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For God So Laved The Warld

# sermon preached by the Revd. Theodore S. Atkinson at the East Kishacoquillas Presbyterian Church,
Reedsville, P& on August 24, 1986. Scripture Lessons: 2 Chronicles 261 4-2Z, John 3:14-16.

In the Mamne of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost. Amen.

Have you ever wondered if God laves you? You're & rere bird if you
haven't. Years after he started the Reformation Martin Luther was sitting
around the dinner table with some friends and he said, "My temptation is
this, that | think | don't have g gracious God." | have a hunch that deep
down many of us feel that way about God. Many people feel that God has it
in for them. A lot of people never show much interest in God because deep
down in their hearts they have doubts about God's Jove,

There are many reasons why people doubt God's love. 7here's ibe 7oc?
af suffering Elie Wiesel is a Hungarian Jew who was deported with his
family to Auschwitz when he was still g boy, and then to Buchenwald
where his parents and & younger sister died. In his memaoirs of those
experiences there's one heart-wrenching passage where he tells how he

lost his faith in a loving God. He writes,

MNever shall | forget that night, the first night in camp, which has turned my life into one long
night. Never shall | forget the smoke. Never shall | forget the little faces of the children,
whose bodies | saw turned into wresths of smoke beneath a silent blue sky. Mever shall |
farget those flames which consumed my faith forever. Mever shall if forget those moments
which murdered my God and my soul and turned my dreams to dust.

when we look at the warld it certainly doesn't give us much confidence
in a loving God. How can their be an all powerful loving God when six
million Jews marched like lambs to the slaughter into the crematorias of
Germany? How could & loving God et the lives of hundreds of thousands of
civilians be snuffed out in & moment at Hiroshima and Magasaki? How can
God love the world when millions are starving in Ethiopia and the Sudan?

How could a loving, all powerful God allow this? In the light of natural
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catastrophes and human atrocities so many people can't believe that &
Father’'s love is behind the universe. Bul when Christians point to the love
of God it's not to the world that we ook,

A persan's warld view may prevest heliel in & leving God s

very difficult for people raised in & scientific culture to see God at all.
Many highly educated, scientifically oriented people find it extremely hard
to believe that angthing is resl which isn't connected in some way to
physical metler. There's na way scientifically that you tring God inte a
lsboratory and experiment crﬁ him. There's no litmus test to prove God's
presence. |f someone could prove statistically that Christians whao pray
receive more verifisble answers than non-Christiens that might be
evidence. Or if God would just rearrange the stars some summer evening

© 7 andmiske ther B1iRK R end GTT with the messaqe Gaw Joves yau endg hes— — = ——
& Wanaeriul piss Jar yows 7i7e, that might pass for scientific proof
for God's existence and love.

But many peaple look at the skies and don't see God at all even though
they'd 1ike to. In Franz Kafka's novel 74e 77767 & men's charqed with a
crirme. He's handed & surmmons Lo appear before the judge. But there are
several problems. He has no idea what crirme he committed. He doesn't
know who the judge is and every atterapt te find the judge ends in & blind
alley. He's constantly reminded that his trial is corming up but & date is
never set. People tell him that no ane has ever yet been found innocent. He
goes through life with this anxiety of judgment henging over his hesd.
Finally, several thugs commissioned by the judge drag him cut of his home
and knife hirn to death. The closing lines of the book show him flat an his
back lacking past his attackers into the sky, as if for an answer. His

attackers are just at the point of plunging a knife into hia chest when the
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victim sees in the distance a human figure, faint and insubstantial, looking
out the window of a high building. The person leans out the window as if
to observe more carefully. But whoever it is, they do hething. Kafka gives
the impression that it's God looking dawn indifferently from hesven?

Throughout this disturbing novel Kafks deacribes the plight of so many
20th century men and women. They feel vaguely guilty and anxious but
don't know where to find & garcious God. God, if he exists at all, seems
silent and passive. Their materialistic world view wan't pertmit them to
see @ loving Father behind the universe. The universe is cald and
thdifferent.

Same peaple deytl! Gad's jave heceuse af whE! lhey ve fhaery
taught ehaul &og | can remember growing up with s somewhat
arnbivalent atiitude tdward God. | was taught that God is lave snd that the
vast majority of human-kind will spend elernity i hell. | was taught that
God loved me very much and would send me to hell on the slightest pretext
because even the littlest sin offended his holiness so much that it merited
hell. It made no difference whether | forgot to say my preyers or went out
ond murdered somebody. Both were equally heinous in God's eyes and
deserved eternal torment. | was told that God loves me and if | didn't
trust in his Son he would torture me forever. It's very hard to trust
someone who makes those kinds of thrests. I's very hard to‘ believe that
soreane vwhao makes those kind of threats really loves me.

For awhile as a child | lived in terrible anxiety that God hadr't chosen
e for salvation and no metter whet | did God wouldn't permit me to
believe. | pictured God as playing dice with the universe and capriciously
choosing those who were to be saved and damned. | pictured & God who in

his sovereignty chose to torture some forever in hell and others to enjoy
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eternal life. Now you have to 7esr that kind of God but it's very difficult
to believe that such & god has the loving hesrt of & Father. | reslise now
that all thetl wes & distorted kind of Calvinism gone cultic. It was & sick
religion and & distortion of biblical Christianity. And it's precisely that
kind of religion thet keeps many pecple from believing in God's love for the
yrorld.

They &Qain, same af Us Ooihl 6ad's Jayve hecsise we BROEITENCE
sa [1llie of humen Jeve. | remember o5 a child being shown a little
battered puppy who'd been mistreated by its owner. The puppy distrusted
everyone who came near it. | felt sorry for it and wanted to pet it but
when | drew closer he snarled at me and snapped. That's the way we aften
react to God. We've been bruised and battered by life many times and when
God resches out to us We snarl and snap at him. Life gives some pecple &
raw deal; a laved one dies, our parents get divorced, we lose our health
suddenly, our engagernent is broken along with our heart and so trany
protmises.

Sormetimes it's religious pecple whao hurt us. They say they love us but
their answers often seem so glib. They simply don't seem capable of
understanding. They repulse us with their self-rightecusness. They seerm
to judge and condemn us. We wonder if Gad's love is like theirs. And ss &
result we lunge out st God when he draws near to us. we think he must be
corning to torture us forever. Esch one of us knows that there are sress of
our lives thet we're ashamed of and for which we condemn ourselves. If
we condern curselves and if religious pecple condernn us, certainly God
will condemn snd judge us all the more severely we think. So because of
our experience with the fickleness of hurnan love we begin te doubt God's

love,



3

Finglly, same of us ooubl Gad's joye hacusse Wwe think be joves
anfy geed peaple. We think he loves only evengelical, Bible-helieving,
born-again Christisns. We doubt that he laves warldly people like us. We
doubt that he loves unbelieving people and doubters. He loves the
heterosexual but not the homosexual. He loves the happily married but not
the divorced. He loves the conservative but not the liberal. He loves
America but hetes that evil empire Russia. Don't we all sometimes Tall
into the trep of thinking that God loves religious people more than
hen-religious people? That he loves good people but not bad?

That's something & 1ot of Jews in the days of Jesus believed. They knew
God loved lsrael. But it was shocking to hear Jesus say that God loved the
world.  The waorld with its idolatry, perverted sexuality, and gross
ignorance sbout God“was under God's wrath and curse.  And it was
scandalous the way Jesus made friends with the worldly and the
unchurched of his day. He didn't chose spiritual peaple to be sposties and
disciples. He chose unspiritual, unreligious, unchurched people, peaple like
Matthew the tax-collector, Simon the revolutionary, Thomes the doubter,
Peter the denier, and Mary Magdalene who had the reputation of being &
prostitule. That's the way God's lave is. He laves the lost, the wandering,
the violent, the sinful and those who zeern to have so little value.

Jesus once told three short stories illustrating this. He said God is like
a waiting father who runs ocut to meet his prodigal son returtiing home in
shame from the pig pen. God is like & shepherd who leaves the. 99 good
sheep and goes out looking for the one wandering sheep who's in danger of
perishing. God is like & womean who sweeps her house in search of one
amall 1ost coin and when she finds it she's so happy she throws o tig party

and spends far more on the celebration then the lost coin is waorth. Oty
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when we begin to see God like this are we able to trust him. Only when we
begin to see God like this do we begin to realize how much he loves the
world.

How then can we believe God loves the world? Certainly not by looking
at human history with—tsHireshimas—and-Dresden—fire bombings-nor
through looking et nature xed in ieal#é &6 -¢/sw. Certainly God's love
can't be verified in a laboratory nor through the fickled love we so often
experience from others. Certainly his love can't be experience by
contemplating God's eternal decrees or his absolute power.

where then do we see God's love for the world? We see it sbove all in
Jesus of Nazareth. Inhis parables and preaching. In the way he related to
all sorts of sinful people. And above all we see God's lave for the world an
the cross.

G.A. Studdert Kennedy said it this way in a line from one of his poems,

Onlyin Himcan | find horme to hide me,
Who on the Cross was slain to rise again;

The God who so Toved the world that he gave his only begotten son is the
God whose son prayed on a cross for his crucifiers, "Father, forgive them;
for they know not what they do”. That's what has persuaded me of God's
love as no theological argument could ever do. Pushing my way through the
maze and mystery of life | come to the cross of Christ and | hear God
saying, "You can do with me what you like. You can break my bones and
bruise my flesh and drain my blood, but you can't stop me from being what
| am-- the Father who loves you and will not let you go.”

The late D.T. Niles of Ceylon, one of the past presidents of the World
Council of Churches once repeated this true story which he originally

heard from a French Roman Catholic bishop. Three university students of
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Paris were walking along the road one Good Friday sfterncon. They noticed
crowds of people going to the churches to confess their sing sa they could
receive Holy Communian an Holy Ssturday. The students began to discuss
this custom of the "unenlightened,” and telked in cynical terms about the
survival of religion which they described as superstition. Suddenly two of
the students turned to the third, who was the leader among them, and said
to him, "wWill you go into this church and 1ell the priest there whet we've
beer saying to each other? | dare youl” "Sure, | will," he said, and went in.
He stood in line with those who were going to confess their sing and when
hiz turn came he looked at the priest and said, "Father, I've come here
merely Lo tell you thet Christienity is a dying institution and that religion
is superstition.” The priest locked at the young man keenly and said, “why
did you come here, son, to tell me this?” And the student told him of his
conversation with his friends. The priest listened carefully and then said:
"All right, 1 want gou to do one thing for me before you ga. You accepted
_ the dare of your friends and came here; now accept my dare to gou, Walk
up to the chancel and you'll find there & large wooden cross and on it the
figure of Jesus crucified. | want you to stand before that cross and say
these words: 'Jesus died for me and | don't care & damn. The student felt
& bit disgusted but he agreed to accept the dare. He went up and stood
jauntily before that cross with @ cynical smile on his face snd spit out the
waords: “Jesus died for me end | don't care a demn.” He quickly ceme back
to the priest and said, "well, | did it." “Do it once more,” said the priest;
“after all it means nothing to you" The student went back and looked at
the cross for some time and the figure on it, and then he stammered it out:
“lesus died for me and | don't care & daran.” He returned to the priest and,

appesaring to be a bit shaken, said, "I've done it; I'm going now.” The priest
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placed his hand on the young man's shoulders firmly yet gently and said,
"Once more; just once more and you can go." The student walked up to the
chancel and looked at that cross again, and at the Crucified. He stood
there for @ long time. He was strangely drawn to this innocent victim of
our inhumanity lifted up on the cross. He began to see the Crucified's
solidarity with all the oppressed and downtrodden of the world. He began
to see the Crucified's solidarity with him. Those outstretched arms seem
to reach out to embrace him and all the world. Finally the student came
back to the priest and said, "Father, | want to confess my sins now?" The
story's true. The French bishop who originally told D.T. Niles the story was
that young student. et b o i wowdsd
On the cross we see how desparately God loves us.~ The heavenly Father
loves us so desparately that he won't stop loving us even though we don't
care g damn and refuse to be loved him him. No barrier of indifference,
pride or unbelief, nothing in our intellect, our emotions, or our conduct,
nothing we can think or say or do can separate us from God's love made
visible and actual in the cross of Jesus Christ. He's the Hound of Heaven
who pursues us even down to hell. On the cross we see a God whom we can
trust because we know how desparately he loves us. We can believe him.
We can trust him. We can stake our lives on the truth of his love.
Let us pray:
My God, | love thee; not because
| hope for heaven thereby,
Mor yet for fear that loving not
I might for ever die;
But for that thou didst all mankind
Upon the cross embrace;

For us didst bear the nails and spear,
4nd ranifold disgrace,
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And griefs and torments numberless,
And sweat of agony ;
Even death itself; and all for us
“Who weie thine enerny.

Then whiy, rost loving Jesus Christ,
Should | not love thee well,
Mot for the sake of winning heaven,
MHor any fear of hell;

Mot with the hope of gaining aught,
Mor seaking a reward;
But as thyself has loved me,
0 ever-loving Lord!

Even so | lave thee, and will love,
And in thy praise will sing,
Solely because thou art miy God
And my eternal King.

Amen.




