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The Whys and Wherefores of Christianity 2.0
As a Senior Pastor, I am convinced that the Church Universal is
in need of, and is indeed in the midst of, a new Reformation. The
Church in conversation with the world religions, and especially
with the multiple branches of science, finds itself in need of an
upgrade. Redefining divinity, humanity, and the relationship
between them, is now the prime directive for our time. Previous
understandings are clearly inadequate. Therefore, my attempt
at Christianity 2.0. It is time to install an upgrade.
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Christianity 2.0, Part I:
SPARK THAT
LIGHTS THE FIRE

THE

A Sermon by the Rev. Dr. Arthur M. Suggs
Preached on All-Saints and Reformation Day
October 29, 2017

Lectionary Readings: Romans 1:16-17 and Psalm 46.
In the Name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.

U

nexpected by Himself, Luther
Starts the Protestant Reformation

“Learn the rules like a pro, so you can break them like an artist.”
Pablo Picasso
“Know the rules well, so you can break them effectively.”
Dalai Lama XIV
Right at the get-go, if you do a tiny bit of research, you will find
that, despite the internet saying otherwise, neither person actually
said that. The Dalai Lama did say, though, in one of his books,
“Learn the rules, then break some.” Close enough.
This coming Tuesday is the quincentennial of the Reformation. It
was 31 October, 1517, when Martin Luther dramatically nailed his
Ninety-Five Theses to the doors of the All Saints’ Church in Wittenberg Germany — allegedly. Actually, he was asked about that
event later in his life, and he said, ever so disappointedly, that he
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made sure that the Archbishop of Mainz got a copy. Nevertheless,
I’m sticking to the drama story. I like it way too much for that not
to be true, so I’m going to hang onto it for a while.
Unexpected by Luther himself, he set off the Protestant Reformation
with his ideas challenging the church:

I

•

On their understanding of scripture.

•

On their understanding of the pope.

•

On their understanding of authority.

•

On what should be authoritative in our lives.

•

On their understanding of the church.

•

On their understanding of indulgences.

ndulgences: One of Most Brilliant
Marketing Schemes of All Time

Oh yes! Indulgences — one of the most brilliant marketing schemes
of all time! Generally speaking, businesses work if you happen to
be selling something that people need. Wegman’s? You need food.
There's a supermarket. They have food, and it’s a successful business because they have a wide selection. Matthews? You need a
car? There's a dealership, and it’s a successful business because they
have lots of brand-new cars. Roto-Rooter? Sometimes your pipes
get clogged, and it’s a successful business because they will come
quickly to unplug your pipes.
Now what happens if you set up a system in which the default position is that everybody is going to hell. Everybody, and especially
you! But the church has the keys to the kingdom, and we can make
them available to you, but you know, we have expenses. Thus came
the idea of indulgences. We can get you out of going to hell, but we
need you to help us cover our costs.
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Luther had a problem with indulgences. It is one of the most immoral things that the Catholic church has ever done in its entire
2,000-year history, and that’s a lot of immoral things. But it made
him question many of the church’s teachings after he became a
monk and began reading the Bible. Sitting in his cell, searching
through the pages for information about indulgences, and it’s not in
there. Well, maybe it will at least show us about purgatory — you
know, where everybody is going prior to passing onward to heaven
or hell. Well, it’s not in there either.
How about celibacy? Can we find that in the Bible? Actually, it
was well-known that a rabbi was always married. There wasn’t such
a thing as a bachelor rabbi. In fact, one of the arguments for Jesus
being married is that he was constantly being called “rabbi.” How
about the papacy? Is that in the Bible? We’ve got bishops, we’ve
got presbyters, we’ve got deacons. Where’s the pope? As you can
see, Luther was instead reading about things like grace and forgiveness and reconciliation, and he came to an impasse.

L

uther Had Some Issues With Rules,
Which Consumed Him with Fear

Go back with me for a moment on the rules. Are rules good or bad?
It’s one of those philosophical issues for the ages. We live in a land
that basically lives by the rule of law. We have rules, and they are
enforced by the people. We don’t do things like trespassing or stealing because that’s frowned upon by virtually everybody, and if
that’s not good enough, we have police and courts and judges and
juries. We live, thank God, by the rule of law.
Now tell me if I’m overstating the case. Every advancement in science, law, theology, culture, even civilization is rooted in the breaking of a rule. Okay, I’ll back off. Not every advancement; just 99.9
percent.
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Let me give you one example — marriage laws. Look back over the
Twentieth Century and examine the laws that we had regarding
common-law marriages:
•

Laws governing what happens in divorce and who gets what
and how much;

•

Interracial marriages, completely against the law for so long;

•

Same-sex marriages;

•

rules about insurance and beneficiaries, once there is a couple that has a legal union.

Can you imagine the degree to which those laws have changed, and
every single change is rooted in somebody breaking one of those
rules.
Erik Erikson wrote a fascinating book called Young Man Luther, in
which he studied the youngster from a psychoanalytical point of
view, and he tells this story about Luther as a little boy going to
school: He said that, throughout the week, one of the boys in his
class would be chosen to observe all the other boys in secret. You
never knew who it was or when they were near you. If a boy broke
a rule, and the boy who was the observer saw it, he would write it
down. At the end of the week, the observer would turn in his list of
rule-breakers and the rules they had broken to the headmaster, and
that disciplinarian, armed with this intelligence, would then beat
each boy for the rules they had broken.
The same Martin, who as a boy had been so scared and anxious
about rule-breaking and punishment at school, grew up to be a
young man who was scared and anxious about rule-breaking and
punishment when it came to God. He became consumed with fear
that he was going to be punished by an angry God who had been
marking down his every mistake.
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The church of his day didn’t help matters. It emphasized God’s
wrath and punishment and capitalized on it, and the fear of hell
drove people to engage in elaborate forms of penance. Churches
sold “indulgences,” payments you could make in order to be forgiven for your sins. The church knew that it could market to the fear
of good people in order to fund their own coffers.
Unlike today, there was no other church. If you were a German in
the 1500’s, you were Catholic because that’s all there was. You
couldn’t go down the street to the next block and find a different
church. The Catholic church was your only connection to God and
to heaven.
Luther Refuses the Law; Blasted from
the Sky, He’s Scared into the Monastery
Luther’s dad was a copper smelter and was rather successful. They
were upper middle class, so to speak, and his father wanted young
Luther to go into law. He figured that it would be nice to have somebody in the family business who was knowledgeable about the laws
of the land and could help manage the smelting operation with that
expertise. The father steered young Martin toward law, but it was
clear that this was not to be his vocation.
A monumental event happened in that Martin was caught outdoors
when a tremendous storm came up. The little kid with those experiences became a young man afraid of God, deeply afraid of God,
and he’s in the middle of a thunderstorm with horrendous lightning
and thunder. (Carl Jung would have a blast with this one.)
He doesn’t quite muster up the nerve to pray to God; that’s a little
too much. He doesn’t pray to Jesus, either. How about the Virgin
Mary? No, a bit too holy. He prays instead to St. Anne, Mary’s
mother, and tells her that, if he survives, he will go into the monastery and become a monk. And so, of course he comes through the
storm unscathed, and none of the lightning bolts strike him. True to
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his word, Martin goes into the monastery, and it’s there that he begins much of his formal education, including an opportunity to read
the Bible for himself.
That’s when Luther begins to be sensitized about indulgences because they are nowhere in the Bible, and he feels deep inside and
knows intellectually the immorality of the practice. He hits the
breaking point very shortly after entering the monastery, and then
on 31 October, 1517, he dramatically nails his Ninety-Five Theses
to the door of the All Saints’ Church. By 1518, a few months later,
he is officially charged with heresy. And someone by the name of
Frederick the Wise sweeps him up and hides Luther because he is
subject to possible death because of his theses. The local royalty are
very sympathetic to Martin’s cause.
Excommunicated by a Diet of Worms,
Luther Goes Underground to Steam
Bear in mind, the printing press is about 70 years old at this point,
so creating a one-page pamphlet and spreading it out was something
easily done at that time. In those pamphlets, he refers to the church
as a brothel. Bishops and priests are pretty much prostitutes, and the
pope is a pimp. Pope Leo X he also calls the anti-Christ. You don’t
do that and get away with it, so Luther is excommunicated. He takes
the letter of excommunication down to the local Wittenberg garbage
dump, where all the other filth is, and burns it there publicly.
That’s all in 1518. (As an aside, a year later, far to the south in Italy,
Leonardo da Vinci dies in 1519.) Then 1521 rolls around. Luther’s
pamphlets, thoughts, and theses are pretty much spreading like wildfire or, from the point of view of the Catholic hierarchy, the cancer
of his heresies had metastasized. Four years after nailing the NinetyFive Theses on the church doors, he is summoned by the pope to a
council to deal formally with his excommunication and silencing.
(In Germany, a council was called a diet.) It was in the little hamlet
of Worms, and so it’s called the Diet of Worms.
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There are many stories of what happened there, but the gist of it is
that the council laid out all of his writings and asked him a simple
question, “Did you write these? Are they yours?” Legendarily, Luther answered, “Here I stand, I can do none other.” Probably he
didn’t say that. Instead, he drank some beer and asked for time, and
they granted him a day. “Come back tomorrow at the same time.”
More likely, he answered them as follows, which is every bit as
good:
“Since then your serene majesties and your lordships seek a
simple answer, I will give it in this manner, plain and unvarnished: Unless I am convinced by the testimony of the
Scriptures or clear reason, for I do not trust in the Pope or in
the councils alone, since it is well-known that they often err
and contradict themselves, I am bound to the Scriptures I
have quoted and my conscience is captive to the Word of
God, I cannot and will not retract anything.”
Case closed. He’s a heretic. The job is done at the Diet of Worms.
Being a heretic is not a good thing at that time. It gives license to
any other church member to kill him when they encounter him. (It’s
very similar to what happened to Salmon Rushdie when he published The Satanic Verses and the Ayatollah Khomeini pronounced
a fatwa upon him, which means that any good Muslim encountering
Salmon Rushdie not only has the right but has the duty to kill him
on the spot, and he goes into hiding in Great Britain.) So upon leaving this council, knights employed by Frederick the Wise kidnap
Luther and spirit him off to safety in a castle in another little hamlet
of Wartburg. There, he really gets busy because now he’s angry.

L

uther’s Scheme Would Dry up
the Coffers of the Monastery

A couple of stories: Back when he was in the monastery, Luther
was standing on a wall with one of the other monks looking out at
the hamlet of Wittenberg, and the monk remarked to him, “Can you
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imagine what a mess it would be if common folk were to read the
Bible.” To which, Luther very tellingly replied, “Yes, we would
have more Christians.”
The other is actually my favorite Luther story of all time because it
involves math. In that same monastery in Wittenberg, there was a
prayer tower built in a corner, and if you climb up a spiral of stone
steps to the top, there, being closer to God, is a great place to pray.
God hears you better because the distance is less.
There was a tradition at the monastery that, if a monk kissed one of
those stone steps on one particular day per year, a soul would be
released from Purgatory. If a soul was released from Purgatory
merely by kissing those stones on that staircase to the prayer tower,
Luther started doing the math. He realized, wait a minute, we’ve
got thirty monks and there are forty steps. So thirty times forty; now
how many stone steps can a monk kiss per day? Well, let’s see, how
many steps can he kiss per minute? And then we’ll figure it out
from there.
We’re going to be tough about it. We’re going to have a 24-hour
day. We’re going to get the monks all lined up. They’re going to
go up, and they’re going to come down. So he did the math and
realized that the monks could release all the souls from Purgatory,
not just from Wittenberg, but, if they try hard, they could do all of
Germany.
Now he presents his scheme to the head abbot of the monastery.
“Luther, how stupid can you be? Remember our source of income?
If all the souls were released from Purgatory, our coffers would be
dried up!”
Spirited away to Wartburg Castle, in only two years he translates the
entire New Testament into the common language for vernacular
German. That is done by 1523; then he is done with the Old Testament by 1524.
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Known as the “Ornery Pamphleteer,”
Luther Is Happy with Wife and Brood
By 1525, the monasteries and the convents and the churches of Germany are pretty much in turmoil. They’re in chaos. Order has broken down. The iron grip of the church has been broken. And the
monks and nuns and priests are not sure what they believe. The
Reformation is in its heated expansive phase.
In that year, twelve Cistercian nuns were fleeing their convent and
went to Luther and his students for safety. They harbored the twelve
nuns and then went to seek out either their families of origin or to
find husbands for them, and they successfully dealt with eleven of
the twelve.
One was left, Katharina von Bora, in whom Luther had no interest
at all at first. He wrote that he thought her to be “proud.” However,
she proposed, and thus began the happiest years of his life. She excelled at household management, bordering on hotel management.
They took over the monastery in Wittenberg, which was huge and
filthy and comfortless, and she made it a home. The couple had six
children, three girls and three boys. At any given time, they had
between ten and twenty students. Filling out their brood, they had
four nephews and nieces who came to live with them, as did several
orphans, and they also had at least one family living with them at
any given time as they fled the plague. The dinner table seated 50,
and there were between 35 and 50 at every meal.
Luther took no money from his students, and he charged nothing for
all of his writings, and yet they always had enough. In many ways,
he was earthy and coarse.
A few negative things about Martin’s character ought to be said: He
was about as anti-Semitic as they come. He hated Jews; he despised
the ground upon which they walked. The world in his imagination
was also filled with devils, something to be avoided or scared of all
13

the time. The hymn that we will sing after the sermon has devils in
it everywhere. It was written at about this time. (“A Mighty Fortress Is Our God,” words and melody by Luther.) He also despised
the papacy. Not just Pope Leo X, he hated them all, the entire papacy. In one of his pamphlets, he wrote that they “farted and defecated devils.”
Martin deeply loved his children. Hans, his first-born, upon learning
to bend his knees and relieve himself as a toddler, he wrote exultantly that this boy “crapped in every corner of the room.” Magdalene, one of his daughters, known probably to be his favorite child,
died at age 13 in his arms. It is recorded that their conversation
included a talk about her going from one father to the next.

T

he One Who Had Nailed Theses on the
Doors Was Buried at the Same Church

Luther died at age 62 in markedly poor health. He had dizzy spells,
bleeding hemorrhoids, constipation, urine retention. gout, and kidney stones. And then in the medicine of that age, he was bled in
order to balance the “humors.” The doctor opened up a vein in his
leg and bled him almost continually, and in that anemic condition,
he entered into a deep depression. At the end, on the way home
from a speaking engagement, with his three sons alongside him, he
died.
A marvelous article by Joan Acocella about Martin Luther, entitled
“The Hammer,” appeared in the October 30, 2017, issue of The New
Yorker and under a reprint title “How Martin Luther Changed the
World: Five hundred years after he started the Reformation, his
ideas and his ornery personality remain as potent as ever.” I’d like
to conclude with a quote from that article:
“His goal was not to usher in modernity but simply to make
religion religious again. Heinz Schilling [author of Martin
Luther: Rebel in an Age of Upheaval] writes, ‘Just when the
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lustre of religion threatened to be outdone by the atheistic
and political brilliance of the secularized Renaissance papacy, the Wittenberg monk defined humankind’s relationship to God anew and gave back to religion its existential
plausibility.’”
I would never write that way. What he did is that he gave back to
religion its mojo, and we are blessed because of it. Resulting from
his intelligence, his sincerity, and especially his integrity and bravery in the face of an overwhelming force against him, he soldiered
on and made churches like ours possible.
[N.B.: Martin Luther was entombed in 1546 under the pulpit in the
All Saints’ Church upon whose door he is thought to have nailed his
Ninety-Five Theses in 1517. This is also the burial site of Frederick
the Wise, who hid Luther against the possibility of death following
the edict of excommunication at the Diet of Worms.]
Blessings upon you,
Amen.
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This image of martin luther
is thought to have been
painted from life in 1529
by Lucas Cranach the Elder.
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christianity 2.0, part ii:
CHANGING THE METAPHOR
FROM BATTLE TO EVOLUTION
A Sermon by the Rev. Dr. Arthur M. Suggs
Preached on the 23rd Sunday after Pentecost
November 5, 2017

Lectionary Readings: The Wisdom of Solomon 6:12-16
and Matthew 23:1-12
In the Name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.

A

n “Annoying Rhetorical Question:”
“Let Jesus Define the Gospel?”

I’d like to begin this morning with three short stories. The first one
is from a book called A New Kind of Christianity: Ten questions That
Are Transforming the Faith, by Brian McLaren.
Let me preface him by saying that many people consider McLaren
sort of the Luther of our age. I’m borderline on this: that is an extremely high title. But he is a fine theologian, a very clear-thinking
person, so I have no trouble quoting him. This story happened years
ago:
“A lunchtime meeting in a Chinese restaurant unconvinced
and untaught me. My lunch mate was a well-known evangelical theologian who quite rudely upset years of theological certainty with one provocative statement: ‘Most
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evangelicals haven’t got the foggiest notion of what the gospel really is.’ He then asked me how I would define the gospel, and I answered as any good Romans Protestant would,
quoting Romans.
“Let me pause here for a second. A Romans Protestant is
somebody who takes their core understanding of what the
gospel is in the New Testament pretty much from the Book
of Romans and from little else, really.
“He followed up with this simple but annoying rhetorical
question: ‘You’re quoting Paul. Shouldn’t you let Jesus define the gospel?’ When I gave him a quizzical look, he
asked, ‘What was the gospel according to Jesus?’ A little
humiliated, I mumbled something akin to, ‘You tell me.’
And he replied, ‘For Jesus, the gospel is very clear. The
kingdom of God is at hand.’”

A

nother Annoying Question:
Can Gandhi Get into Heaven?

The second story comes from another famous person, Rob Bell. He
was in the news quite a bit a few years back, formerly senior pastor
of the fastest-growing church in the country, Mars Hill Bible Church
in Grandville, Michigan. Thousands upon thousands of people
packed the church on Sunday mornings. Something happened, however, that led to his downfall.
In a hallway of the church, as the story goes, a display of peacemakers had been installed that included photographs of eminent personages like Martin Luther King, Jr., Mahatma Gandhi, and many other
renowned peacemakers.
Then along came somebody unknown who scribbled a remark on a
Post-It note and stuck it on the picture of Gandhi: “Too bad he’s in
hell.” Bell walks by and sees it. This creates an impasse with him
because the theology of that church and many others like it is such
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that the Post-It note is actually spot on. You’ve got to be covered
by the blood of Jesus to be saved, and if you’re not, you’re out of
luck insofar as the Pearly Gates are concerned. You’re headed the
other way. Gandhi was a Hindu, not a Christian, and could not possibly have passed into the Christian’s heaven.
It doesn’t matter if he’s a good peacemaker or not, but it creates this
impasse because we also have an ingrown sense of justice that goes
way back to probably the time of birth about what’s fair and what’s
unfair. Is God really punishing Gandhi? I mean seriously?
It created such an impasse for good Bell that he began changing his
message, which led to his firing. He subsequently wrote a book
about it called Love Wins: A Book About Heaven, Hell, and the Fate
of Every Person Who Ever Lived, that became very popular among
his constituents.

A

Third Annoying Question: What
if Jesus & Buddha Swapped Lives?

The third story is mine. I can’t remember many of the details of it,
actually, because it happened a couple decades ago. I was in a
group, and we were talking theology. Somebody posed a question
to this group, not to me directly but rather to the group, and the question was a thought experiment:
“What would have happened if the Buddha and Jesus had
swapped. What would have happened if Jesus had been born
six centuries earlier in Nepal. And what would have happened if Buddha had been born in first-century Palestine,
Roman occupied.”
I didn’t have to think about it for very long. I’m pretty sure I know
what would have happened, and that is the Buddha would have been
crucified, and Jesus would have had his disciples and would have
taught them and would have lived into an old age. In other words,
even though I didn’t know it and couldn’t articulate it, that goes
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against the standard model of the gospel story: Jesus was incarnate
in that particular time and place for the singular purpose of dying on
the cross. I just spouted out instead, “Whoever was born in that time
and place and tried to do spiritual teaching was going to get themselves into trouble.”
These three stories all questioned the standard model. So that was
the question asked of Brian McLaren, “What was the gospel according to Jesus?” And I don’t have a much better answer than he does:
•

He says that “The kingdom of God is at hand.” Which
was at the time a very literal understanding of those simple words: “at hand.” What it means is that, no matter
where you are, the kingdom of God is within reach. You
don’t have to get up and go get it. It’s there.

•

Jesus also said, “The kingdom of heaven is within you.”
He was being extremely emphatic when he said that. He
was not mincing words. Don’t look for it here, there, or
elsewhere. It’s inside you.

•

We’ve also got a notion that “In God we live and move
and have our being.” So divinity is something we’re sort
of swimming within all the time. Jesus said, “I came that
you may have life and have it abundantly.”
The gist I get from these words is that the kingdom of
heaven is here and now and within and around us. I find
the statement of the gospel in legal terms — justification
by grace through faith — a little off-putting.

A

n Argument for Christianity 2.0; a
Line Splits Between Heaven and Hell

In case you haven’t noticed, I’m arguing for Christianity 2.0. Christianity 1.0 is a standard model that has been part of churches for
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hundreds and perhaps thousands of years. Brian McLaren calls it
the six-line narrative, and in my formative time, I was in Campus
Crusade, which reduced the model to its four spiritual laws. The
six-line narrative is that you start off with creation and the Garden
of Eden. Things move along just fine until the apple is plucked, and
then comes the fall, line number 2.
Then there's this long line that’s called condemnation. A long line
before Christ because there's no forgiveness without Christ. A long
line from the fall all the way to Christ, where anybody and everybody is condemned. It’s a pretty lousy kind of scenario, and then
that line concludes with Jesus. At that point, the line splits: You
either have salvation in heaven or you have damnation in hell. A
six-line narrative has been the standard model.
I mentioned Campus Crusade for Christ (now called Cru). I was
part of that group for three years. They had and still have four spiritual laws. I used to have them memorized, and the leaders of CCC
spell it out pretty clearly. They get all the major points in a little
yellow pamphlet that we passed out to anybody and everybody.
Law No. 1. “God loves you and created you to know Him
personally.” That wasn’t Law No. 1 when I was in college.
Back then, it was “God loves you and has a wonderful plan
for your life.”
About ten years after that they changed it — a very difficult
process; it was like changing the Bible — and they changed
it to “God loves you and offers a wonderful plan for your
life.” Thirty years passed and it’s “God loves you and created you to know Him personally.”
Law No. 2. “Man is sinful and separated from God, so we
cannot know Him personally or experience His love.”
(These folks do not bother with gender-neutral language.)
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Law No. 3. “Jesus Christ is God’s only provision for man’s
sin. Through Him alone, we can know God personally and
experience God’s love.”
Law No. 4. “We must individually receive Jesus Christ as
Savior and Lord; then we can know God personally and experience His love.”
And then the CCC offers a sample prayer that you can use to save
yourself. At that point, you are saved. You hit that bifurcation point
at the end of that line, and you’re going up instead of down.
“Lord Jesus, I want to know You personally. Thank You for
dying on the cross for my sins. I open the door of my life
and receive You as my Savior and Lord. Thank You for forgiving me of my sins and giving me eternal life. Take control of the throne of my life. Make me the kind of person
You want me to be.”
Let me speak personally now for a minute. What do you do if you’re
a preacher, and you don’t believe this stuff anymore? I’ve never
been a brave person, but it’s not comfortable being a heretic.
I try to joke about it to ease the tension a little, but it’s sort of lonely.
I don’t have many colleagues. I’ve lived in this town since 1990, 27
years, and I don’t have very many colleague friends. I’m not really
much of a scholar; I did get my doctorate and wrote a dissertation
although I’ve never written any books. It’s like there's always another sermon coming, so that’s what I do.
But I knew enough such that I could tell when what I was saying to
my congregation wasn’t true, and I encountered my own impasse.
If you add science to the mix and you add the wisdom of the world’s
religions to the mix, I finally, reluctantly, came to the conclusion
that the standard model needed to be abandoned. I just simply don’t
believe it anymore. It needs a good Christian burial, and then move
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on. But if it needs to be replaced, what do you replace it with?
That’s a big question. And that’s what I’m going to try to articulate
for you.

C

hristianity 2.0: 2 Ways
to Change the Narrative

Because the old narrative is pretty deep and fundamental within us,
I’d like to offer you two ways in which we can change it. Number
one is changing the core story of our faith. One of the metaphors
that has described our faith forever and a day is a battle, the metaphor of a conflict, or a battle.
I mentioned I was in Campus Crusade for Christ. “Crusade”? Really? Most people try to forget that. Where the church swept into
the Middle East, killing every Jew and Muslim they could find. And
you want to name an evangelical organization after that?
Last Sunday, we sang Martin Luther’s famous hymn, “A Mighty
Fortress Is Our God.” Listen to the verbiage in this:
“A mighty fortress is our God, a bulwark never failing.”
“For still our ancient foe doth seek to work us woe.”
“His craft and pow’r are great, and, armed with cruel hate.”
The second stanza concludes, it’s talking about Jesus,
the white knight coming in shining armor,
“And he must win the battle.”
In the third stanza, Martin Luther’s words clearly show
God’s preference for Protestantism.
“We will not fear, for God hath willed His truth to triumph
through us.”
“One little word shall fell him [the Prince of Darkness].”
Going all the way back into the first, second, and third centuries —
in other words, part of virtually all the history of Christianity — has
been a slogan in Greek. It goes by the letters IC XC NIKA. It’s on
countless pieces of artwork, engraved on the tombstones, found its
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way into many, many icons, and it stands for “Jesus Christ Victor”
meaning the One Who Won, who beat the devil, beat death.
Nowhere is this more apparent than in one of the metaphors of our
age, which is STAR WARS. Good versus evil, the good versus the
dark side of the Force. And so you have Luke Skywalker being this
messianic figure who’s sort of coming into his power, coming up
against Darth Vader, representing the evil, the dark side of the Force.
Listen to this kind of language:
Darth Vader: “Luke, come to the dark side. It is your destiny. Join me, and we will rule the galaxy forever.”
You’ve all heard it. Do you see the metaphor? It’s primal.
It’s in our DNA. It’s in our roots.
Luke Skywalker: “NO-O-O-O-O-O!”
In this standard model, humanity is not just sinful, but it’s also weak,
it’s also pitiful, it’s also a loser. And the only way we can win is by
attaching ourselves onto the coattails of Christ the Victor.

C

hanging the Metaphor
from Battle to Evolution

I’d like to suggest that we change the metaphor. You’re not going
to like the replacement I’m going to suggest. You’re going to be
singularly dissatisfied with it.
But rather than battle, I’d like to suggest evolution as the new metaphor for a new Christianity. It’s not just Christian versus Jew or
Muslim, but it’s humanity — one species, one world with a long,
tragic history of being primitive, of being Neanderthal and CroMagnon in our behavior and our appetites.
In our defense, we are a profoundly young species, but we can
evolve! And we have only just started to do so. We can increasingly, incrementally, and assuredly find a better way: more peaceful,
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more in tune with our environment, more cooperative, more collaborative, more able to experientially see the expansion of our consciousness, which the old model doesn’t care about at all. That’s
one way, from battle to evolution, changing the story.
The second way is that in those four spiritual laws, in Law No. 2,
there is a little diagram. The diagram has changed over the decades,
but basically it’s this: You have a chasm. You have something like
the Grand Canyon. You’ve got this chasm that’s between God and
humanity, and one can’t reach the other. God can’t reach us because
we’re sinful; we can’t reach God because we’re sinful. And this
chasm stands in the way.
Then what they do in the diagram is to lay the cross of Christ down
as a bridge across this chasm, so the only way in which the two can
get together is by the cross. A very striking, persuasive image in the
standard model, except that it ignores some pretty important things:
•

What about when Jesus very emphatically said that the
kingdom of heaven is within you? Within us?

•

What about when it says in the Bible that we’re a temple?
That the human body, with all of its issues is actually the
residence, the place where God lives? That’s what temple means. Shall we not take that verse seriously?

•

What about that “live, move, and have our being” phrase
that is printed every Sunday in the Bulletin?

•

What about when it says in several places that we’re children of God? Since when are parent and child separated
by a chasm? Since when is the child of a different species than the parent? Rather, they are of the same family.

To use Eastern terms, the issue becomes one of awakening or becoming enlightened to what already is. So rather than saying that
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there's a separation and that God is forever apart from us, what about
awakening to the presence of the divine in and about us all the time?
There's a metaphor that applies here. And that is that you can’t see
the forest for the trees. Sometimes when you’re deep in a forest,
you can see the trees around you, but you have trouble seeing what
the forest looks like.
That’s what I’m trying to do, and that’s my weakness. It is that I’m
down here hugging a tree, and I don’t know what the whole contour
of this Reformation that we’re in right now looks like. I don’t know
what it looks like, and I won’t. I will die not knowing.
Even so, I can take a stab at it. I can guess because I do know what
the trees around me look like, and from that I can extrapolate. I can
sort of look out and say, “Okay, maybe here are some of the rough
contours.”
I can see the rough contours of Christianity 2.0 from my vantage
point, and probably you can too. It is that we need to take seriously
the evolution of our consciousness. We’re not apes; we’re not Neanderthals; we’re not Cro-Magnons. We are human beings, with an
extraordinary potential in our mind that we have largely let go untapped.
And then second, we need to be increasingly aware of our familial
oneness with not just God, not just our fellow human beings, but
with all of creation. Physics taught us that a century ago. It’s time
we learned it.
Using that notion of the forest and the trees and really not knowing
what we’re talking about, let me conclude with this quote from Brian
McLaren:
“We must never underestimate our power to be wrong when
talking about God, when thinking about God, when imagining God, whether in prose or in poetry. A generous
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orthodoxy, in contrast to the tense, narrow, or controlling orthodoxies of so much of Christian history. It doesn’t take
itself too seriously. It is humble. It doesn’t claim too much.
It admits to walking with a limp.”
— Brian D. McLaren, author of A Generous Orthodoxy:
Why I am a missional, evangelical,
post/protestant, liberal/conservative,
mystical/poetic, biblical,
charismatic/contemplative,
emergent, unfinished Christian.
Amen.
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PULPIT AND TOMB
OF MARTIN LUTHER,
AT ALL SAINTS’ CHURCH
THE
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Christianity 2.0, Part III:
WHAT WILL RELIGION
LOOK LIKE IN 500 YEARS?
A Sermon by the Rev. Dr. Arthur M. Suggs
Preached on the Third Sunday Celebrating the Reformation
November 12, 2017

Lectionary Reading: Matthew 22:23-40
In the Name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.

R

eligion Is Undergoing Revolution,
and It Is Metamorphosing Fast

What I’m trying to do, last Sunday and this Sunday and hopefully
next Sunday, is to articulate something that is virtually impossible.
That is, what will religion look like for the next 500 years? Basically, I don’t know what changes may surprise religious life that far
out, but I do know that things are changing. Religion is undergoing
revolution and is metamorphosing fast!
One of those changes was signaled by a church nearby that went
through a bit of tumult a while ago, and in a sense it now seems a
little silly.
The problem was that the church was receiving new members, and
one of them remarked, “I want to join the church and become a
member. However, I don’t believe everything that’s in the Apostles
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Creed.” The new-member committee then had to decide whether or
not a person with a different belief system, either minor or major,
could nevertheless become a member of the church.
Thinking to myself while they discussed the problem, I really hoped
the committee wouldn’t ask everybody on that committee, or everyone in the church for that matter, what they really believed It might
happen that there would be a Bell curve of different belief systems.

“O

Mortal, What Is Good?
Walk Humbly with Your God”

Here are three examples of our present religious context:
•

Over the years, I’ve encountered Jewish atheists, and it took
me a while to wonder how that works. You know, I thought
they were Jewish. For some, it wasn’t a matter of religious
faith or belief, but rather a matter of behavior, that is what
one does versus what one believes. Micah 6:8 gives some
advice:
“He has showed you, O mortal, what is good;
and what does the Lord require of you
but to do justice, and to love kindness.
and to walk humbly with your God?”
All they need to do is simply to say, “Walk humbly,” and the
problem disappears.

•

The Binghamton Buddhist Meditation Group meets upstairs
in our classroom building. Here’s a Buddhist organization
meeting in a Christian church. They once asked me to be
their speaker, and while I was there, I asked for a show of
hands, “How many of you are Buddhist?”
Only one-third raised their hands. The other two-thirds were
people just exploring, not really ready to sign on the dotted
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line whether they were Christian or Jewish or Buddhist or
anything else.
•

The Unitarian Universalist Church on Riverside Drive offers
an annual sermon called “Design Your Own Religion.” I’ve
spoken with the pastor multiple times, and he said that people choose Jesus but not Christianity; they choose Rumi but
not Mohammed; they choose Mary but not Catholicism.

T

he 5 Solae: Sola Scriptura,
Sola Gratia, Sola Fide, Sola
Christus, Soli Deo Gloria

Religion is changing, and we’re recognizing the 500th anniversary
of the Reformation, the basic message of which was that a person
must be saved. When the dust settled a century or so after that event
in 1517, what emerged was one way of articulating the message of
the Reformation: the establishment of the five solae as the means to
salvation. Sola is the Latin word for “only.”
A person must be saved, and the way in which they could get along
in this world with God and their fellow human beings was by the
five solae. That is, they could be saved:
•

Only by scripture.

•

Only by grace.

•

Only by faith.

•

Only by Christ.

•

And the final one, soli deo gloria, to God alone be the glory.

Those solae encapsulated their views — sola scriptura, sola gratia,
sola fide, sola Christus, soli deo Gloria. (I would love to spend time
looking at those solae, but I’m not going to do that today. Rather, I
would use those as a springboard for what is coming.)
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One other historical note. It’s something obvious, but the effect of
it isn’t quite so obvious. That is that 500 years ago, there was just
one church. We don’t have that experience anymore. Nowadays,
there are lots of different churches at all times, and the variety is
magnificent.

500

Years Ago, the Church Ruled;
Today, the Parishoners Rule

Back then, however, the one church was exceedingly wealthy, dripping with money, whereas many churches struggle today. In those
days, the one church was also highly authoritative. It bossed around
the nobles rather than the other way around, and it controlled the
civic government. Being a heretic was against the law, and the law
was stiflingly oppressive.
If you wanted change, what could you do? Here’s where I hope we
have at least some sort of visceral appreciation for the bravery of
Luther. To change that kind of system, one really had no option
other than something very similar to what Luther did:
•

You post your argument for change.

•

You go into hiding; you really had better do this.

•

And then you spend the balance of your life promoting, explaining, supporting, teaching, and writing.

•

If you have enough talent and persistence, your ideas might
spread.

•

With luck, they might get traction and take hold.

•

Finally, late in life you might finally kick your feet up and
say, “I did it. I spread an idea.”

Today, it’s so much different. There are dozens of orthodox orders.
There are dozens of Roman Catholic orders, and there are hundreds
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of Protestant denominations. Today, people protest with their feet
and with their money. We enjoy the the notion of looking for a
church.
Today, people church-shop, and the variety is outstanding. It’s like
going to Wegman’s. You can find anything if you look hard enough,
but if you don’t like what you find, or if multiple people don’t like
a particular kind of church, what you do is to take yourself and your
family and your money, and go elsewhere.
That’s what people do in our time. They go elsewhere. And so the
church that people don’t like becomes abandoned and starved. It’s
very Darwinian; it’s very capitalist.
But one of the issues of this system of protest, unfortunately, is that
it produces clergy whose primary objective is to keep their doors
open. The way to keep their doors open is by keeping the people
happy, and the way to keep people happy is to tell them what they
want to hear. Also challenge them maybe just a bit because they
know that they’re supposed to be challenged at least a little.
It’s safe to say that many people are passing judgment upon the
Church with a capital C. And this particular church is doing the
same with a small c, weighed in the scales and found wanting. Our
building seats 350, and for the month of September, we had an average attendance of 59.
We stay alive basically because the church has the equivalent of a
respirator, an endowment that keeps us going.

S

ola Christura, God Is Still Speaking;
ola Christus, Christ Consciousness;
oli Deo Gloria, God Alone to Glory

But here is our hope!
I’d like to remark on the way in which after 500 years, three of those
five solae, listed just above, are changing in a magnificent way, a
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way that will be expansive and beautiful. Maybe not right now but
in a hundred years, maybe in a few generations if we’re lucky.
The first change is rather than only by scripture — sola scriptura
— instead we have “God is still speaking.”
I can’t overestimate the fundamental profound importance of that
change in our thinking. There’s nothing wrong with the Bible.
Nothing wrong with what God said, past tense, but there's the notion
that God is present tense and future tense. God is still speaking to
us now.
Beyond the Old Testament and the New Testament, as beautiful and
as valuable as they are, people today do not limit themselves to that.
•

We have the world scriptures.

•

We have Christians reading the Koran;

•

we have all sorts of people reading the Dhammapada, the
words of the Buddha;

•

we have all sorts of people reading the Bhagavad Gita, you
know that supreme story from the Hindu tradition.

•

And so beyond the Old Testament and the New Testament
and then even beyond the world scriptures, which have been
opened up to Christians during the last couple of generations,
we have the new-thought scriptures, the writings of Ernest
Holmes, A Course in Miracles, the Conversations with God
books.

Beyond the Old Testament and New Testament, beyond the world
scriptures, beyond new-thought scriptures, we have a resurrection of
an idea that the Holy Spirit speaks to us inside, that I’m able to have
direct communications. No priest necessary; no minister necessary;
no sermon necessary. But rather the Holy Spirit is able to communicate with me individually.
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A huge shift in our thinking about what communication with God
might mean.
The second change. In addition to sola scriptura being replaced by
“God is still speaking,” the second one, rather than sola Christus, by
Christ alone, rather we have an idea that has been spreading pretty
much for the last two generations, of Christ-consciousness, putting
on the mind of Christ, to use Paul’s phrase, such that:
•

We have the Hindu mystic, Paramhansa Yogananda, writing
a book called the Revelations of Christ.

•

We have Amy Jill-Levine, she’s the daughter of Abraham
Heschel, the Jewish scholar, editing a New Testament, beautifully done, the best one that is out there now, provoking
both Jews and Christians studying the New Testament.

•

We have Reza Aslan, the Muslim scholar, writing the book
Zealot to explain Christ, not only to Christians again but as
well to Muslims.

•

A new book that we have in the church library with this title,
and I kid you not, If It Weren’t for the Buddha, I Couldn’t
Be a Christian by a theology professor at Harvard.

It’s not just the singular incarnation of Jesus 2,000 years ago, and
then venerating that, which we’ve done for so many centuries, but
rather his spirit, his consciousness, his mind pervading the world
and pervading the centuries. Our spiritual disciplines are designed
to tap into that mind of Christ.
Sola scriptura is being replaced by “God is still speaking.” Sola
Christus is being replaced by Christ-consciousness, spreading
throughout the world’s religions. And then finally, the third
change, to God alone be the glory, Soli Deo Gloria.
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W

e Are Forced to Reexamine
Our Definition of the Divine

In our age, whether we like it or not, we are forced to reexamine our
definition of what the divine is. It’s not the old man with the beard
up in the clouds, passing judgment and tossing lightning bolts now
and then. We are forced to change. And I’d like to give you three
ways in which that definition is changing. Here, I’m at my limit,
preacher-wise, of my ability to explain. This is something really
hard to understand for me, and I think it will be for you as well, and
I’m going to give it my best, but it’s difficult.
The first aspect of the three ways in which the definition of the divine
is changing is that we have a soul. Human beings have souls. We
sometimes call it a spirit, a soul, vis-à-vis the great soul, the great
spirit, the over-soul, or God. What both science and these new scriptures and many of the old scriptures are saying is that the little and
the big are the same stuff. They are made of the same essence, whatever it is, that the little soul is part of the grand soul. It’s based upon
the parent-child metaphor that the child is of the same species as the
parent. Peter describes it in one of his letters, where he says that we
are “partakers of the divine nature,” and so in psychological terms,
what it means is that therefore we are an individuation of the whole.
We are just the one out of the many. And so as a person is to humanity so is our soul to the great soul. We are part of that whole.
The second aspect of this divine definition has to do with life. Jesus
said, “I am the life.” We’re not 100 percent sure whether he was
using the first person singular, saying, “I am the life,” or was he
using the name of God because “I am” is the name of God. God is
life. Either way, what I would like you to consider — this is a hard
thought to imagine — is that we’re used to thinking of ourselves like
here, I am a living human being, and there you are as a living human
being, and in the office is Delilah, a German shepherd, a living being. Instead, try to think of life as a continuum, not just here is
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something alive and here is something alive, and everything is dead
in between but rather to think of life as a soup in which we live, and
we are concentrations of it, whether it’s a microorganism or whether
it’s a tree or whether it’s a human being. It’s a continuum, and it’s
also the name of God, and we are concentrations of it, having our
experience of being alive. And so whether it’s life or whether it’s
consciousness or whether it’s love, those three aspects, those three
different names for God, a continuum, and we are nothing more than
concentrations of it in our personal experience.
The notions of the soul vis-à-vis the great soul, my little life versus
Life with a capital L, and then the third aspect of this divine definition, which is the unavoidable one, which is energy or physics, that
is the field of the cosmos. It has been shown over and over for more
than a century that’s what the universe is. It’s a field of energy. We
are one part of One Energetic Field. I am a concentration of energy
in the middle of a field of energy, and so are you.
Do you see the continuum of each of these? The soul versus the
great soul; life versus Life with a capital L; my body, my energy
versus the cosmos of the field and energy.
And then further, do you see that each of these new understandings,
forced upon us in our generation, is a thousand, a million times
grander than what was imagined 500 years ago?
The soul, life, energy. God is still speaking. Christ-consciousness
is finding its way into historically closed minds.
This is not just hopeful. It is magnificent. It is indescribable beautiful. And we’re just getting glimpses of it now.
As we all know, transition is hard. It is painful, just like childbirth.
Amen.
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Inscription on plaque:
of martin luther grave
A translation of the Latin:
Here lies buried the body of
Martin Luther, Doctor of Sacred
Theology. He died in the year of
Christ 1546 on February 18 in his
paternal city of Eisleben at the
age of 63 years, 2 months, 10 days.
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Christianity 2.0, Part IV:
500TH ANNIVERSARY OF
LUTHER’S NAILING OF 95
THESES AT WITTENBERG

THE

A Sermon by the Rev. Dr. Arthur M. Suggs
Preached on the Fourth Sunday Celebrating the Reformation
November 19, 2017

Lectionary Readings: Ecclesiastes 3:1-8 and 9-15.
In the Name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.
Amen.

O

ut of Our Own Congregation,
There Appeared 19 New Theses

This is now the fourth Sunday that we’ve been looking at the theme
of the Protestant Reformation and the third of my attempts to articulate Christianity 2.0. The 500th Anniversary of the actual nailing
of Martin Luther’s 95 Theses on the door of the All Saints’ Church
of Wittenberg took place on October 31, 2017. What I’ve been trying to do for the last three Sundays is to describe what a reformation
in our time might look like.
For today, all of you were asked to nail your own theses onto a door,
and so a door was set up in front of the dais for nailing. Nineteen
theses were subsequently nailed to the door before and during the
worship service. A couple of them were e-mailed to me that didn’t
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get nailed, but they were included all the same. Strangely, I emphasized in every announcement that the theses should be signed, but
44 percent of you did not, so you were lily-livered chickens. I’ll
give you the benefit of the doubt that you meant to sign, and you just
forgot.
All the theses were marvelous, though. I read and reread them many
times to get a feeling for what you were saying.
Our Own Subs for Luther Wrote on
Practical, Justice, & Theology Issues
Your theses can be roughly divided into two categories — one is
practical and justice issues and the other is more theological in nature.
Let me give you an overview of what you said for Christianity 2.0
as we find our way in the early part of the 21st Century. The practical, the justice side of the nailings accounted for about two-thirds of
them, easily the majority:
•

We had wonderful articulations about the need for gun laws
and the reduction in violence in our society.

•

There was a fascinating, very lengthy thesis about the prison
industrial complex and the fact that there are way too many
people in prison, often for nonviolent offenses, and the way
in which the prisons hammer extra-hard the black and Latino
populations. This piece went on about the death penalty and
solitary confinement.

•

There were a couple theses that have to do with immigration,
and there was a comment about the church being a global
village so that everybody feels welcome regardless of nationality or place of origin.
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•

There was another on excessive consumption, our consumerism society and tendencies, and the need for radical simplicity in our lives, which is related to environmental issues
as well.

•

There was one on vegetarianism and veganism and its impact upon our planet.

•

And then there were some more-general missives about the
role of the church, emphasizing peacemaking, reducing prejudice, addressing racism, living without fear, and observance of the golden rule in all of our lives.

There were two theses that I couldn’t place in any category no matter
how hard I tried. One of them was about the need to “deconstruct
the churches’ cumbersome organizational model.” That’s a good
one. Another one was speaking personally, but I think it addresses
all the need and desire and want for the experiential side of the divine. Rather than theology or good works, what is desired is to experience in a heartfelt way the presence of the divine, the holy, the
numinous in our lives.
One-third of the theses were more theological. With my tendencies,
I loved these notes.
•

There was a call to embrace science. Thank you, I really
appreciate that one.

•

A couple of them were on the theme of nondual Christianity,
which I have been trying to articulate — the way in which
we take the physics side of the interrelationship and the connectedness of everything and apply it to our faith. This person wrote about a “zero tolerance for separation” or to “consistently recognize the underlying unity of people, of the divinity of nature.”
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•

One wrote, “always remember that the kingdom is within.”

•

Another, to “emphasize proper and responsible Biblical interpretation” because all of us have seen it done badly.

•

Another commentator talked about “bringing Christ into a
nondual understanding with a nonjudgmental God.”

D

oes Religion Need Hell?
An Explosion Led to Tragedy

Two more of the remarks are linked, and these are two that I wanted
to spend a little more time on. One said, “We need to abolish the
doctrine of original sin.” Just get rid of it. Similarly, it was put in a
question: “Does religion really need the concept of hell?”
Speaking of the eternal flames of hell, let me relate a short story.
I’ve told you this story before, but it was years ago, and I’d like to
tell it again because this is the part that led to a huge change in my
life. I was working as a chaplain for a year at the Williamsport Medical Center. A couple hours south of Elmira is the little town of
Williamsport, and they had a huge hospital there, where I was one
of the chaplains. I was on call one weekend, and there was a tragic
accident that happened to a very obese man, who weighed at least
350 pounds. This was in the fall, and he was down in his basement
lighting his furnace.
There was an explosion, and it was in a ranch-style house that had
smallish windows at the top of the basement wall. It blew him out
of one of those windows, wearing a polyester shirt and polyester
pants, onto his front lawn. He was unconscious, fortunately, but he
ended up having third-degree burns on three-quarters of his body.
The man was brought into the Medical Center where I was the chaplain on call at that point, and there were three doctors and multiple
nurses working feverishly on this guy.
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But I had never had a chance to see a human body with no skin on
it before, and it was traumatic. His death didn’t happen right away
but later that day. And so his suffering ended. He never woke up
so that was good. But in the back of my mind there was a notion
from my time as an evangelical. There was a phrase that we used,
which was “turn or burn,” and that is repent, believe in Jesus, be
saved, et cetera, or else. After the traumatic day at the hospital, I
found it wasn’t funny to me anymore. I didn’t realize it, but that
day, first I refused to worship a God who would ever do that to
somebody, and then second I realized that it doesn’t actually happen,
there isn’t a hell. I stopped believing in it that day. I didn’t know it
at the time, but that’s what happened.

B

ut if We Do Abolish It, What
Are We Going to Replace It With?

Does religion need the concept of hell? Can we abolish the doctrine
of original sin? But if we do abolish it, what are we going to replace
it with?
In answering these questions, I’d like to suggest that you consider
Matthew Fox, a Dominican priest who was expelled from the Roman Catholic Church in 1993. Ten years earlier he had written a
book called Original Blessing, a theology that looked again at the
whole idea of humans born sinners and therefore we are destined for
hell unless something intervenes. It was a “wow” moment in theology when that book came out because it was a complete reversal of
a very old way of thinking. The book came out in 1983, and he was
expelled in1993. That decade was sort of tough for Matthew Fox.
Then in 2005, he traveled into Germany. It wasn’t a coincidence.
He found himself nailing his own 95 theses to the Wittenberg door
in 2005.
Why in 2005, you might ask? Well, it was personal because that
was the year in which Cardinal Ratzinger was elected pope. For the
previous 21 years, Cardinal Ratzinger was the one who was the
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hound chasing the Fox. He is the one who led to the silencing of
Matthew Fox and then his censure and then finally to his expulsion
from the priesthood and the Dominican order. From 1981 to 2005,
Cardinal Ratzinger was the Prefect of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith. He was the main theological watchdog for the
entire Roman Catholic Church and was instrumental in getting Matthew Fox out. In the same year of the cardinal’s election to the papacy, Matthew Fox was in Germany, nailing his own 95 theses on
the famous door.
His 95 theses, along with the works of Brian McLaren, whom I
quoted for the last two Sundays, or Bishop Spong, whom our church
has looked at dozens of times, and hundreds of others have made it
overwhelmingly convincing that we are in the midst of a new reformation. But it’s always hard to notice when you’re in the middle of
something, especially something that takes a hundred years.

H

ere Are Some of Fox’s 95 Theses;
14 Bn Years of Evolution & Unfolding
of the Universe Bespeak Sacredness

I would like to list for you some of Matthew Fox’s 95 theses. Actually, you will laugh when you remember that he was a Dominican
priest and the issue that he had with Cardinal Ratzinger. But they’re
marvelous, and they’re comprehensive, and they set the agenda for
the next century.
6. “God is both Mother and Father.” [If Cardinal Ratzinger
were dead, he would be spinning in his grave on that one.]
7. “Theism (the idea that God is ‘out there’ or above and beyond the universe) is false. All things are in God and God is
in all things (panentheism).
8. “Everyone is born a mystic and a lover who experiences the
unity of things and all are called to keep this mystic or lover
of life alive.
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9. “All are called to be prophets, which is to interfere with injustice.
10. “God loves all of creation, and science can help us more
deeply penetrate and appreciate the mysteries and wisdom of
God in creation. Science is no enemy of true religion.
15. “Christians must distinguish between Jesus (a historical figure) and Christ (the experience of God-in-all-things).
18. “Ecojustice is a necessity for planetary survival and human
ethics, and without it we are crucifying the Christ all over
again in the form of destruction of forests, waters, species,
air, and soil.
32. “Sexuality is a sacred act and a spiritual experience, a theophany (revelation of the divine), a mystical experience. It
is holy and deserves to be honored as such. “Original sin is
an ultimate expression of a punitive father God and is not a
Biblical teaching. But original blessing (goodness and
grace) is Biblical.
41. “The body is an awe-filled sacred temple of God, and this
does not mean it is untouchable but rather that all its dimensions, well-named by the seven chakras, are as holy as the
others.
42. “Thus, our connection with the earth is holy; and our sexuality is holy; and our moral outrage is holy; and our love that
stands up to fear is holy; and our prophetic voice that speaks
out is holy; and our intuition and intelligence are holy; and
our gifts [that] we extend to the community of light beings
and ancestors are holy. [Linked to the seven chakras of 41.]
48. “All people are born creative. It is spirituality’s task to encourage holy imagination, for all are born in the ‘image and
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likeness’ of the Creative One, and ‘the fierce power of imagination is a gift from God.’
53. “God is experienced in our struggle for justice, healing, compassion, and celebration.
54. “The Holy Spirit works through all cultures and all spiritual
traditions, and blows ‘where it wills’ and is not the exclusive
domain of any one tradition and never has been.
55. “God speaks today as in the past through all religions and all
cultures and all faith traditions, none of which is perfect and
an exclusive avenue to truth but all of which can learn from
each other.
59. “Fourteen billion years of evolution and unfolding of the
universe bespeak the intimate sacredness of all that is.
60. “All that is is holy and all that is is related, for all being in
our universe began as one being just before the fireball
erupted.
61. “Interconnectivity is not only a law of physics and of nature
but also forms the basis of community and compassion.
Compassion is the working out of our shared interconnectivity, both as to our shared joy and our shared suffering and
struggle for justice.
63. “Creation, incarnation, and resurrection are continuously
happening on a cosmic as well as a personal scale. So too
are life, death, and resurrection (regeneration and reincarnation happening on a cosmic scale as well as a personal one.
64. “Biophilia or love of life is everyone’s daily task.
69. “Loyalty and obedience are never a greater virtue than conscience and justice.
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76. “Consumerism is today’s version of gluttony and needs to be
confronted by creating an economic system that works for
all peoples and all earth’s creatures.
80. “A wise test of right action is this: What is the effect of this
action on people seven generations from today?
81. “Another test of right action is this: Is what I am doing, is
what we are doing beautiful or not?
88. “When science teaches that matter is ‘frozen light’ (physicist
David Bohm), it is freeing human thought from scapegoating
flesh as something evil and instead reassuring us that all
things are light. This same teaching is found in the Christian
gospels (Christ is the light in all things) and in Buddhist
teaching (the Buddha nature is in all things). Therefore,
flesh does not sin; it is our choices that are sometimes are off
center.”
As you noticed, many of you complained about writing your theses.
It’s harder than it looks, and I was impressed with what Matthew
Fox had come up with.
I’d like to mention the way in which we have been reframing things
over the last three Sundays. I hope you see these four broad outlines
of Christianity 2.0:
•

The Reformation of 500 years ago made a huge deal out of
scripture, sola scriptura, not to be diluted with some of the
insipid traditions that were diluting it, and then we have reframed it into “God is still speaking” all the time and everywhere.

•

Five hundred years ago, the emphasis was upon Jesus. Now
the emphasis is upon Christ-consciousness everywhere.
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•

Five hundred years ago, there was an understanding of God.
Now there is an understanding of all-pervading energy and
consciousness and love throughout the universe.

•

Original sin versus original blessing, a complete reframing.

R

eframing from Sola Scriptura
into “God Is Still Speaking”

I’d like to conclude by reframing two really difficult issues for us.
These are hard ones. They shouldn’t be but they are. Two issues of
many I could choose from, two issues that have plagued our country
for decades. Racism is one, and immigration policy is another. Now
I could give you hundreds of examples of racism, but I’m not going
to waste your time on it. And then immigration is more of a recent
one because of the problems in Syria and the way in which a whole
country is being destroyed, and many cannot live there anymore.
They need somewhere safe to live, so they go to Europe and Lebanon and try to come to the United States or go to Canada. So too
with Mexicans and the way in which the prospect of building a wall
across the entire border was one of the campaign issues last fall with
the concomitant issues of jobs and the economy.
So racism and immigration, and here’s the reframing. Here’s what
I’d like to entertain. You don’t have to agree with it; I just want you
to think about it. Consider that these two chronic issues are a gift
because they force us to look at our theology. Is the other person of
a different race or a different nationality, a different economic status,
is the other person also made in the image of God? Are they equally
loved? Are they equally beautiful in God’s eyes? And you know
darn well the answer is yes. But we don’t act that way as a country.
It forces us. It’s not a gift we want. It’s a gift we need.
So Cain asked, “Am I my brother’s keeper?” And the lawyer asked,
“Who is my neighbor?” And was told the story of the Good Samaritan. These next years — one, two, three, a hundred, the next
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century, but that sounds sort of too long. We’re going to be living
in exciting times, and it is our responsibility as prophets and as mystics and as people of faith, the whole Bell curve side of all of us to
engage our country, to engage our neighbor and bring these kinds of
insights into our culture for the good of our nation, for the good of
our world, for the good of our own hearts.
Amen.
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A Quick Biography
Arthur M. Suggs is the Senior Pastor of First Congregational Church
of Binghamton. He is married to Tracy Suggs, a high-school chemistry teacher in Vestal and is the father of two grown children, Aaron
and Bethany. The Rev. Dr. Suggs has three major professional interests that frequently find their way into his sermons.
First is the relationship between science and religion. He has two
degrees in physics from Purdue University and was a physics
teacher prior to entering the ministry.
Second is the dialogue between religions. His Master of Divinity,
from Princeton Theological Seminary, specialized in Hebrew theological, and his Doctor of Ministry, from San Francisco Theological
Seminary, focused on interfaith dialogue. His dissertation examined
the notion of humanity being created in the image of God from the
perspective of all major religions.
The third interest is sometimes called “New Age” or “New thought”
as it relates to science, religions in general, and classical Christianity
in particular.
Art enjoys tennis, growing orchids, antiquing, and motorcycle trips.
He particularly enjoys being the pastor of an open-minded, intellectualy curious, passionately loving, and an “Open and Affirming”
congregation, and he relishes leading discussion groups about theological and interfaith matters.
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