SUNDAY, APRIL 9, 1989

“THE BEGINNING OF WISDOM”

Psalm 111:10
Romans 11:33-36

What is the greatest of all the accomplishments
of 20th century science? Nuclear energy?

The telephone? The computer? Space travel?
None of these. According to Dr. Lewis Thomas

and other scientists--the greatest accomplishment
of 20th century science has been the discovery
of human ignorance.

N a remarkable book entitled “COMING OF AGE
N THE MILKY WAY," the author Dr. Timothy
~erris writes, “The more we know about the
universe, the more we come to see how little
we know., When the cosmos was thought to be
but a tidy garden, with the sky i1ts ceiling
and the earth its floor and 1ts history
coextensive with that of the human family
tree, it was still possible to imagine that
we might one aay comprehend it in both plan
and detail., That 1llusion can no longer be

sustained.”
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The ancient Greeks believed the world was
only a few thousand years old. Now we have




come to understand that the unilverse goes
back more than ten billion yearsS. Not only
1ts age, but the immensity of creation 1S
almost too much to iImagine. Dr. Ferris says:
"If we possessed an atlas of our galaxy that
devoted but a single page to each star system
in the Milky Way (so that the sun and all 1ts
planets were crammed on one page), that atlas
would run to more than ten million volumes of
ten thousand pages each. [t would take @

library the size of Harvard’s to house the

atlas, and merely to flip through it, &t the
rate of a page per second, would require over

ten thousana vears.”

"Add the details of planetary cartography,
potential extraterrestrial biology, the
subtleties of the scientific principles
involved, and the historical dimensions of
change, and 1t becomes clear that we are

never going to learn more than a tiny fraction
of the story of our galaxy alone--and there
are a hundred billion more galaxies.”

[t's no wonder we can say that the greatest
of all the accomplishments of 20th century
science has been the discovery of human
lgnorance,

Qur ignorance, of course, has always been
with us. What is new 1S our awareness of it.
NOot very many years ago, there were eminent
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To fear God is to begin to comprehend the



awesomeness” of God, It is to have a sense
of humility about God and God’‘s will. In
fact a good paraphrase of this proverb is:
"To recognize the awesomeness of God 1s the
beginning of wisdom,”

[ emphasize this because there 1S so much
loose talk about God these days. There are
people who claim to know God’s will 1in every
situation., To hear them talk, they have
domesticated God Into a cosmic pal.

In an excellent book entitled “"THE BEREAVED
PARENT,” Harriet Sarnoff Schiff remembers
that when her young son died during an
operation to correct a congenital heart
malfunction, her clergyman took her aside and
said, "I know this 1s a painful time for you.
But I know you will get through 1t all right,
because God never sends us more of a burder
than we can bear. God only let this happen
to you because God knows that you are strong
enough to handle 1t.” What a bunch of
nonsense! Harriet Schiff remembers her
reaction to those words, “If only I was a
weaker person, a person of less faith and
strength, Robbie would be alive.”

[ get very upset with people who want to
answer every tragedy or mystery by quickly
saving, "It is the will of God.” Beware of

those who are always certain they know exactly
what God’'s will is for all things. If you




truly stand in awe of God, then you will have
& healthy distrust of dogmatism. Beware of
any claim of infallibility. HNo set of words.,
no creed, no confession, no metaphor can ever
totally explain the mystery or majesty or
holiness of God. 0 recognize the awesomeness
of God 1s the beginning of wisdom. To be
aware of your own limited knowledge of God 1is
the beginning of wisdom,

This does not mean that we cannot know God--
1T means that we cannot know all of God. We
can never even totally know another human
pbeing. Rowena and I will celebrate our 34th
wedding anniversary a few months from now.
After 34 years of 1ntlimacy, there remalns a
mysteriousness about each one of us to the
other,

Remember 1t 1s not the purpose of rellglous
falth to clear up all mysteries and have the
answers to all questions. Why do we even
assume that all questions have answers? 0n
the contrary, at the center of our Chrisitian
faith 1s the deepest mystery of all--the
cross of Jesus, where the love of God was
nallea to a cross by hate. And somehow
through the suffering, death and resurrection
of the love of God as experienced In Jesus,
we are saved,

S0 to fear God means to stand in awe, and
humility before the holiness, the mysteriousness,
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5. Thirdly, to fear God, to be in awe of God

neans also to be in a mood of gratitude
because of God’'s all-forgiving, all-embracing,
never-ending personal love., Even though GogG

1S holy, mysterious, transcendent, God 1S
also personal. The Bible reminds us that

even the hairs of our
This holy mysterious God IS among uS anc

within us.

of Jesus,

God has touched the creation anc

necad are numbered.,

We are creatures of God. In the
birth, life, suffering,

death and resurrection

each one of US In a new way. The creation 1is
saturated with God.

Since God is the source of all life and all

creation, we a

expression of God.

re also to have reverence for
l[ife and for creation 1tself. We can never
be separated from God because we are ar
Though God is not a

person--vet God 1s personal.

SO what does it mean to fear God and how 1S

to compreh

mystery.

8

nts: (1) To

that the beginning of wisdom? I have mentioned
three eleme

fear God Is to begin

Nd the awesomeness of God. It is

to be aware of God’s holiness, and God’s
[t 1s to recognize our own ignorance




10

about God and to know that we will never know
all there 1s to know about God. It is to be
humble,

(2) Seconaly, to be aware of the awesomeness
of God does not mean that we give up trying
to know more about God. We are not afraid of
new knowledge because we know that knowledge
i1s not the enemy of faith, but a friend of

faith,

(3) To be aware of the awesomeness of God
means to be in a mood of gratitude because of

God’s personal love for each one of us and
God’s love and care for all of creation.

To have wisdom means to take God with utmost
seriousness as the premise and perspective
from which life 1s to be discerned and lived.
A life lived 1n such awareness will be one
lived 1n pralise to God,

"0 the depth of the riches and wisdom and
knowledge of God!” How unsearchable are
God’s judgments and how inscrutable God’s
ways. For from God and through God and to
God are all things. To God be glory forever.
AMEN,




