WORD FROM THE PASTOR: Getting Rid of Religion?

The videotaped murder of Nick Berg was horrific in many respects.  But one of the most 

terrible elements was the words that the terrorists shouted over Mr. Berg’s screams: “God is great!”

That certainly represents one of the greatest violations of the Third Commandment (“You shall not take the name of the Lord your God in vain”) in human history.  And for many this murder “in the Name of God” raises, I suspect, a fundamental question: Is religion a bad thing?  Religion motivates so much terrible conduct–bombings, murder, “ethnic cleansing”, hatred–wouldn’t the world be better off without it?

One remembers John Lennon’s vision of a perfect future in “Imagine”:

Imagine there’s no heaven...

Nothing to kill or die for

And no religion too...

And then one reflects on Berg’s murder, Sept. 11, the Madrid bombings...and it’s easy to think: “Religion did all this!  Phooey on religion!  Lennon was right!”  And there is evidence that lots of people are thinking that way.  The number of people who don’t go to church is growing nationwide.  Some clergy are talking about a general disillusionment with religion.

Before we write religion’s obituary, however, it’s useful to remember the attempts to eradicate religion that took place in the 20th century.  In Soviet Russia and Communist China there was organized and relentless persecution of the churches.  Religion was severely restricted.  Some churches were abolished altogether (the Ukranian Catholic Church, for instance).  All churches operated under harsh constraints.  Marxist theory holds that religion arises as a way of coping with unjust economic conditions; once those conditions are removed, there is no need for this “opium of the people”.  So the communist governments restricted the church’s activities and waited for religion simply to wither away.

Amazingly, though–the churches outlived the Soviet Union (even the Ukranian Catholic Church, banned by Stalin, has made a comeback).  And even though China is still communist, it has many times more Christians today than it did when Mao expelled the missionaries in 1948.  

Religion survived all attempts to suppress it.

Religion endures.  There is something about the human heart that is incurably drawn to the idea of God,  to the idea of heaven,  to the idea that life has a profound meaning.  Even Lennon was unable to completely resist this draw; toward the end of his life, he embraced Christianity after watching preachers on TV.  (Unfortunately, his conversion didn’t seem to last very long–but who knows what went through his mind and soul in the last moments of his life?)  Religion is not easily banished.

A church member gave me a Reader’s Digest article about a young couple who decided to have a home and family with no religion.  They both felt “burned” by their own religious upbringings, so they decided to raise their young son with no religious training at all.  Then the husband was deployed to Iraq.  One evening, as the mother and the little boy watched the news, she noticed that her son had his head slightly bowed.  She asked him what he was doing.  And he said, somewhat ashamedly, “I was saying a prayer for daddy.”  She asked him where he learned to pray; he told her it was from watching people pray on television.  So even a little boy who was “insulated” from God and faith ultimately found religious belief compelling.

Browsing in the gift shop of a natural history museum, I ran across a book about Darwinism and religion that proposed a remarkable theory: that religious belief is an evolutionary adaptation that helps the human species survive.  Like the opposable thumb, the large brain, and the upright posture, belief in God and the afterlife is something human beings developed to enable them to succeed in the cosmos.  I don’t know if the scientist who wrote the book actually believes in religious truth; but for this scientist, religion is  inevitable because it is part of the way humans evolved.  Religion is bred into us.

I certainly agree with the author that religion is inevitable, but I wouldn’t tie it to evolution.  I’d want to say this:  religion is inevitable because it is true.  The Christian churches in China and Russia survived because their faith is true.  The little boy found God and prayer so attractive because they are true.  

Religion endures.  You smash it in once place and it pops up in another.    And the reason we can’t abolish religion is because it is true.  

What we need, then, is not no religion but good religion.  A masked man crying out “God 

is great” while slashing a helpless captive is bad religion; but a little child saying the same words (“God is great, God is good, let us thank Him for our food”) at the dinner table is good religion.  Faithful people joining their voices in very similar words–“How Great Thou Art”–as they gather to celebrate God’s love...that’s good religion.    

And focusing on the One who came not to kill in God’s Name, but to die in God’s Name for the sins of the world, to pour out God’s love upon the world...that’s the best religion of all.

May we Christians always live with such love, such compassion, such gentleness, and such care for others that nobody can ever mistake our religion for “bad religion”.

God loves you and so do I!

A special word...on the 60th anniversary of D-Day: Thanks to all those who have worn this nation’s uniform in the past and to those who wear it now.  The fact that we have the freedom to practice our faith flows from their dedication and their sacrifice.

