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Let us Know, Let Us Press On To Know Gad

& serrnon {rrr;eached by the_Reﬁ.fd. Theodore S, Atkinson at the Dxf-:sri:{ Presbyterian Church, Oxford, PA
on the 17 Sunday after Pentecest, Septernber 14, 1986, Soripture Lessons: Aosas #.7-F,
So75-6.6, Psalm 77:11-20; 1 Timothy 1:12-17; Luke 15:1-10.

In the Marne of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.

We're sitting at the dinner table after the Sunday maorning services. |
turn to one of my bays and ask, "¥hat did you learn in Sunday School
today?”

‘I don't knowe.”

[ suppose when | was a 1ittle boy | frustrated my parents with the same
vague rem%z. | really can't remember what | learned. | do know that |
wouldn't have gone unless my mother made me. And | probably wouldn't be

But | do have vivid memories about Sunday schogl. | remember doing my

Sunday schon] lesson at the last minute on Sunday morning as we bounced

along in the car on the way to church. | remember the musty smell of the
Sunday schaol room. | remember the feel of the rough stucco walls in my
Sunday Schaol class and a place where a large chunk the size of a pisce of
paper had fallen off exposing the gray wall. Across from my Sunday schonl

room was the_church library. | remember borrowing Fox's Book of Marturs

and taking it hame to read as a boy and then wondered if | would have kept
the faith if someone had tied me to a stake and 1it the kindling.
| especially remember two teachers. One was Dr. Brightbill. He told us
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to remember his name by thinking of the sun which is bright and a bird
beak which is called a bill. Dr. Brightbill was a Dupont scientist. | was at
the age when | was beginning to wonder about the seeming discrepancies
between science and Christian faith. | can't remember anything | 1earned

in his class but | was impressed that Dr. Brightbill was a scientist and a



Christian who cered enough to try to teach a class of uninterested boys.
\»hﬁewr tlse h-\nuj\dt ws !cqu..a! fremn Wi

32El w/that the Christian faith heg

nothing to fear from science apd learning.

| 81so rermermber Mr. Saadeh, my high-school gouth group leader. He took

us to a Jewish synagogue in Wilmington one Friday night. Afterwards we

went downstairs in the fellowship hall of the temple, sang Heviie#
Negi/ia, danced Jewish folk dences and ate bagels and matza halls.
Laster we talked to the rabbi sbout OT prophecies concerning Christ. That

quEI‘IEHLE 1auqht re the value of respectiul dislogue with those wha don't
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different answers to the question of who Jesus 5. | begsatarastize that
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I heeded to answer for mysell the question Jesus asked Peter, "who do you
say that | am?"

Another time Mr. Saadeh took the youth group an & 1 trip to Harper's

Siawn: lca\«c( 4o

quma There was absolutely no religious §
the Lrip as far a3 | could tell. But during the long ride back to Newark | sat
up front with Mr. Saadeh and shared with hirm some of my doubts about God.
He listened carefully and asked questions. He respected my thoughts. He
didn't argue with me or make me feel gquilty or afraid for doubting. 1t was
such @ relief to share these doubts with somecone who cared. From that

heresy without condemning it with the hopes of encouraging & person to

What sre you're memories of Sunday schoal? | wouldn't be surp»rised if
gou remember not so much the content of what you learned but your
teachers. Because of experiences sharedwith those teachers yau came to

know something of the living Sod and were encouraged to press on to know
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mare of God. After all, that's ihe chial purpase For Sundsy Schaal
gnd Christien egucalion 1t's la ansinie ys {a fnai Gad end la
SEss ai la fnaly Gad hellar
Kaawing God is the mes! imparisnt thing v lhe warld That's
what the prophet Hosea believed. 1 believe it too.  Although mass
starvation end the threat of nuclesr war are monumental concerns, the
ultimate issue confronting people of every generstion is knowing God.
Hoszes complained “there's ho knowledge of God in the land; there's
awearing, 1ying, killing, stealing, and committing adultery; they break all
bounds and murder follows murder” His description of life twenty-five
tundred years ago sounds 1ike our evening news. 'We live in a natian where
“one third of the peaple claim to have had & Zarw agein religicus
experience. Un any given Sunday nealy half the people in the United
States go to church and yet murder, sexus! immorality, stealing, lying are
a5 cotnrnan today as in the days of Hozea. We're a religious people but are
we a people who know our God?

This ignorance of God affects not only human relationships but nature

w]. Far exarmple, Hoses saw & relationship between the knowledge of
God and & clean gnvironment. "Because there's ho knowledge of God in the
land therefore the land meurns, and all who dwell in it languish, and also
the beasts of the field, and the birds of the air; and even the fish of the
seq are taken aweay.” For Hosea acid rain, toxic waste and the threst of s
huctear winter are not simply political problems.  They're theological
problems. They're moral problems. At the root of all these things is
ignorance of God.

That knowledge of God of which Hosea zpoke contains w"

characteristics. | want us now to consider now whal these four things
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are.

The knowledge af Gag is firsl af 11, & persensl knowladge.
IWs not & ritusl thing. s nol & matier of burnt offerings end going
through the rituals of worship. Those things are importent and Hosea
wasn't condemning rituel. Our worship ritual is important to me. But
going through the rituals doesn't mean we know Gad.

Meither is knowing God simply knowing sbout God, M's & matter of
dealing with God personally. Knewing something é&aw? God is important.
Knawledge about God found in the Bible can help us to recognise the living
bad when we encounter him in aur own experience. But we can mermorize

the Bible and quote it to prove ail our prejudices but still not know the

living God.

There's 6 well known story in the 0T about Sarmuel. His mother, Hannah,
dedicated Samuel to the Lord st an early ége and took him to EMN, the
high-priest where he lesrned sbout Gad. One night before he really knew
the Lord Sarmuel was sleeping in the temple when he heard someone call
hirn by name. He thought it was old Eli but it was really God cslling.
Three times he heard this voice. Finally Eli realised that it must be God
calling Samue]» ahd instrucled him to "go, lie down and if he calls you, you
shall zay, 'Speak, LORD, for thy servant hears. Samuel had kKnown about
God but he hadn't, till then, known God personally. That, | believe, is t’}'le

God personally like Sarmuel did,

Secandly, gay cent resiiy koew God wilheui abeging Gad
Knowing God isn't & matter of mystical contemplation or ecstatic
experience but of action. Anybody wha says "l know God, snd keeps not his

carmmandments”, St dohn says, "is a liar" That's pretty bluntl



Presbyterians have always stressed that the knowledge of God and the
service of God sre ingeparable. There's solid biblical evidence to support
that emphasis. For example, the prophet deremish was directed by God ta
speak to the king of Judsh. He boldly went to the king and said, "Thus says
the LORD: Do justice and righteousness, and deliver from the hand of the
oppressor hirm who has been robbed. And do no wrong or viclence to the
alien, the fatherless, and the widow, nor shed innocent bloed in this place.”
And then he adds, "/Fs mel ihis lo fnol mer  seys the Lavrd " In
other wards, "This is what it means to know me”, says the Lord, "to obey
tne, to do justice and rightecusness, to deliver fram the hand of the
oppressor and to pratect the alien, the fatherless, and the widow.”

The knowledge of God can't be separated from ssues of justice. The
person whi's pressing on to know God sometimes finds it necessary, like
Jeremiah, to speak out against social injustice. To know God is to do thet.
The church that's pressing on to know God will study to know how God

wants us to address the problems of our dey. That's why our church will

study pescemaking for the next eight weeks beginning next Sunday
am winchester will be leading the study. | hope that you'll
participate in that study. That's one concrete wey we can press on tao
know God.

Thirdiy, dnawing Gad 7s & meliar af grece It's a relationship in
which the initistive is with God. Fhilesophers have come up with 811 sarts
of preofs for God's existence but they bring little camfort to & doubting
soul.  "The waorld did not know God through wisdom” Paul wrote. Wwe don't
come to know God because we're clever or good. We know God anly because
God, in hiz grace, has taken the initiative.

Jesus expressed this thought in our Gospel lesson. The good shepherd
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doesn't wait for the lost sheep to find its way back home. The poor warnsn

doesn't wait for the lost coin to turn up some day by chance. In the same
wal, God tekes the initistive and in Christ comes seeking us out until
we're found,

The apostle Paul expresses the same thought in our epistle lesson. Paul

was fartmerly & blssphemer, a persecutor, end & bully. But God changed
Paul. God took the initistive. So Paul could testify "the grace of our
Sovereigh overflowed for me”. Knowing God, then, is & matter of grace.
And so often that grace of God is made flesh by teachers whao, like the
Food Shepherd, go cut looking for the lost sheep.

Shayve &7, Knahing God, 7& frowing Jesus Christ. In the

~ high-priestly prayer of Jesus in John chapter 17 we overhear Jesus aay Lo

God, "this is eternal 1ife, that they know thee the only true Geod, and Jesus
Christ whom thou hast sent.” The purpase of church school, then, iz to
enable men, women, snd children to press on to know God through Jesus
Christ.

Emile Cailliet for many years was the Stuart Professor of Christian
Fhilosophy at Princeton Serminary. In his biography he tells how he carme
to know Jesus Christ. He was raised in a thoroughly secular alrmosphers in
France. Though educsted in some of the best schools and universities
Cailliet was an adult before he'd even seen & Bible. 11 happened this way.
He had the good fartune of marrying & devout Scotch-Irish Presbyterian
girl. She rust have been hurt to the very core of her being that Cailliet
was hostile to retigion. But one day his wife was walking down a street in
Peris when she passed a little Huguenaot ar French Refarmed church., On s
lark she went ingide where she met the pastor, a tall white-haired man

vwho reminded her of an 0T patriarch. She asked hirn for s French Bible and



he gave her one.

That evening her husband came home and saw the book. “wWhet's this?”
he aszked.

“It's & Bible" she said a little fearfully.

"A Biblel ['ve never seen g Biblel

Cailliet picked up the Bible and took it into his study. He thumbed
through it and began reading the Bestitudes. The words filled him with
gwe and wonder shd an indescribable warmth surged within him. "I
coritinued to read deeply into the night,” he wrote, "mostly from the
gospels. And 1o and behold, a5 1 1ooked through them, the One of whom they
spoke, the One who spoke and acted in them, became alive to me. [ts pages
were animated by the Presence of the Living God and the Power of His
mighty acts. To this God | prayed that night, and the God who answered
weas {re s&mre Fod of whotm i1 was spoken in the Book.”

That's the hope and aim of all our Christisn education; not simply to
learn about God or learn Bible stories, but, by God's grace, to know God
personally through Jesus Christ and to obey him. "Let ug know, let us
prezs on the know God." Amen.

Let us pray: 0O God, rerember those who have been created in your irnage but have not knawn the
redeerning work of our Saviour Jesus Christ; and grant that, by the prayers and lsbors of your holy

Church, thy may be brought to know and worship you as you have been revealed in your Son; who lives
and re2igns with you and the Holy Spirit, One God, for ever and ever. Amen.



