Beale /Y SUNDAY, APRIL 14, 1985

“GO0D RELIGION OR BAD RELIGION”

GALATIANS 5:26-29

A POPULAR ASSUMPTION HELD BY MANY PEOPLE

IS THAT ANY RELIGION IS BETTER THAN NONE.,
[ "VE HEARD PEOPLE SAY, "IT DOESN'T MATTER
WHAT KIND OF RELIGION YOU HAVE AS LONG AS
YOU ARE SINCERE."”

MOT TRUE! NOT ALL RELIGION IS GOOD, AND

SOME RELIGION IS VERY BAD., ONE'’S RELIGION
CAN BE LYRICAL, LOVELY, AND HUMANE. RELIGION
CAN ALSO BE WICKED AND DAMAGING TO THE HUMAN
SPIRIT,

WE OFTEN TRY TO DIVIDE HUMAN BEINGS INTO

TWO GROUPS--THE RELIGION AND THE IRRELIGIOUS
AND THEN WE CAN COME TO BELIEVE THAT BEING
RELIGIOUS CONFERS A CERTAIN SUPERIOR QUALITY
UPON US. BUT A STUDY OF HISTORY REVEALS

THE EVIL THAT RELIGION CAN DO--THE CRUSADES,
THE RITUAL SACRIFICE OF HUMAN BEINGS, WITCH
HUNTS, THE INQUISITION, UGLY SUPERSTITIONS
AND MORE, RELIGION HAS BEEN USED TO JUSTIFY

SLAVERY, DECLARE ONE RACE SUPERIOR TO ANOTHER,
AND ONE SEX SUPERIOR TO ANOTHER,

ON THE OTHER HAND, IT WAS RELIGIOUS GROUPS
WHO STARTED SOME OF THE FIRST SCHOOLS,



COLLEGES AND UNIVERSITIES. RELIGIOUS

GROUPS ORGANIZED THE FIRST HOSPITALS,
ORPHANAGES, HOMES FOR THE ELDERLY AND MORE,
RELIGIOUS BELIEF HAS INSPIRED GREAT ART,
MAGNIFICIENT MUSIC, GIVEN MEANING TO LIFE,
COMFORTED THE SUFFERING AND OFFERED COURAGE
FOR LIVING AND DIGNITY IN DYING,

THE QUESTION WE ALL FACE IS HOW TO DISTINGUISH
GOOD RELIGION FROM BAD? JESUS CHRIST FACED
THE SAME ISSUE. HE NEVER WORRIED VERY MUCH

ABOUT THOSE WHO HAD NO RELIGION--HIS PROBLEM
WAS ONE KIND OF RELIGION AGAINST ANOTHER

KIND.

HARRY EMERSON FOSDICK ONCE WROTE, "“WHAT
DISASTROUS RESULTS RELIGION CAN PRODUCE

IN HUMAN CHARACTER--BIGOTS., FANATICS.,
HYPOCRITES, NARROWMINDED, SELF-OPINIONATED,
INTOLERANT! THE VERY WORD ’‘BIGOT,'"” HE
GOES ON TO SAY IS A CONDENSATION OF "BY
GoD!"”

HERE THEN ARE SOME GUIDELINES TO HELP YOU
TELL THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN GOOD RELIGION
AND BAD.,

1. GOOD RELIGION ENLARGES THE HUMAN SPIRIT,
BAD RELIGION SHRINKS THE HUMAN SPIRIT, A
FRIEND OF MINE TOLD ME ABOUT GOING TO HIS
MINISTER WHEN HE WAS IN HIS LATE ADOLESCENCE.

AS IS THE CASE WITH MANY YOUNG PEOPLE, MY




FRIEND WAS INQUISITIVE, HAD LOTS OF QUESTIONS
AND ALSO MANY DOUBTS. WHEN HE BEGAN TO

TELL HIS MINISTER ABOUT HIS QUESTIONS AND
DOUBTS, HIS MINISTER REPLIED, “YOU THINK
TOO MUCH! YOu NEED TO SUPPRESS YOUR DOUBTS,
FORGET YOUR QUESTIONS, AND SIMPLY HAVE FAITH.,”

THE YOUNG MAN WAS SHAKEN BY THIS ADVICE.

HE WONDERED TO HIMSELF -- “FOR WHAT DID
GOD GIVE US OUR MINDS IF NOT TO ASK QUESTIONS
AND TO SEEK NEW KNOWLEDGE?"

GooD RELIGION IS NOT AFRAID OF QUESTIONS--
IS NOT AFRAID OF DOUBT. (GOOD RELIGION KNQWS
THAT IT DOES NOT HAVE ALL THE ANSWERS. (GOOD
RELIGION DOES NOT SUPPRESS HUMAN CUROSITY,
G00OD RELIGION KNOWS, AS HUXLEY PUT IT, THAT
"ALL GREAT TRUTHS BEGIN AS HERESY.”

2, (GOOD RELIGION ALWAYS POINTS BEYOND
ITSELF, IN OTHER WORDS, IT IS A MEANS TO

AN END, NOT AN END IN ITSELF, THE PURPOSE

OF THE CHURCH IS TO INCREASE AMONG PEOPLE

THE LOVE OF GOD AND NEIGHBOR, NOT TO INCREASE
AMONG PEOPLE THE LOVE OF RELIGION ITSELF,
G00D RELIGION SEEKS TO BE OPEN TO PEOPLE

WITH ALL KINDS OF PROBLEMS AND IS THERE

TO SERVE, NOT TO BE SERVED.

BAD RELIGION CALLS ATTENTION TO ITSELF:
IT MAKES RELIGIOUSNESS THE GOAL OF ITS
ENDEAVORS AND IT ALWAYS ENDS UP “TRIVIALIZING”




RELIGIOUS FAITH, IT ALWAYS ENDS UP WITH
A LOT OF SILLY LITTLE RULES AND REGULATIONS,
[T SEEKS POWER OVER PEOPLE.

5, (GOOD RELIGION IS INCLUSIVE; BAD RELIGION
TENDS TO BE EXCLUSIVE, (GOOD RELIGION THEREFORE
LEADS ITS FOLLOWERS TO BECOME HUMBLE, FORGIVING,
ACCEPTING, LOVING INDIVIDUALS., BAD RELIGION,

ON THE OTHER HAND, LEADS ITS FOLLOWERS TO
BECOME SELF-RIGHTEOUS, JUDGMENTAL, DOGMATIC,
KNOW-IT-ALL PEOPLE., FOLLOWERS OF BAD RELIGION
ARE CONVINCED THAT THEY HAVE ALL THE RIGHT
ANSWERS.

I[N SPEAKING ABOUT GOOD RELIGION, ST. PAUL
WROTE, “THE FRUIT (OR THE EFFECT) OF TRUE
OR GOOD RELIGION IS LOVE, JOY, PEACE,
PATIENCE, KINDNESS, GOODNESS, FAITHFULNESS,
GENTLENESS, SELF-CONTROL.” "BY THEIR FRUITS.
YOU WILL KNOW THEM,” SAID JESUS,

00D RELIGION IS INCLUSIVE IN THAT IT
PROCLAIMS THAT GOD’S LOVE IS CONTINUALLY
AND FREELY GIVEN TO ALL WHO ACCEPT IT.

GOD’S LOVE CANNOT BE BOUGHT OR EARNED.,
THIS MEANS THAT GOD LOVES YOU AND GOD LOVES

ME. EACH HUMAN BEING IS EQUALLY LOVED BY
GOD. THE CRIMINAL ON DEATH ROW, THE PATIENT

IN THE MENTAL HOSPITAL, THE STARVING BEGGAR

ON THE STREET, THE RICH, THE POOR, ALL ARE
LOVED BY (OD,

CHURCH CONGREGATIONS THEREFORE NEED TO BE



PLACES THAT ARE INCLUSIVE, NOT EXCLUSIVE;
WHERE SINNERS ARE WELCOME AND FORGIVEN:

WHERE MISTAKES ARE FORGIVEN; WHERE BUMBLING
AND FUMBLING ARE NOT CONDEMNED AND REJECTED,
THERE IS A SIMPLE BASIC TEST WHICH CAN BE
APPLIED TO A RELIGIOUS GROUP OR MOVEMENT

TO HELP DETERMINE WHETHER IT IS GOOD OR
BAD--SEE HOW THE RELIGION TREATS THE OUTCASTS
OF SOCIETY--THOSE IN TROUBLE, THOSE IN NEED,
THE LOSERS, THE DOWN AND OUT, THE PERSECUTED,
THE MINORITIES, THE POOR, THE REJECTED,

THOSE WHO ARE DIFFERENT FROM THE MAJORITY,

JESUS TAUGHT THAT THE WAY WE TREAT PEOPLE
IS THE WAY WE TREAT GOD.

GOOD RELIGION KNOWS THAT GOD CREATED US

AS INTERDEPENDENT CREATURES AND WE ARE MEANT
TO LIVE IN PEACE AND HARMONY WITH ONE ANOTHER,
GoD'S CREATION IS ONE. "“GoD SO LOVED THE
WORLD (THE WHOLE WORLD, NOT JUST THE CHURCH)
THAT GOD GAVE JESUS CHRIST.” THEREFORE,

GOOD RELIGION TENDS TO BE HOPEFUL AND RADIANT
WITH CONFIDENCE IN THE GOODNESS OF (0D,
WHEREAS BAD RELIGION TENDS TO BE NEGATIVE

AND SOUR., (OOD RELIGION IS HEALTH GIVING

AND LEADS US TOWARD WHOLENESS AND TO SEE

THE WORLD AND THE CREATION WHOLE. IT DRAWS
US OUT OF OURSELVES INTO OPENNESS, LOVE

AND ACCEPTANCE, AMEN.




