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Today the Christian Church observes the Feast of the Epiphany.
  Tradition says this is the date the wise men arrived in Bethlehem and beheld the one born beneath a star, the one born the Prince of Peace.    

When presented with a capital “E” the word Epiphany refers to this celebration but in everyday language it means an unexpected disclosure of the essential nature of a thing.  Webster, in fact, defines it as an illuminating discovery brought about by a sudden moment of insight.    The “Ah-Ha” moment.
In this season of Epiphany and beyond, it is my prayer that we, as the local church, might experience our own ah-ha’s.  It is my prayer that we might come to new discoveries new disclosures, and new moments of insight as together we seek to do something the church, in many quarters and in many ways, ceased to do long ago.
You see, between now and Easter, I want to invite us to think again and anew about the language of our faith; about the expressions and phrases, the concepts and ideas we use to describe our faith.  I want us to consider the words we employ to speak to God and the terms we utilize as we speak to others about God.   I want us to experience our own epiphanies as we think critically about what it means to love and obey, to honor and serve our God in our day and in our time.  
And I want us to do this not only because it is wise and good, but because the modern church has slowly slipped into a habit of taking for granted the language of faith.  The resulting dilemma has created an almost anti-intellectual willingness to accept uncritically whatever is offered in sermon, in song, in word or in deed.
And this dilemma is not new.  I hope you won’t mind a little history lesson this morning.  In the earliest days of our nation the Pilgrims who occupied the northeastern shore were a pious and literate people.  One report suggests that up to 95% of the newcomers could read and write
 and that their emphasis on disciplined study for their children was to be considered zealous.  

Even in things religious these newcomers expected everyone to engage in disciplined study; so much so that to do less was to be thought heretical.  Puritan clergyman Cotton Mather once declared, “Ignorance is not the mother of devotion but of heresy”.
  
With this statement Mather may be heard to suggest that the mother of devotion is the opposite of ignorance; the mother of devotion, especially devotion to God, just may be the presence of wisdom.
  This way of thinking, this way of approaching God through devoted study was the normal and expected path in days gone by.
But in the 1800’s, in the midst of a period called the Great Awakening, the powerful and passionate preaching of the likes of George Whitfield and Charles Finney changed the focus on how one sought God, how one developed a relationship with God.  In the period of the Awakenings a life of pious study was replaced by a moment of personal ecstasy, by moments that brought immediate conversion and a closer walk with God.  

For those not familiar with these names or these ideas, think about it this way, would you rather learn of God through a disciplined study of dusty books in dimly lit rooms, or by going to experience one of the best orators of your day who was most willing to distill all you needed to know into language poetic and beautiful, into language that lifted your soul, opened your eyes and caused your heart to beat with the beauty of it all?  Exactly, no contest.  And so from the 1800’s forward devoted Christians flocked to hear good preaching but fell away from good study.  From the 1800’s till now one’s relationship with God was more likely to be founded on a sermon heard in bites and bits, than on an intellectual journey of discovery.

And in the early 1900’s things only became more muddled as the excellent work of Albert Schweitzer focused on an empirical search for the historical Jesus, the critical analysis of the Bible became the study de’jour of the great German Universities, and the emerging support for Darwin and evolution caused an even greater chasm between the life of the mind and the study and the faith.  This divide grew wide and remains today, with one side claiming true faith in God and the other true knowledge of God.  
Oh, but Jesus seems to be interested in a different, less dualistic conversation, in this morning’s text.   As he reinterprets the Shema
, that is the name for the central prayer of Judaism, the prayer that begins, “Hear O Israel, the Lord, our God, is one Lord . . .  and you shall love the Lord our God with your whole heart, soul and strength”; as he reinterprets it he adds to it a singular concept.  Did you hear it, the difference in the Mosaic text found in Deuteronomy and then the words of Jesus found in Mark?
   Jesus adds to the Shema that we must love the Lord our God with our minds. 
He seems to be saying that the heart and its emotions, the soul and the power that emanates from it, and body’s strength and its ability to move and have being, while good, are not enough.  He seems to be saying to love God fully requires that one must bring also the gift of the mind.  
We must then ask, what does it mean to love God with our minds?  What does it mean to bring the full faculty of our ability to think, to reason, to question, to grapple, to doubt and to discuss to the forefront of our love of the Divine?
Oh to love with one’s mind is to fully appreciate the depth and breathe of a thing.  To love with one’s mind is to investigate, to plumb, to examine, to inspect, to consider and to scrutinize.  To love with one’s mind is to take delight in exploring all that there is and to refuse to accept uncritically what someone else has to say about the thing.  

We, beloved of God, are called to love God with our minds; for to come to God in any other way is to love God incompletely.   To love with our hearts, but not our minds, is to love as a star struck fool.  To love God with our strength, but not our minds, is to love with action that is devoid of meaning.  To love God with our souls alone is to miss the deeper conversation of discovery that comes when we love God also with our minds and the intellect we have been given.
By adding the necessity of loving God with our minds, Jesus seems to be saying that to love God without engaging our minds is to love God with our parts and not our whole.  To love God without our minds is to love with a mere fraction of ourselves, and that is never enough, not during the Great Awakenings and not now.  
And let me do a quick aside here.  I am focusing on loving God with our whole minds, because that is the word Jesus adds to the Deuteronomy text.  But let it be said we, especially in a church that is not used to expression in movement or voice, we could speak about what it means to love God in the dance, or with the shout, but we will leave that, for now, for another day.  For now, let us ask, what would it look like for us to love God with our whole minds?

I do not have the whole answer.  I am not sure how it would look in toto; but I do know this, God’s word is rich and full and open to debate, open to discussion, open to you and me grappling with it, wrestling with it and using the full capacity of our minds to engage it.  
I do know this, a church that brings its whole self to study and discussion, to being captivated by God’s word, to engagement and exchange grows into a church that is not ashamed of the Gospel of Christ, and rightly understands it.  I do know that this is the kind of church that will grow in power and wisdom and strength.  

And so, between now and Easter, with your help, I want to embark on a new and fantastic journey, a journey that invites each of us to use all of our minds as we come to worship, a journey that invites us to grapple, to question, yes even to doubt, but to not be frightened by that doubt; to bring our all into the loving circle of this community so that together we might seek to know God, and love God, with all that we are, with all that the Shema in its new formulation calls us to do, to love God with our hearts, souls, strength and mind.  
And I need your help if we are to go forward.  First I want to know what words, what concepts, are important to you to discuss.  I have a list and I have asked those who are theologically trained, Aimee and Ashley and Bob Reekie to share their thoughts with me.  And now I am asking you.  There is a document that I will hand you on your way out,
 a document that explains what I have in mind; a document that lists some of the words and concepts that others have already shared.  And you are welcome to share yours.

Then we will engage in a three session conversation on each topic.  Session one will be the sermon that intends to set the table for the topic.  Session two will be the discussion and reading that takes place the week after the sermon in person and on the web.  Then on the following Sunday all who will are welcome to meet during the Sunday School time to discuss what we heard preach the previous week and what has bounced about on the blog site and in conversation.

Then we will begin again with a new sermon, from now till Easter.

And know, that I know, I do not have all of the answers.  Any pastor who tells you she does run fast and far from her teaching and preaching.  I have the benefit of a life disciplined by study but we each have the gift of the minds and hearts, souls and strength God gave us, and each of us, is called by Jesus, to use all that we have to know God, to love God, to study to show ourselves approved.  

May we over these weeks and more become a people who now, more than ever, desire to love God with our whole selves.  May we be a people who study to show ourselves approved, who learn at a deeper and more resonant level the language of our faith.  May we be a people who rightly handle God’s words and who willingly share it with hope and with love.  May we have epiphany after epiphany and may the words of our morning anthem offer more than the beauty of a song, may it offer the promise of our Savior, that if we seek the Lord, we will surely find him, we will find him in our hearts, our souls and our minds.  Will join me as together we seek the Lord with our whole selves?  What a journey, what an adventure it promises to me.  Amen
[image: image1.jpg]



The Language  of our Faith

January 3, 2010

Blessings and Peace Beloved of God,

Today we have embarked upon a journey of the whole, a journey of exploration, discovery, study and hope.  Each Sunday, over the next few weeks, we will take up a topic or idea that is essential to our Christian faith.  And, the great joy of this journey is that we will take up these topics together. The title for this activity is, The Language of Our Faith.  

The idea for this series came about as I listened to many of you talk about your desire to question, to grapple with, to discuss, to differ and to deepen your own knowledge of the faith you profess and the God you claim.  

CURRENT SUGGESTED TOPICS

Over the last few weeks I have talked with a few people about this idea.  The ideas they offered are noted below:
· Reconciliation 

· Forgiveness

· Redemption

· Peace

· Mercy
· Grace

· Predestination

· Justification

· Salvation

· The Church (what is it, really?)
YOUR INPUT

AMEN!!!!  This is a great beginning and now, as we prepare to go forward, I wonder what topics you would like to take up.  What would you add to this list?   Take some time to think about your ideas and then email me or drop me a note.  We will try and include as many of the ideas we receive as possible.  

You may email me at revzinajacque@sbcglobal.net , or drop note in the mail to the Church, 407 S. Grove Avenue, Barrington, IL 60010.  I welcome your input.  

FORMAT

Our format for going forward will be the following:

· Each Sunday there will be a sermon on a selected topic.

· The sermons will be posted on line 24 – 36 hours after worship ends.

· Twenty Four – 26 hours after worship a new blog, with information to supplement the sermon will also be available at our new blogsite:   http://www.languageofourfaith.blogspot.com.

· You may join in the conversation all week long on the blog site.

· The Sunday following the sermon there will be a further discussion of the topic during the Adult Sunday School Class, 9:30 AM in the east end of the Nursery.

PREACHERS

During this time of investigation and thinking together about our faith we will welcome Minister Ashley Prescott Barlow Thompson, Ms. Aimee Trump Melgar and Rev. Robert Reekie to the pulpit.   Many voices and many thoughts about these vital and valuable words will be important to our growth as individuals and as a congregation .

PLEASE PRAY

The way an individual and a congregation understands and owns faith determines the depth of power and the ability to be salt and light in the world.  Jesus calls us to love God with our whole hearts, souls, minds, and strength.  It is my prayer that our study together will enable  us to love God more deeply and serve God with increased power and delight.

Please pray with me and for our church that we will find these next few weeks stimulating and filled with opportunities to bring our whole selves into the presence of God, one another and our world.  May God be praised in all we do.
Sincerely

Pastor Zina
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� Epiphany is observed on the Sunday closest to January 6th, the formal date of the Feast of Epiphany.


� JP Moreland (1997).  Loving God With Our Whole Minds.  Navipress, Colorado Springs, Colorado, p. 22.


� Ibid.


� Numerous Biblical texts support this notion including, Job 28:28, Psalm 111:110, Proverbs 9:10, Isaiah 33:6.


� In Hebrew the word for listen or hear is transliterated Shema.  The first word to the sacred and central prayer of Jewish worship is “Hear”.  Therefore the name given to the prayer is “Hear” or “Shema”.  The Shema is recited in the Temple both during morning and evening prayer.  It is also to be recited in the home, taught to the children, worn by males on a headband than allows the words of the text to drop onto the forehead, and placed on a scroll and held in a cylindrical tube (a mezuzah) which is affixed to the door post (front door) of the house.  No prayer is more central to Jewish life and therefore more sacred.


� It is curious that each of the writers of the Synoptic Gospels reports the addition of the word “mind” to Jesus’ reinterpretation of the Shema.  Please see Matthew 27:37, Mark 12:30, and Luke 10:27.


� For those reading the sermon on line, the document is attached at the end of the sermon.





