERIOR TO US. 

So DOGMA CAN LEAD TO BLINDNESS 1 SELF­

RIGHTEOUSNESS AND EXCLUSIVENESS--BUT IT NEED 

NOT BE SO.. WE NEED TO REMEMBER THAT DOGMAS 

OR PARADIGMS1 HAVE THEIR LIMITS1 AS WELL AS 

THEIR USEFULNESS, 

ALTHOUGH WORDS AND CREEDS ABOUT Goo ARE USEFUL1 

REMEMBER THAT NO SET OF WORDS, NO CREEDJ NO 

CONFESSION CAN EVER TOTALLY EXPLAIN THE MYSTERY 

OF GoD. AND THAT'S TRUE OF MANY OTHER THINGS 

AS WELL. FOR EXAMPLE1 THE WORD "LOVEn CAN 

NEVER COMPLETELY OR ADEQUATELY DES CR 1·BE THE 

EXPERIENCE OF LOVE. IN RELIGIOUS LANGUAGE, 

THE CONCEPT OF THE "TRINITY" CANNOT EXPLAIN 

COMPLETELY WHAT GOD 1s�-ALTHOUGH IT POINTS 
. .  

TO GoD AND Goo's EXPRESSION. IN THE SAME 

WAY EINSTEIN'S EQUATION E=Mc2 DOES NOT TOTALLY 
. 

. 

DESCRIBE RELATIVITY IN ALL OF ITS ASPECTS. 
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LET'S GO BACK TO THE ORIGINAL QUESTION IN 
. . . 

THIS SERMON--"How CAN I BE ABSOLU "TELY SURE 
. . 

THAT Goo LOVES ME AND ACCEPTS ME�-THAT LIFE 
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.MAKES SENSE--THAT THERE IS SOME HIGHER PURPOSE 

TO LIVING; MORE THAN JUST EATINGJ SLEEPINGJ 
' 

. 
' 

WORKING J GROWING OLDER AND DYING?" 

IT TAKES MORE THAN DOGMA TO SATISFY THIS 

YEAR·NING--IT TAKES MORE THAN FOLLOWING A SET 

OF RELIGIOUS RULES AND RITUALS--ALTHOUGH 

RELIGIOUS CONCEPTS CAN HELP POINT THE WAY. 

As FAR AS OUR CHRISTIAN FAITH IN GOD IS 

CONCERNEDJ IT FINALLY ALL BOILS DOWN TO A 

STORY--A STORY ABOUT A GROUP OF PEOPLE CALLED 

L HEBREWS WHO TRUSTED Gon--AND ouT oF THIS LONG 

TRADITION OF GOD-TRUSTING WAS BORN A HUMAN 
. .  

BEING WE KNOW AS JESUS. AND THIS JESUS LIVED 
. 

A LIFE OF SELF-GIVING LOVE AND CLAIMED THAT 

Goo's SPI.RIT IN HIM ENABLED HIM TO DO THIS, 

HE WENT ON TO SHOW AND SAY THAT IF WE WANT 

OUR LIVES TO HAVE THE DEEPEST MEANING POSSIBLEJ 

IT IS TO BE FOUND IN THIS KIND OF SELF-GIVINGJ 

SERVING LOVE AS WE RELATE TO OTHERS, NOTHING 

CAN KILL THIS LOVE--HIS DEATH ON THE CROSS 

FOLLOWED BY THE RESURRECTION IS EVIDENCE OF 

THIS, Goo's LOVE) AS IT EXPRESSES ITSELF 

IN JESUS AND IN US, IS ETERNAL. IT IS THE 

SAME LOVE WHICH UNDERGIRDS AND HOLDS THE 

UNIVERSE TOGETHER, WE CAN TRUST IN THIS LOVE 
. . . 

' . 

OF GOD OR NOT TRUST IN IT--IT'S UP TO YOU, 

AMEN I ' 


