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“GOOD AND BAD RELIGION”
Matthew 22:34-40
 Hearing that Jesus had silenced the Sadducees, the Pharisees got together. One of them, an expert in the law, tested him with this question:  "Teacher, which is the greatest commandment in the Law?" Jesus replied: “‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.' This is the first and greatest commandment. And the second is like it: 'Love your neighbor as yourself.' All the Law and the Prophets hang on these two commandments."

I don’t know if you aware or not but there is a modern cultural movement known as “the new 
atheism.”  According to The Wall Street Journal the sale of books by atheistic authors is on the increase.  Foremost among these books are two:  Richard Dawkins’ book The God Delusion and Christopher Hitchens’ book, God Is Not Great:  How Religion Poisons Everything.  Dawkins is a professor at Oxford University in England and Hitchens is a columnist for The Atlantic Monthly.  These books together have sold upward toward a million copies.  Here summarily are their positions:

Dawkins:  he says that he wishes believers would “just shut up” about our delusions, our nonsensical beliefs.

Hitchens:  “Many of the teachings of Christianity, as well as being incredible and mythical, are immoral.”  He also says, “Monotheistic religion is a hearsay of a hearsay, an illusion of an illusion, extending all the way back to a fabrication of a few nonevents.”


There is a new cultural movement in our society known as “the new atheism.”  The question is why atheism is growing in our society; why persons choose the path of atheism.  One Christian thinker says there are three reasons persons may choose the path of atheism:

1. The dumbing-down of religion with simplistic understandings of God and with simplistic answers to life’s tough issues

2. The resistance of much religious thoughts to the work and truths of science

3. The ways religious people, Christians included, act toward and treat their fellow human beings.

My intent this morning in this sermon is to focus on the third reason persons may lean toward 

atheism:  how persons under the name of God have treated other human beings.


There’s an insightful Peanuts cartoon strip in which Charlie Brown comes to Lucy and says, “Lucy, I’ve just realized something special.  I’ve come to realize (holding out his hands) that these hands can do something great in life.  I realize that these hands might produce a great piece of art.  I realize that these hands might produce a piece of great literature.  I realize these hands might do something truly noble for the good of humanity.  It makes me feel really good to know what these hands of mine might do.”  Lucy, looking at Charlie Brown and then at his hands, says, in her typically belittling way, “They’ve got jelly on them.”  Charlie Brown talks about all the good and noble things his hands might be able to do and Lucy points out to him that they’re stained, they’re tainted.

            Well, when it comes to how human beings have treated other human beings in the name of God, under the umbrella of religion, our record is tainted; it is stained.  It is not by any means clean and neat.  Let’s look at some world religions for example:
1. In Hinduism there is a caste system which relegates the 160 million “untouchables” to lives of isolation, repression, and violent reprisal if they forget their place.  They are outcasts all their lives simply by nature of their birth.
2. In radical Islam “jihad” or holy war is seen as ordained by God and acts of violent terrorism against the defined enemies of God – men, women, and children -- are unquestionably justified
3. In Iraq the Sunnis and Shiites act violently toward one another believing that each action is justified, in the respective religious understandings.
Looking at some aspects of some world religions we come realize how much harm has been done by religious groups under the banner of the name of God.
            But the landscape of Christianity is certainly not without its own examples of bad religion:

· Let’s not forget the Crusades of the 11th-13th centuries

· Let’s not forget the horrors of The Inquisition of the 13th century in Europe

· Let’s not forget the Salem Witch Trials of the 17th century in this country
· Let’s not forget what we did to native Americans in this country in the 19th century all because persons believed in God’s care of the white race 
· Let’s not forget that in the 20th century members of The Ku Klux Klan went to church on Sunday and then brutally abused black folks during the week.
· Even today there is the hostility among some Christians of persons who are homosexual or who’ve had abortions or who disagree with them on critical social issues.

One doesn’t have to be a history buff to understand that the history is religion is tainted when it comes to have persons have been treated in the name of God.  And one doesn’t have to be a Christian historian to see the ways in which under the banner of Christ people have been terribly treated.


What, then, in the end, separates good religion from bad religion, good Christianity from bad Christianity?  The answer is found in the words of Jesus himself.  In our text this morning we find Jesus answering the question of the Pharisee with these words:  
"'Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.' This is the first and greatest commandment. And the second is like it: 'Love your neighbor as yourself.'”

Here we find Jesus saying that the 2nd commandment – love your neighbor as you love yourself – is “like” the first.  It is connected to the first.  Eugene Peterson, author of the biblical translation The Message has Jesus saying that the 2nd commandment is “to be set alongside” the first.  That is, the 2nd commandment stands in equal standing to the first; they go hand in hand.  Or one might say it is like two sides of a coin; two sides of a spiritual coin.  On the one side – love God; on the other side – love your neighbor as you love yourself.  You cannot love God if you do not love your neighbor and you cannot really love your neighbor without God’s help.  In essence, Jesus is saying: 

· You must love your neighbor just as you love God.

· You must show love toward your fellow human beings just as you show love to God.

· You must embody loving acts toward your neighbor just as you seek to show your love of God.

As the old song puts, “They will know we are Christians by our love.”

I believe that the number one bit of evidence for the existence of God is a group of people out in the world loving others in self-giving and sacrificial ways.  When all is said and done, the premier evidence we have for the existence of God…
· PEOPLE EMPOWERED BY HIS SPIRIT TO LOVE ONE ANOTHER
· PEOPLE EMPOWERED BY HIS SPIRIT TO LOVE THE UNLOVEABLE
· PEOPLE EMPOWERED BY HIS SPIRIT TO TREAT OTHERS WITH ACTS OF MERCY AND KINDNESS AND COMPASSION
· PEOPLE EMPOWERED BY HIS SPIRIT TO FORGIVE THOSE WHO’VE WRONGED THEM
· PEOPLE EMPOWERED BY HIS SPIRIT TO TREAT EVERY PERSON AS A CHILD OF GOD
That, to me, is the definitive answer to those who wonder what evidence there is for God in this world!!

  As you come to this altar this morning, the altar of the Lord Jesus Christ, you have the opportunity to recommit yourself to his life, his teachings, his love.  As you kneel at this altar, I hope you will pray for the strength and help to be agents of Christ in this world, agents of the reality of God in our world.  When we love others, Christ is honored and God is glorified.[image: image1.png]



