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LOVE OF PERENNIALS, Part I 

A Sermon by the Rev. Dr. Arthur M. Suggs 

Preached on the Second Sunday of Easter, April 12, 2015 

 

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

Two Polarities of Theological Jargon 

The sermon is a bit unusual this morning.  

I’d like to talk about two polarities that have 

been present in my mind and present in our 

culture of late.  The first polarity involves a 

couple words of theological jargon that you 

might find irritating.  I know I do.  The two 

words are exegesis and eisegesis.   

The Importance of Exegesis: 

Drawing the Meaning Out of a Text 

An exegesis is pretty important.  What that 

means is drawing out from a text its real 

significance or interpretation.  For example, 

imagine the word constitution, and you have 

a constitutional lawyer whose job it is to 

delve into this document and interpret it for 

the culture, for the population.  What does 

the constitution say?  What does it not say?  

What is its meaning?  What is its import for 

our lives?   

Consider a student who decides to go to 

seminary.  One of the things he or she really 

must learn, to the best of their ability, is the 

task of exegesis.  Like the lawyer, how do 

you analyze the Bible?  How do you ex-

amine a document and interpret it?  What 

does it mean?  What does it say?   

The “ex” at the beginning of the word means 

“out,” as in “exit” or “exodus.”  So you 

draw out from the words on the printed page 

what the underlying meaning is.   

The Difficulty of Eisegesis: 

Laying Your Own Ideas Atop the Text 

The opposite of exegesis is eisegesis.  the 

“eis” at the beginning of that word is a 

prefix that means “into.”  So that’s the kind 

of analysis in which you’re putting some-

thing into the text instead of drawing it out 

of the text. 

Let me give you an example of this new 

word.  Right near the beginning of the Bible, 

Genesis Chapter 4, beginning at Verse 11, is 

an example of eisegesis, putting something 

into the text.  The context here is that Cain 

has just murdered his brother, Abel, and 

God has found out about it.  God is mad.  So 

speaking to Cain, God says:   

“ ‘And now you are cursed from the 

ground, which has opened its mouth 

to receive your brother’s blood from 

your hand.  When you till the 

ground, it shall no longer yield to 

you its strength; you shall be a 

fugitive and a wanderer on the 

earth.’   

“Cain said to the Lord, ‘My pun-

ishment is greater than I can bear.  

Behold, thou hast driven me this day 

away from the ground; and from thy 
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face I shall be hidden; and I shall be 

a fugitive and a wanderer on the 

earth, and whoever finds me will 

slay me.’   

“Then the Lord said to him, ‘Not so!  

If anyone slays Cain, vengeance 

shall be taken on him sevenfold.’  

And the Lord put a mark on Cain, 

lest any who came upon him should 

kill him.  Then Cain went away from 

the presence of the Lord, and dwelt 

in the land of Nod, east of Eden.” 

There you go.  A great story.  God is furious 

with Cain, who killed his brother, Abel.  

We’re dealing with the first murderer in the 

Bible.   

The Mark of Cain Marks the Murderer 

But the question that has been asked over 

the course of millennia – not centuries, but 

millennia – is, “What was that mark?”  The 

Bible said that God put a mark on Cain.  It 

said that anybody who came across him 

wouldn’t kill him as a result of his crime.   

And in a classic example of eisegesis, 

putting something into the scripture that it 

doesn’t say, many people, beginning in the 

Renaissance era, 1600’s and 1700’s, 

decided, “I think I know what that mark is.”  

The mark of God made him black.  That’s 

what it was and still is.  So in those days, 

when you saw a black man, you said, “He’s 

a descendant of a murderer.”  It helped 

millions of people justify the mistreatment 

of a race over the course of centuries.   

The Bible:  A Good Source of 

Justifying Hateful Human Behavior 

By using prejudice, prejudgment, and then 

putting it into the text, you could make the 

text say what you wanted it to say.  You 

could make yourself and others believe by 

saying, “Here’s the Bible.  We can see with 

our own eyes what that mark is.”  And the 

Bible is used to justify hateful human 

behavior.   

Exegesis is drawing out.  Finding out what 

the text means to say.  It can be done well, 

or it can be done badly.  Let me give you 

another example.  I’m picking this passage 

on purpose.  In the gospel of John, Chapter 

14, verse 6, Jesus is having a conversation 

with his disciples, and toward the end of that 

conversation, he says:   

“I am the way, the truth, and the life:  

No man cometh unto the Father but 

by me.”  [King James version.]  “I 

am the way, the truth, and the life.  

No one comes to God the Father 

except by me.”   

That text, pretty much without parallel, has 

been the most exclusive text in the entire 

Bible.  (Other passages give it serious com-

petition.)  Exclusive in the sense that most 

Christians believe they have the right to say, 

“Sorry, but we have the full truth; the Bible 

says so.”  And so much for the opinions of 

those who think otherwise such as the Mus-

lim, the Jew, the Buddhist, the Hindu, and 

all the others.   

“ ‘No one comes to God the Father except 

through me.’  It’s Christ talking.  You gotta 

go through Christ.  Not my fault.  Sorry 

about that.  Know it’s inconvenient, but 

that’s the way it is.”  And that is the way 

Jesus’ words have been used by shortsighted 
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minds.  “It’s plain as day in English.  So 

simple to read and understand it.”   

Or Is It?  The Bible Is Translated from 

4
th 

C Greek, but Jesus Spoke Aramaic 

People might do well to save themselves the 

embarrassment of looking foolish.  Remem-

ber that Jesus spoke Aramaic, but those 

English words are from 1611, the King 

James version of the Bible, which was 

translated from Fourth Century Greek texts.   

Since then scholarly work on the translations 

has improved, and we have learned that 

some of those Greek texts were translated 

from the original Aramaic that Jesus spoke.  

Working backwards from the Greek into the 

Aramaic, you end up with something quite 

different.   

“I am | the way, | the truth, | and the life.” | 

“I am.”  Well, wait a minute; hold it.  

Aramaic is a sister language of Hebrew.  “I 

am” is the name of God.  Yahweh.  In 

Aramaic, it’s inana, “the Way.”  It’s sort of 

like a metaphor.  We’re all on a path, we’re 

all on a pilgrimage, we’re all on “the Way.”   

“The Truth.”  In Aramaic the word that is 

usually translated as truth means a lot more.  

It’s on that path; you come to forks in the 

road; you have decisions in your life.  You 

have to go this way or that way.  And the 

word translated as truth is those decision 

points along your pilgrimage, your path. 

Jesus Articulates Three as One 

And “the Life”?  Life is really energy, dyna-

mism, strength, perseverance.  And so you 

begin to get a picture that Jesus is not listing 

three different things:  the Way, the Truth, 

and the Life.  He is articulating three 

different characteristics of one thing:  that 

God is the path, the pilgrimage; God is the 

intelligence, the heart, truth, and mind that 

you must depend on along your path; and 

God is the strength, the dynamism, the 

energy, the perseverance along your path.   

A Tautology: God Comes to God by God 

No one comes to God but by God.  It’s a 

tautology.  It’s poetry; it’s not prose.  God is 

the whole of it:  God is the one in whom you 

live and move and have your being.  God is 

the path, the decisions, the perseverance, 

and the energy.  No one comes to God 

except by God.   

That says something different, doesn’t it?  

That’s not exclusive, is it?  It matters how 

we interpret the Bible.   

Two Polarities in This Sermon: 

The First Is Exegesis Versus Eisegesis, 

The Second Is Esoteric Versus Exoteric 

Two polarities this morning:  The first, 

covered up to this point, is one of them.  Do 

we sometimes push our determination for 

our own point of view into the scriptures and 

make them say what we demand they say?  

Or do we instead draw out of the scriptures 

what they really mean?   

For the second polarity, read on.  I’m going 

to bet that nobody in this room has used the 

word exoteric in everyday conversation in 

the last decade.  It’s just not a word you 

come across anymore.  On the other hand, 

we come across esoteric now and then.   

The Restriction of Esoterica Is Limited  

To People Who Know Their Stuff  
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Ta eso in Greek was the notion of the form 

that Plato originally spoke about 500 years 

before Christ.  What is the inner reality, the 

inner being-ness of any kind of thing?  Take 

any one of you as an example of a person.  

Think about a person, and you have your 

outer manifestation.   

But you may or may not have who the inner 

person is, who their soul is, who their spirit 

is.  However, you can observe an object like 

a table, and you have an outward mani-

festation of the table; then you have the 

inner notion of table-ness, what you call the 

inner, the ta eso.   

Pythagoras out-and-out referred to his stu-

dents as esoteric and exoteric.  The begin-

ners, the ones who hadn’t quite gotten it yet, 

the ones still in the process of formation, he 

referred to as his exoteric students.  The 

ones who passed the bar, who grasped what 

his teaching was, he referred to as his 

esoteric students.   

Meet the Articulators of the Exoteric  

And Esoteric Fields of Religion 

So now, enter the 20
th

 Century, and meet 

two spiritual teachers at the early part of the 

century, one was a Bangladeshi by the name 

of Rabindranath Tagore.  He is the very first 

non-Westerner to win the Nobel Prize in 

Literature, in 1913, for his novels, short 

stories, but particularly his poetry.  Tagore 

was a Renaissance man.  He studied all sorts 

of disciplines and had an amazing mind.  He 

traveled to Europe just to hold conversations 

with Albert Einstein, and Einstein traveled 

to Bangladesh to talk with Tagore as well.   

Tagore, along with another gentleman by the 

name of Frithjof Schuon, began to articulate 

the differences between the exoteric and the 

esoteric fields in our religion.  This process 

started with – and here’s a new vocabulary 

word that I learned in the past week while 

preparing this sermon.   

It started with an itinerant teacher.  Schuon 

told a story about how this idea came to him.  

He referred to the teacher as a black mara-

bout, which is an itinerant Muslim holy man 

who wanders from town to town, teaches, 

and, when he feels that his work is finished, 

he moves on.   

The teacher entered the town where Schuon 

lived, and the two of them struck up a 

conversation.  They talked about the inner-

ness of their faith, of their different religions 

– one was Christian, one was Muslim – 

versus the outer manifestations of those 

differences.   

The itinerant holy man said, “Oh, yes,” and 

drew a circle in the sand with a dot in the 

middle.  Then he announced, “That dot, 

there in the center, that’s God.”  Next he 

began drawing spokes, radii, for this entire 

circle, and he remarked:   

“This radius is you, and this one is me, and 

this one is the Jew, and this one follows his 

path in sub-Saharan Africa.  Over here are 

the Asian and the Hindu and the Buddhist 

and the Confucian and the Taoist.  The 

teacher continued in this fashion, labeling all 

of these spokes as the paths of many 

religions.  That sparked an idea by Schuon, 

who went on to publish it throughout the 

early part of the 20
th

 Century.  
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Diagramming the Range of Faiths 

What I had done in preparation for this 

sermon was to make an image of the kind of 

diagram that was adapted by Schuon in 

some of his early textbooks, showing the 

range of the various faiths.  He had turned 

the diagram from a circle with a dot in the 

middle into the shape of a pyramid.  Up at 

the top is God, and there were many dif-

ferent columns rising up to reach God, each 

column representing a particular kind of 

faith.   

Then he had drawn a horizontal line of de-

marcation in the middle.  Above it is the 

esoteric dimension.  Below it is the exoteric 

dimension.  Below that the outward form of 

the religion is displayed, and above it is the 

 

 

 

 

inner notion of a faith.  Each religion is 

shown:  Christian, Jewish, Muslim, Bud-

dhist, Hindu, and many others as well.  It 

seemed as if there were almost as many 

religions as people. 

For example, one of the newer groups that I 

would add to that diagram is Scientific 

Atheism, a group that I encounter over and 

over, again and again.   

I had a chance to meet a woman who wrote 

a book called The Sacred Depths of Nature.  

She is an avowed atheist named Ursula 

Goodenough whom I met at a Unitarian 

conference.  What’s going on here?  She 

seems to be sensing something from her 

point of view.  
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Same thing with me, whether it’s Native 

American faiths, whether it’s in South 

America or North America or Africa, every 

single branch of any kind of religious path.  

The Way, Truth, and Life that each pilgrim 

takes.  Every single one of them shows his 

or her range of diagonal lines from the 

outward toward the inner.   

Now, even though I couldn’t at first show 

you the image of this diagram – I guess God 

willed it at the time I was preaching so that 

the image would not come up – nevertheless 

I asked you some questions.  Now look at 

the diagram on the preceding page with 

Unity/God at the top center, and I want to 

make one observation about it before I ask 

you those same questions.   

Okay, you’ve got a bunch of religions, and 

they all have lines that go up to one point at 

the top that’s titled Unity or God, but it 

could be energy, conscience, spirit, wind, 

could be all sorts of different names that we 

have used for the one that some of us call 

God.   

Let’s Play Five Questions, but Note This: 

The Closer You Are to God, 

The Closer You Are to Your Neighbor 

The one observation before the questions is 

this:  Please note that the closer you are to 

God on your path, whichever one it is, the 

closer you are to your neighbor’s path as 

they converge.  When you are not close to 

God, your neighbor’s path also appears far 

away.   

Now here are the questions.  I’ve got five of 

them for you:   

 First Question:  Is that true?  That 

diagram, the notion of the various 

paths converging upon the one entity 

that some call God.  Is it true or not?   

Your average Muslim is going to 

say, “No, not really.”  Plenty more 

than 50 percent of Christians will 

happily say, “No.  Excuse me, God, 

Jesus is the Way, the Truth, and the 

Life.  No one comes to God but 

through him, remember?”  Plenty 

more than half of our entire faith 

would say, “No.”  I would say more 

than half the world would say, “No” 

to that diagram.   

So what would you say?  What’s 

your answer?   

 Second Question:  I’d like you to 

imagine a way in which we judge 

one another.  Those closer to God are 

generally deemed, on that diagram, 

to be living within divinity, at least 

that’s what it purports to indicate.  

But those high up on the chart, closer 

to where it comes to a point, are 

judged generally as heretics by those 

who are lower on the diagram.   

That is the way I am judged by my 

colleagues, right and left, as a 

heretic, not believing in Jesus as the 

only true way.  People in my position 

criticize the other as primitive, as 

unenlightened.  That’s the judgement 

that people higher on the diagram 

use to evaluate those who are lower.   

But here’s an observation about the 

second question.  First of all, I want 
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you to see the way in which we 

choose to judge each other.  Second, 

I’d like to suggest that this measure 

for judging is similar to a two-and-a-

half-year-old judging a two-year-old 

for being inexperienced.   

We are dealing with an entity that is 

infinite and eternal, that created the 

cosmos, and our understanding of it 

is just a tiny blip on the glass.  For us 

to pass judgement on any other 

human being is sort of like a two-

year-old passing judgement on a 

baby who’s only 23 months old. 

The only adult in the room, Jesus, 

said, “Don’t judge.  Just stop it.  And 

love instead.”   

Now let me recap Questions One and 

Two and then ask the last three very 

brief questions. 

  First Question:  Is it true?   

 Second Question:  Do you see how 

we judge one another?   

 Third Question:  Where on the line 

are you? 

 Fourth Question:  Where do you 

want to be? 

 Fifth Question:  Do you have a plan    

for getting there? 

And then answer the questions simi-

larly for your church.  This church is 

quite different from many others.   

Are you happy with the place on the 

line in which you find this congre-

gation to be?  Where should it be?  

What can you do to help it move to 

where this particular congregation 

ought to be on that line?      

Thank you.  Amen 

 


