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SUNDAYJ OCTOBER 27, 1985 

"WHAT IDEAS ARE USING YOU?" 

ACTS 4:13-20 

IN HIS AUTOBIOGRAPHY CALLED "THE LIVING OF 

THESE DAYSJ " HARRY EMERSON FosDICK'S LAST 
CHAPTER HAS THE TITLE, "IDEAS THAT HAVE USED 
ME." FOSDICK, ONE OF THIS COUNTRY'S GREATEST 
PREACHERS, QUOTES FELIX ADLER WHO SAID -TOWARD 
THE END OF HIS LIFE, "I AM GRATEFUL FOR THE 
IDEA THAT HAS USED ME," THEN FOSDICK GOES 
ON TO MAKE THE POINT THAT. "DESPITE OUR 
EGOTISM, THE FACT REMAJNS THAT OUR PERSONAL 
ARRIVAL ON EARTH WAS LONG ANTEDATED BY VARIED 
IDEAS OF LIFE'S MEANING, CONTRASTING LIFE 
PHILOSOPHIES, CONFLICTING CONCEPTS OF PERSONAL 
AND SOCIAL RIGHT AND WRONG," THUS HE MAINTAINS 
THAT OUR LIFE'S ULTIMATE SIGNIFICANCE LIES 
IN OUR CHOICE OF THE IDEAS WHICH WE USE AND 
WHICH WE ALLOW TO USE US. IN HIS OWN LIFE 
AS HE LOOKS BACK OVER IT, HE DISCOVERS THAT 
WHATEVER SATISFACTION HE CAN FIND SPRINGS 
PRIMARILY FROM SOME OF THE IDEAS THAT HAVE 
USED HIM, 

IDEAS THAT USE US--IT'S AN INTRIGUING WAY 
OF LOOKING AT OUR LIVES AND EVALUATING THEM, 
I BELIEVE VICTOR HUGO WAS CORRECT WHEN HE 
SAID, "NOTHING IS SO POWERFUL IN THIS WORLD 



2 

AS AN IDEA WHOSE TIME HAS COME. " REPEATEDLY 
IN HISTORY THAT TRUTH HAS BEEN VINDICATED. 

THE SPECIAL PEOPLE WHO HAPPENED TO REPRESENT 
OR RESTATE AN IDEA WERE OFTEN NOT REMARKABLE 
IN THEMSELVESJ BUT BECAUSE THEY LET A GREAT 
IDEA USE THEM., THEIR LIVES WERE CHANGED AND 
THEIR CONTRIBUTION�TO THE WORLD WAS SOMETHING 
THAT MADE A CHANGE FOR THE BETTER, THEY 
WERE THE IMPLEMENTS AND INSTRUMENTALITIES 
OF AN IDEA WHOSE TIME HAD COME. 

As AN ILLUSTRATION OF THISJ CONSIDER THE 
STORY FROM THE BOOK OF ACTS� READ AS OUR 

SCRIPTURE LESSON FOR TODAY, SIMON PETER 
AND THE DISCIPLE NAMED JOHN HAD BEEN HAULED 
INTO COURT IN JERUSALEM . AND WERE THREATENED 
WITH SEVERE PUNISHMENT IF THEY DI.D NOT CEASE 
PREACHING THE GOOD NEWS OF JESUS CHRI.ST. 
PETER AND JOHN WERE., ·AT THAT POINT., NOTHING 
EXTRAORDINARY, THEY WERE GALILEANSJ COMMON 
PEOPLE., FISHERMEN BY TRADE. IN FACT., THE 
AUTHOR OF THE BOOK OF ACTS., SAYS THAT THE 
PEOPLE IN THE COURT THAT DAY "PERCEIVED THAT 
THEY WERE UNEDUCATED., COMMON MEN." YET HERE 
THEY WERE STANDING BEFORE THE MOST POWERFUL 
LEADERS OF THEIR RELIGION AND NATION. To 
WHOM DOES THE FUTURE BELONG? To PETER AND 
JOHN AND THE IDEA.WHICH THEY REPRESENTED? 
OR THOSE WHO HAD THEM ON TRIAL? WE KNOW 
THE ANSWER. THE Goon NEWS OF JESUS CHRIST 
WHICH THEY REPRESENTED IS STILL ALIVE AND 
CHANGING THE WORLD, THEY WERE BEING USED 
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BY AN IDEA OF TREMENDOUS POWER, 

ON THE OTHER HANDJ THERE HAVE BEEN TH-OSE 
IN HISTORY AND AMONG US WHO HAVE LET IDEAS 
USE THEM WHICH WERE DESTRUCTIVE AND WHICH 
CAUSED WAR AND DEATH. SOME OF THE CRUELEST 
PERIODS OF HISTORY HAVE COME ABOUT BECAUSE 
OF THE IDEAS WHICH USED THE LEADERS IN THOSE 
TI ME s I 

TAKE FOR EXAMPLEJ THE IDEA THAT ONE RACE 
OF PEOPLE IS TO BE THE MASTER RACE AND RULE 
OVER ALL OTHERS. WHEN THAT .IDEA USES PEOPLE--

THERE IS TROUBLE, OR TAKE THE IDEA THAT 
GOD LOVES AND CARES FOR SOME PEOPLE MORE 
THAN OTHERS. Ir's A PERVERSION OF THE IDEA 
OF GOD'S LOVE AND WHAT TROUBLE IT CAN CAUSE 
WHEN IT USES PEOPLE. OR TAKE THE IDEA THAT 
ONLY MEN ARE TO BE IN CHARGE AND WOMEN 
SUBSERVIENT--THAT IDEA HAS NARROWED HUMAN 
LIFE AND BROUGHT MISE.RY AND TRAGEDY TO MANY, 

SOME OF THESE DESTRUCTIVE IDEAS HAVE BEEN 
PUT FORTH IN THE NAME OF CHRIST. ALFRED 
N·ORTH WHITEHEAD ONCE WROTE--"GREAT IDEAS 
ENTER INTO REALITY WITH EVIL ASSOCIATES AND 
DISGUSTING ALLIANCES, BUT THE GREATNESS 
REMA I NS I// 

So IT IS THAT THE CHRISTIAN FAITH HAS BEEN 
AND OFTEN IS PERVERTED AND CORRUPTED, OUR 
FAITH WHEN MISUSED HAS TRIED TO GIVE DIVINE 
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SANCTION TO SUCH EVILS AS SLAVERY) RACIAL 
DISCRIMINATION) ANTI-SEMITISM) SEXISM) WAR 

AND RELIGIOUS PERSECUTION. 

HARRY EMERSON FOSDICK ONCE WROTE: . 11 ! GROW 
WEARY AT TIMES WITH PREACHERS WHOJ WITHOUT 
CLARIFYING DEFINITION) SET OVER AGAINST EACH 
OTHER WORDS LIKE "CHRISTIANITY" AND "SECULARISM)" 

. 
. 

AS THOUGH SECULAR I SM WE.RE CURS I NG THE- WORLD 
AND CHRISTIANITY ALONE COULD SAVE IT. THE 
FACT THAT SO-CALLED �CHRISTIANITY" AT ITS 
WORST HAS PRODUCED SOME O.F THE MOST H I.DEOUS 
PERSECUTIONSJ WARS AND FANATICISMS IN HISTORY� 

·AND THAT TODAY IT IS SOMETIMES BIGOTED) 
SUPERSTITIOUS-) INTOLERANT) SOCIALLY 
DISRUPTIVE) WHILE SO CALLED "SECULARISM" 
IS SOMETIMES HUMANE) ETHICALLY MINDED AND 
SOCIALLY CONSTRUCTIVE." 

So IT IS IMPORTANT THAT WE CONTINUALLY ASKJ 
"WHAT IDEAS ARE USING us?" IT CAN MAKE ALL 
THE DIFFERENCE IN THE WORLD. 

TAKE THE IDEA OF SELFISHNESS) FOR .EXAMPLE-­
THE IDEA THAT THE PURPOSE OF LIFE IS TO GET 
ALL YOU CAN GET FOR YOURSELF AND NOT WORRY 
ABOUT OTHERS--AFTER ALL YOU'RE NUMBER ONE. 
Ir's NOT .A NEW IDEA) ALTHOUGH IT COMES OUT 
IN NEW -CLOTHES FROM TIME TO TIME, IT'S AN 

IDEA THAT HAS BEEN AROUND THE WORLD SINCE 
THE BEGINNING OF THE HUMAN RACE, AND WHAT 
HAVE BEEN THE RESULTS OF THAT IDEA USING 



5 

PEOPLE? HOMES RUINED) RAMPANT GREEDJ 
FRIENDSHIPS BROKEN1 WARS WAGED1 AND ALL 

KINDS OF EVIL THINGS THAT HAVE MADE OUR 
HUMAN LIFE TOGETHER MISERABLE,. So YOUR 
SELFISHNESS IS NOT SUCH AN INDIVIDUAL MATTER 

. 
. 

. 

AS YOU MIGHT THINK. IT IS COSMIC! GENERATION 
AFTER GENERATION) PEOPLE COME AND GO. THEY 
DIE� BUT IDEAS REMAIN) WAITING TO BE USED 
BY OTHERS. THE ULTIMATE MEANING OF OUR 

I 

LIVESJ THEREFORE) LIES IN THE IDEAS WHICH 
WE ALLOW TO USE US, 

JESUS CHRIST KNEW THIS .. HE ALSO KNEW� AS 

WE KNOWJ THAT WE EACH CHOOSE--WE CHOOSE THE 
IDEAS THAT WILL USE USJ AND IT IS ALSO TRUE 
THAT NO ONE CAN BE USED BY A GREAT IDEA 
WITHOUT BECOMING GREATER HIMSELF OR HERSELF. 

THINK OF THE PEOPLE WHO HAVE HELPED OUR HUMAN 
RACE BECAUSE OF THE GREAT AND CONSTRUCTIVE 
IDEAS WHICH THEY ALLOWED TO USE THEM. 
CHR I ·sTOPHER COLUMBUS J FLORENCE NIGHT I ·NGALEJ 
SUSAN B. ANTHONY) MARTIN LUTHER KINGJ JR. 
ONE NEED NOTJ IN ONESELF) BE VERY GREAT TO 
BE USED BY A GREAT IDEA, EVEN SOME OF US 
WHO DO NOT THINK MUCH OF OURSELVES MAY HAVE 
THIS HIGH DISTINCTION THAT THE SUPREME IDEAS 
OF OUR TIME USE US. 

SUCH WAS THE CASE WITH MARTIN LUTHER) BORN 
NOVEMBER 10 ) 1483. TODAYJ REFORMATION SUNDAY) 
WE COMMEMORATE HIM BECAUSE OF THE IDEAS WHICH 
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USED HIM) AND HE BECOMES AN EXAMPLE FOR US 
OF WHAT CAN HAPPEN WHEN WE LET GREAT AND 
CONSTRUCTIVE IDEAS USE US. 

UNTIL HE WAS 34 YEARS OLD) MARTIN LUTHER 
WAS RELATIVELY UNKNOWN. BECAUSE OF A RELIGIOUS 
EXPERIENCE AT AGE 22) LUTHER, WHO HAD PLANNED 
TO BECOME A LAWYERJ ENTERED A MONASTERY TO 
STUDY FOR THE PRIESTHOOD INSTEAD . 

• 0\ 

TAKE '"THE MED I EVAL RE.LI GI OUS SYSTEM AT I TS 
WORD) LUTHER TRIED AS A FAITHFUL AUGUSTINIAN 
MONK TO GAIN THE ASSURANCE OF THE GRACE OF 

GOD THROUGH TH.E PERFORMANCE OF THE PRESCR !BED 
WORKS OF PENANCE) AS THEN OUTLINED BY THE 
CHURCH. 

BUT FOR HIM IT DIDN'T WORK, INSTEAD OF BEING 
ASSURED OF Goo's LOVE AND FORGIVENESS) LUTHER'S 
SENSE OF UNWORTHINESS INCREASED. TRY AS 
HE WOULD) NOTHING HE DID CONVINCED HIM OF 
GOD'S GRACE. 

AFTER SEVERAL YEARS OF FUTILE ATTEMPTS) HE 
RE-DISCOVERED AN IDEA IN HIS STUDY OF THE 
BIBLE WHICH TOOK HOLD OF HIM AND BEGAN TO 
USE HIM. AS NOTH I NG ELSE HAD -EVER DONE, IT 
WAS AN IDEA WHO TIME AGAIN HAD COME. 

THE IDEA OR DOCTRINE WAS SIMPLY THIS: GOD 
DOES NOT DEMAND. GOD GIVES! Goo LOVES! 
GOD NEVER STOPS LOVING! Goo's LOVE CANNOT 

.. 
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BE EARNED! IT IS A FREE GIFT TO ANYONE WHO 
ACCEPTS IT. ALL WE NEED TO DO IS ACCEPT 
OUR ACCEPTANCE BY- Goo, THIS WAS THE SUPREME 
MESSAGE OF THE BIRTH) DEATH AND RESURRECTION 
OF JESUS CHRIST, IT WAS THE SAME GOOD NEWS 
AS PROCLAIMED BY THE EARLY CHURCH. BUT THE 
IDEA HAD GOTTEN COVERED UP DURING THE MIDDLE 
AGES. AND NOW LUTHER RE-DISCOVERED IT AND 
LET HIMSELF BE USED BY IT AND IT CHANGED 
NOT ONLY HI MJ BUT THROUGH HI MJ. MUCH OF THE 
WORLD OF HIS TIME, 

THE MORE LUTHER STUDIED) PRAYED AND TAUGHT) 
THE MORE THE IDEA BEGAN TO USE HIM. HIS 
STUDIES NOW BROUGHT HIM TO A TOTALLY NEW 
UNDERSTANDING OF THE NATURE OF GOD AND GOD'S 
GRACE. GOD WAS NOT AN ANGRY JUDGE WHO ALL 
THE TIME DEMANDED. MORE AND MORE. GOD IS 
A GRACIOUS AND FORGIVING GOD, 

AFTER THIS RE-DISCOVERY OF THE CENTRAL MEANING 
OF THE CHRISTIAN FAITH AND AS THE IDEA BEGAN 
TO USE HIM MORE AND MORE) LUTHER THEN BEGAN. 
TO WORK ON SOME OF THE IMPLICATIONS OF THIS 
DOCTRINE, 

ONE COROLLARY OF LUTHER'S RECOVERY OF THE 
DOCTRINE OF JUSTIFICATION BY FAITH IS 
ESPECIALLY RELEVANT TODAY. LUTHER RECOGNIZED 
THAT EVEN AFTER THE FORGIVENESS OF SINS� 
THE ACCEPTANCE OF GOD'S GRACE) THE SINNER 
REMAINS RIGHTEOUS AND A SINNER1 AT THE SAME 
TIME, 



THIS IS IN CONTRAST TO MUCH OF THE TALK WE 
HEAR TODAY ABOUT �BEING SAVED," LUTHER 

RECOGNIZED TH.E DANGER THAT IS PRESENT WITH 
THE MOST TRANSFORMING MOMENTS OF COMMUNION 
WITH Goo. WE CAN COME TO BELIEVE THAT WE 
ARE SOMEHOW BETTER AND MORE LOVED AND ACCEPTED 
BY GOD THAN OTHERS. 

AT THE SAME TIMEJ LUTHER ALSO KNEWJ LIKE 
YOU AND I .KNOWJ THAT MANY INDIVIDUALS MAY 
NEVER HAVE A DEEP EMOTIONAL RELIGIOUS 
EXPERIENCE--AN ENCOUNTER WITH GOD OR GOD'S 
SPIRIT THAT IS SO OVERWHELMING THAT WE KNOW 

IT WAS FROM THAT MOMENT ON THAT OUR LIFE 
WAS TURNED AROUND, THERE ARE MANY INDIVIDUALS 
WHO MAY NEVER BE ABLE TO IDENTIFY THE SPECIFIC 
MOMENT THAT THEY CAME TO KNOW Goo .. BUT THAT 
DOES NOT MAKE THEM ANY WORSE OR ANY BETTER 
THAN THE INDIVIDUALS WHO HAitMIND-SHATTERING 
CONVERSION EXPERIENCE>. 

A SECOND COROLLARY OF THE DOCTRINE OF 
JUSTIFICATION BY FAITH THAT BEGAN TO USE 
LUTHER IS WHAT HE CALLED "THE UNIVERSAL 
PRIESTHOOD OF BELIEVERS." ALL OF USJ LUTHER 
EMPHASIZED HAVE A DIRECT RELATIONSHIP TO 
GOD AND AS su-cHJ ARE PRIESTS TO ONE ANOTHER. 
THE FACT THAT SOME INDIVIDUALS ARE ORDAINED 
TO THE PRIESTHOOD OR ORDAINED AS MINISTERS 

BY THE CHURCHJ DOES NOT GIVE THEM ANY SPECIAL 
PLACE AS FAR AS Goo IS CONCERNED. 

THE IDEAS THAT MARTIN LUTHER CHOSE TO LET 

• 
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USE HIM AR·E WHAT MADE HIM THE GREAT REFORMER. 
No ONE CAN BE USED BY A GREAT IDEA WITHOUT 
BECOMING GREATER HIMSEL.F, THE POTENTIAL 
VALUE OF OUR LIVES1 SO OFTEN CIRCUMSCRIBED 
AND APPARENTLY UNIMPORTANT1 IS THAT GREAT 
IDEAS CAN USE US, 

WHAT GI.YES ME HOPE THESE DAYS IS THAT POWERFUL 
AND WORLD-CHANGING IDEAS ARE IN THE AIR1 
AND THEY WILL NOT BE KILLED--THE IDEA THAT 
WAR IS WRONG AND STUPID; THE IDEA THAT THE 
HUMAN RACE IS ONE FAMILY1 WITH MORE 
INTERCONNECTIONS THAN WE WOULD HAVE EVER 
IMAGINED1 AND THAT IT IS INSANE TO TRY TO 
EVADE THE SPIRITUAL AND POLITICAL IMPL .ICATIONS 
OF THAT INTER-CONNECTEDNESS, 

WE LEARN FROM JESUS CHRIST1 FROM PETER AND 
JOHN1 FROM MARTIN LUTHER AND FROM COUNTLESS 
OTHERS THAT IN EVERY GENERATION THE FUTURE 
HAS BELONGED TO THE GREAT IDEAS THAT ARE 
ALWAYS WAITING TO USE YOU AND ME, JESUS 
CHRIST WAS CRUCIFIED1 BUT ONE THING THEY 
COULD NOT D0--KILL OR EVEN INJURE THE POWERFUL 
IDEAS HE TAUGHT AND LIVED AND DIED FOR. ONCE 
A GREAT IDEA IS STARTED) NO ONE CAN STOP 
IT�-NOT ALL THE.WORLDLY POWER WE CAN ASSEMBLE--
NOT GUNS1 NOT NUCLEAR BOMBS1 NOT ANYTHING 
IN THIS WORLD, IF YOU CRUCIFY ITJ YOU GLORfPf 
IT. IF YOU PUT IT IN A TOMBJ YOU GIVE IT 
AN EASTER MORNING, IF YOU POSTPONE ITS 
VICTORY1 YOU ONLY MAKE THE MORE OVERWHELMING 
ITS VICTORY WHEN IT COMES, 
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I AM NOT WORRIED ABOUT THE ULTIMATE VICTORY 
OF THE GOOD, MY CONCERN IS THAT IN OUR 

GENERATION WE SHOULD SOMEHOW MISS BEING USED 
BY THE GREAT IDEAS; THAT INSTEAD WE LET 
OURSELVES BE USED BY IDEAS THAT ARE NOT 
WORTHYJ BUT WHICH NARROW AND LIMIT US. 

RETURN TO OUR SCRIPTURE READING FOR A MOMENT-­
TO THAT COURT SCENE IN JERUSALEM. How TYPICAL 
IT IS OF HI STORY. ALMOST A-LL OF THE EDUCATEDJ 
WELL-BORNJ WORLDLY-WISEJ PROSPEROUS) 
ESTABLISHMENT TYPE PEOPLE WERE ON THE WRONG 
SIDE OF THE SUPREME ISSUE OF THEIR TIME J 

AND ON THE RIGHT SIDE WERE TWO COMMON PEOPLE 
WHO IN RETROSPECT WE STILL REMEMBER BECAUSE 
THEY HELPED CEAD US AROUND ONE OF THE MOST 
SIGNIFICANT CORNERS 1·N HI.STORY. IT WAS 
BECAUSE OF THE IDEA THAT USED THEM! ASK 
YOURSELF NOT ONLY THIS MORNING--BUT AGAIN 
AND AGAIN AS YOU GO THROUGH LIFE--"WHAT IDEAS 
ARE USING ME?" AMEN, 


