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We’ve been talking for the last few weeks about how the church gets it wrong, at least according to 40% of young adults ages 16-29. And while we may not want to rely solely upon the opinions of this young demographic, much of what they say resonates with my perception at times, and I would guess by the feedback I have been getting from this series, it seems to resonate with most of you has well.

My hope is that we will have ears to hear and the will to change where we need to in order for the church to look more Christ-like, especially with this young generation without whom the future of the church looks dim.

In his study and in his book UnChristian: What a New Generation Really Thinks About the Christian Church and Why It Matters, David Kinnaman outlines that a large sector of these young people have a pretty negative image of the Christian Church. We’ve talked about how they see the church as anti-homosexual, judgmental, hypocritical, and insensitive. Today we will look at why they think Christians and the church appear “closed-minded.”
Sheltered is the term that Kinnaman uses, and he invites us to think of America’s biggest brands: Apple, McDonald’s, Starbucks, Wal-Mart, Disney, Microsoft, Coca Cola; and what comes to mind when we think of the logo for each of these companies. Usually people will have a visceral reaction to these corporate entities, and the reaction will differ broadly among people.

In a similar manner, Kinnaman and his group asked outsiders to describe their images of Christianity, and like any brand name, people have a defined set of perceptions in their head about the Christian faith. And it is pretty interesting to see some of the analogies for the church that they came up with. Things like:

- An ostrich with its head in the sand

- A hobby that diverts people’s attention

- The Titanic - a ship about to sink but unaware of its fate

- A powerful amplifier being undermined by poor wiring and weak speakers (I took that one personally)
- A pack of domesticated cats that look like they are thinking deep thoughts but are just waiting for their next meal.

These images capture an idea that Kinnaman repeatedly encountered in his research, that Christians are sheltered.

Outsiders think:

We Christians are “out of tune” with the real-world choices, challenges, and lifestyles they face.

That we are separated from real spiritual vitality and mystery. That is the Christian faith seems dull, flat, and lifeless.

They think we live in our own world. We seclude ourselves, enjoying an elite club status with special language and incantations that keep us apart and feeling superior to. 

One young man, Jonathan, said that:

Christians enjoy being in their own community. The more they seclude themselves, the less they can function in the real world. So many Christians are caught in the Christian “bubble.” (p. 121)

But the one that got to me the most is that Christians are insulated from thinking. One response in Kinnaman’s research said that Christianity stifles curiosity. People become unwilling to face their doubts and questions. It makes people brain-dead. That statement saddened me. I happen to strongly disagree with that statement. But it saddens me because I understand why people draw those conclusions.

Both of my parents were educated as biologists. My father taught biology, my mother worked in a lab before she had children and then went back to school for her masters in El-Ed. Our home was often a menagerie with pet owls and alligators, raccoons and a variety of snakes. We were taught to be inquisitive, to enjoy the discoveries of the mysteries of life. Our dinner table conversations were often quite earthy, with latest dissection experiment at hand. I don’t know if I have this memory quite right, but it seems like when I was quite young we had guests over for dinner, but they were having a hard time with the fact that a half dissected fetal pig was lying not too far away from the dinner table. 

And, we were brought up as Christians. We were taken to church every Sunday where we were expected to go to church and go to Sunday school. My mother taught Sunday school. They were very active in church. I didn’t know there was a conflict between science and the Christian faith. And there isn’t. But when I went off to college and got involved with some Christian fellowships, they told me that I can’t be a Bible believing Christian and believe in evolution. It made no sense to me then, and it makes no sense to me today.

My mother’s first teaching job was at a private Christian School teaching reading. One of the books that she brought in to read with the kids was about dinosaurs. Her principal told her she could not have that book in the classroom because it taught a lie. There were no dinosaurs. The earth isn’t that old because God created everything in six days about 6,000 years ago.

Adam Hamilton received an email from one young person struggling with their intellectual understanding of creation and some Christian dogma about creation said this, “Too often the hand that is closing the door on the possibility that God is bigger than we can imagine are the hands of Christians.”
I think he’s right. Christians close the door on a picture of God that is bigger than we can imagine. What this leaves many young adults feeling is that Christians are narrow-minded, closed-minded. They have reached all of their conclusions about life and they are not open to new possibilities, new conclusions. They are anti-intellectual and anti-scientific. They’ve quit thinking. 

This notion may have its beginning about 400 years ago:

In 1633 Galileo was brought before tribunal of Catholic Church. Now Galileo was a faithful Catholic, and he loved science. He used the latest knowledge in optics and lenses to make a telescope and discovered that perhaps Copernicus was right – the earth traveled around the sun. Now the church believed that the earth was the center of the universe and that the sun moved around the earth, which was stationary.

The bible taught that in Psalm 93:1, 96:10, 1 Chronicles 16:30 - “the world is firmly established, it shall not be moved.” So because of this and the understanding that the earth was the center of the universe, Galileo’s teachings were considered heresy. So the Church brought him to trial, and on June 22, 1633 these words were pronounced upon Galileo:

Galileo, you have rendered yourself vehemently suspected of heresy by this Holy Office, that is having believed and held a doctrine which is false, and contrary to the Holy Scriptures, to wit: that the sun is the centre of the universe, and that it does not move from east to west…and that the earth moves and is not the centre of the universe: and that an opinion may be held and defended as probable after having being declared and defined as contrary to Holy Scripture.

Galileo was placed under house arrest for the rest of his life and was not allowed to publish his findings. In fact his works were not allowed to be published until 76 years after his death. 

He recanted on that day, but he knew what he had seen with his own eyes. And today we know that Galileo was right. The earth does rotate around the sun. Now for people of that day, it was so self-evident that it didn’t. The earth was God’s special creation. Everything revolved around the earth. That was a part of faith, it was a part of intellect. It is what made their world safe and stable. And it was obvious. You can watch the sun move across the sky.

But Galileo saw it differently, and you see it differently today. In fact you know something that Galileo didn’t. You know that the sun isn’t even the center of the universe. It is just a tiny little star in the Milky Way galaxy with hundreds of billions of other stars. And this is just one galaxy moving through space with hundreds of billions of other galaxies.

But you’re still Christians. You understand that and you are still Christians. And it doesn’t line up with the literal meaning of three passages of scripture. How did you do that? Well, somehow you have found the ability to reconcile these things. And when we come to the issue that has really been at the center of debate this last hundred years or so – the issue of evolution – I find it fascinating that we haven’t been able to do the same thing. We seem threatened by evolution as if God is threatened by Darwin’s Theories. God is not threatened by these theories. These theories explain a process by which change happens over a long period of time and which simpler organism become more complex. You may or may not believe that, but at least understand that a scientific explanation of a process is not going to undermine your faith. They don’t have to be mutually exclusive or contradictory. 
Much like the Church’s issue with Galileo, many Christians read Genesis as God’s scientific treatise on how the universe was created. God wasn’t interested in that. I think God had bigger lessons in mind. It is a lesson about the meaning of life. That God is there. Humanity, when you figure out the molecular structure of all that is, when you discover the macro movements of the heavens, when quarks are no longer a mystery nor dark matter hidden behind the veil, God is in it all. And it is good.

When there are many religious systems that look negatively upon matter and things of earth and flesh, we have a God that says, “I am in it all, and it is good. And not only that, I created you in my image. You are the reflection of my glory and magnificence, which makes you good too.”
I think God would be sad if we didn’t break out on the journey to try to discover the hidden treasures of this magnificent creation. I think God would be disappointed if we didn’t grow beyond the cosmic view of our ancestors 3,000 years ago who could only imagine that the earth was flat and that God created this bubble for us to live in – this dome that separated the waters from below and the waters above. Both very observable. When you dig down, water will bubble up. And frequently the water seeps through the dome in the sky and falls upon us. What could make more sense at the time?

God isn’t giving us a scientific lecture in Genesis. God is inviting us to discover God’s magnificence. God’s inviting us to imagine along with God, and create along with God. And to understand that life has meaning and goodness and purpose. When you read the creation story in Genesis it’s as if a symphony is playing and the different sections begin to join together in this magnificent movement. Listen again to our lesson today.

In the beginning when God created the heavens and the earth, the earth was a formless void and darkness covered the face of the deep, while a wind from God swept over the face of the waters. Then God said, ‘Let there be light’; and there was light. And God saw that the light was good; and God separated the light from the darkness. God called the light Day, and the darkness he called Night. And there was evening and there was morning, the first day. 

And God said, ‘Let there be a dome in the midst of the waters, and let it separate the waters from the waters.’ So God made the dome and separated the waters that were under the dome from the waters that were above the dome. And it was so. God called the dome Sky. And there was evening and there was morning, the second day. 

Do you hear the poetry, the music, the beauty? And when you try to turn it into a scientific lecture, all that beauty disappears, and we just become confused. Science can’t teach us about meaning and goodness and purpose and the reason for creation. Scripture and faith teach us these lessons. Science shows us how things might have unfolded and in so doing might actually be doing the work of the church, even if they don’t believe in God. By telling us what’s out there and how it works they reveal to us the glory of God.

Well, here’s the bottom line for me. When we think we have all the truth; when we have figured it all out; when we have failed to be quick to listen and slow to speak; when we think that modern science has to conform to literal interpretations of certain passages of the Bible, I think we get it wrong.

I think we get it right when we are teachable. When there is a humility about us that says I want to hear what you have to say. And I believe certain things and I may hold them passionately, but I may not always be right. And we get it right when we are always eager to learn and grow.

Have you ever noticed that those who seem most spiritually mature tend to speak less than most? They tend to listen more. They tend to say things like, “The more I know, the more I realize I don’t know. And the closer I get to God the smaller I feel, the farther I realize I am from him, and the less confident I am, and the more I trust him. Teachable. Willing to learn.

Too often the world might look at us and think – 
“Closed-minded” 
“Insincere” 
“Judgmental” or “Anti-homosexual” 
“Hypocritical” 
I invite you to journey with me to help this church be a place where all will feel welcomed to discover their spiritual calling in Christ. Where “open hearts, open minds, and open doors” is not just a slogan. Where head and heart walk hand in hand. To be the children of God that are teachable, compassionate, merciful, Christ-like in all that we are and all that we do, so that when people pass us on the road of life, instead of seeing this “unChristian” on our bumper, they will see “Christian,” and think, “I’d like to drive like that.”
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