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Sometimes it pays to read the newspaper carefully.  There are some real gems in it.  You may have missed the short article in Friday’s Patriot News—tucked in next to the obituaries—that warned all of us of God’s wrath, if we don’t turn from our sinful ways.  Did you see it?  In a section on the Cornwall-Lebanon Schools, the paper reported the following:

A frequent critic of the Cornwall-Lebanon School District for allowing the Gay-Straight Alliance to form a chapter told members of the school board that God sent Hurricane Katrina to punish the homosexual lifestyle.

“What God did to New Orleans he can (do) if he wants to this area,” Abigail Jarboe said during Monday night’s board meeting.  Hurricane Katrina came “on the eve of Southern Decadence,” Jarboe said.  Southern Decadence is an annual gay event held over Labor Day weekend in New Orleans…

School board members, as they usually do, thanked Jarboe politely and moved onto their next item of business.  (Patriot News, September 23, 2005)

What caught my attention about this article was neither the presence of outspoken people at a school board meeting, nor their anti-gay stance.  Both are commonplace through out the United States.  What caught my attention was a theological assumption made by Abigail Jarboe—and by millions of other Americans.  The assumption is that God has the forces of nature at his fingertips—and these people do mean literally the fingertips of HIS hand.  For many people, God conforms to the words of that old hymn—“Immortal, invisible, God only wise.  In light inaccessible hid from our eyes, most blessed, most glorious, the Ancient of Days, almighty, victorious, they great name we praise.”  Pretty thick stuff!  P.S. This song is in our hymnal—though I have never had the stomach to use it.

You see, Abigail Jarboe and I differ greatly by what we mean by “God.”  If I had no other options than the old-white-man-God sitting in heaven and throwing thunderbolts, I would likely be an atheist.  If I were stuck with a God who smites people and judges people, I would likely be an atheist.  But I experience God daily in my life.  I experience a force and a love so powerful that it often allows me to do things that I am sure I cannot.  It allows me to love other people more fully.  It allows me to speak out for justice when I might otherwise be afraid.  And it allows me to see both the beauty and the terror of the world without having to deny either.  Nowhere in my experience of God is there room for the sending of hurricanes to punish people.

I know that some of us were raised with the theological concept of predestination.  In a nutshell, predestination says that since God is all knowing, then God must know about events before they happen.  In other words, God knows how it will all turn out and there is nothing we can do to affect the outcome.  The Calvinists used this logic in colonial America to control the behavior of the poor and working class.  They reasoned that if God knew how everything would turn out then he also knew who would go to heaven and who would go to hell.  Following this logic, one could tell the godliness of a person by his or her clothing, education, and rank in society.  God clearly favored the rich and powerful—so to get to heaven, poor and working class people needed to strive for wealth.  In response to the Calvinists, our Universalist forbearers came onto the scene in the late 1700’s and abolished hell.  Their answer to the question of predestination was to use the Bible to prove that God was too loving to condemn anyone to hell.  The Universalist response to predestination lay in God’s nature, not God’s power.  They, however, might have taken a different, equally convincing tact.

What if God isn’t all knowing?  What if she doesn’t know what will happen next week?  Or tomorrow?  Or an hour from now?  Or two seconds from now?  What if her experience of time is the same as ours?  You and I live a moment at a time.  The moment that just passed is now history and the coming moment is the future.  We are alive now.  And now.  And now.  And now.  Never do we have more than a moment to live.  Each of us knows how the best-laid plans can be altered in the blink of an eye.  A car accident.  A chance encounter with the stranger we will come to marry.  A thunderstorm that sends us scampering for cover.  A phone call from a long lost friend.  We live in the “now” moment.  Everything is subject to change.  What a thrilling place to be—plunging headlong into life.  And who says that the divine might not be plunging right along with us?

James K. A. Smith, explains this plunging as “open theism.”  He writes:

Open theism offers an answer to a longstanding question:  If God is all-powerful and perfectly good and has complete knowledge of the future, how can God permit the evil and suffering we seen on both global and personal levels?  If God knows that such suffering will occur, the open theist reasons, then there must be some sense in which God is responsible for such evil—which would compromise God’s goodness.  Since such a conclusion would be clearly contrary to scripture, the open theist offers another account: God didn’t know.  (Christian Century, July 12, 2005)

Any of us who have ever done improv theater or dance or comedy know that the thrill of improv comes from not knowing what will come next.  One of my favorite television shows is called “Whose Line Is It Anyway?”  On the show, a troupe of actors performs skits based on audience suggestions and the witty devices of comedian Drew Carrey.  Each skit requires the actors to think on their feet.  They must incorporate different characters into a scenario—while all the time being funny and amusing the audience.  Whose Line Is It Anyway? derives its appeal from forcing actors to stay in the “now moment.”  Any of you who have seen it can attest that the show is quite funny.  Now, imagine life to be one big game of Whose Line Is It Anyway?  We are all here on planet earth.  Each of us plays our own character.  We find ourselves in an ongoing scenario called life.  And we act—that is to say we live.  We live moment to moment, interacting with all the other characters we meet.  So maybe God is just a giant, cosmic, Drew Carrey.

For many years I have been intrigued by the idea that humans might be co-creators with the divine.  As art, music, dance, theater, philosophy, and literature can attest, we humans are a creative lot.  For good or ill, we have greatly surpassed all other species on the planet in producing objects for our own use.  No other species builds cities and highways and airports.  No other is interested in fashion, entertainment, cuisine, or travel like we are.  And no other species has been even a fraction as destructive to the planet as we have.  It seems that if we are co-creators, then we are co-destroyers as well.  But does all of this boil down to human free will?

James K. A. Smith continues in his article on open theism saying:

Open theism, reflecting a contemporary consensus, assumes a libertarian notion of human freedom.  This is what Isaiah Berlin famously described as a “negative” understanding of freedom: one is free insofar as one is free from external constraints.  To be free is to be autonomous and self-determining, free to do otherwise.  Freedom is freedom of choice.  It is this understanding of freedom that is enshrined in liberal democracy.  This construal of freedom is so deeply ingrained in our culture, and even in contemporary theology and philosophy, that it’s almost impossible to think of freedom in any other way.  (Christian Century, July 12, 2005)

We cannot be co-creators with the Spirit of Life unless we are free.  No volition—no creation.  Likewise, no volition—no destruction.  Open theism has a humanist core.  We are all familiar with the story of Helen Keller.  We know well how she overcame both blindness and deafness to read, write, and speak.  We know how she went on to be a spokesperson for those were disabled.  Sheer human will made Helen Keller persist.  Her intelligence and creativity helped her excel in a world that expected nothing from a blind, deaf girl.  We are free.  We create.  We live in the now moment.  We contain both good and evil.  What most of don’t know is that Helen Keller was a radical socialist.  She joined the Socialist party of Massachusetts in 1909.  She had become a social radical even before she graduated from Radcliffe, and not, she emphasized, because of any teachings available there.  James Loewen writes in his book, Lies My Teacher Told Me:

Keller’s commitment to socialism stemmed from her experiences as a disabled person and from her sympathy for others with handicaps.  She began by working to simplify the alphabet for the blind, but soon came to realize that to deal solely with blindness was to treat symptom, not cause.  Through research she learned that blindness was not distributed randomly throughout the population but was concentrated in the lower class.  Men who were poor might be blinded in industrial accidents or by inadequate medical care; poor women who became prostitutes faced the additional danger of syphilitic blindness.  Thus Keller learned how the social class system controls people’s opportunities in life, sometimes determining, even whether they can see.  Keller’s research was not just book-learning: “I have visited sweatshops, factories, crowded slums.  If I could not see it, I could smell it.”  (Loewen; Lies My Teacher Told Me; p. 20)

I know the atheists among us have been sitting here all along questioning why we need to co-create with the divine at all.  But something drives each of us on our own way to act for good of our own free will.  Something deep within Helen Keller propelled her to act on behalf of others.  Something drew her to care beyond her own selfish needs.  Something allowed her to courageously face those who hated her for her socialism.  Something allowed her to work for a tomorrow she would never see.  For me, the most compelling thing about open theism is that it does not remove the divine from the work of the world.  For an open theist, God is not sitting around on a cloud somewhere.  Rather she is at work though our hands and voices.  She lives in our creativity and in our passion.  God is the creative force that rolls time forward into the future, moment by moment.

An aspect of Buddhism that has always appealed to me is the emphasis on living in the present.  To clear the mind of its many distractions and actually be present in the “now” moment has always been challenging for me.  To really taste a meal.  To really enjoy a sunset.  To really listen to another person.  To really settle into a task without letting the mind race on ahead to the myriad other possible things—this is challenging.  But it is rewarding, too.  To really understand that this moment is all we have—that is liberating.

Whether you experience God or not; whether you consider yourself a co-creator or not; whether you realize the gift of your human freedom or not—each of us can live more intentionally in the “now” moment.  We can bring more attention to our living.  We can strive for peace and clarity.  And as we begin to live for the moment, we just might find holiness there in that moment, living it with us.

So be it.

Amen
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