Beyond Virtual Christianity:  More than a Preference

Isaiah 40:12-31, Matthew 7:13-14

A young single lady went to visit a matchmaker.  “I’m looking for a husband,” she said, “Can you help me find a suitable one?”  


The matchmaker asked, “What are you looking for?”


“Well, good looking, polite, humorous, sporty, and knowledgeable.  Willing to accompany me the whole day at home during my leisure, if I don’t go out.  Must be able to tell me interesting stories when I need them and be silent when I want to rest.”  


The matchmaker thought for just a moment before she replied, “Honey, you need a television.”  (aol)  


So true.  So true.  When we are looking for a spouse, we think about our desires, our preferences, our needs.  But when we find a real person on the other end of the relationship, we discover, sometimes to our dismay, that this person has preferences of his own.  His own identity.  Marriage then becomes an adventure of discovering and embracing the identity of the one we love.  


Something like that is true in our relationship with God.  When we start off on our search for God, we come with our preferences and desires and needs.   Even with a picture of what God is like or what God should be like.  But when we get to know God, we find that God is a Person, with certain characteristics and preferences and desires.  What needs to happen in our Christian walk then is to discover who God is and embrace that relationship.  


The problem is that we are often led astray by our world, which has so many options.  Think about it.  If you were going to leave here today and go get an ice cream cone, what flavor would it be?  What if you were going to buy a car?  What model would you get?  It’s amazing to me when I drive into a parking lot.  Every car is different.  Very rarely do I see two that are identical, or one that is just like mine.  OK, what if you were going to leave here and go to the pet store.  What would you buy?  


So many choices.  And even among churches today, there are lots of choices.  Traditional, contemporary, informal, formal.  People today do a lot of “church shopping” before they decide where to stay. I think it’s good that there are different styles and types of ministry that appeal to different people.  That way more people are reached with the gospel.  


But we need to not let that confuse us into thinking that God is a personal preference.  Many people today have adopted what Michael Slaughter calls a cafeteria approach to spirituality.  A little of this, a little of that.  Like the things we buy, we want God to be what we want God to be.  Whatever flavor, whatever style, whatever color or model fits our lifestyle and preferences and experience.  Whatever catches our eye.


Dining out one night, a man was pleased to find a gorgeous woman at the table next to him.  He just couldn’t get up the nerve to talk to her.  Suddenly she sneezed and when she did, her glass eye went flying at him.  He snatched it out of the air and handed it back to the woman.  “Oh, dear! I’m so sorry!” the woman said after she gracefully popped the eye back into place.  “Please let me buy you dinner.”  He agreed, and they had a wonderful meal together.  The followed this with a night at the theater and drinks afterward, and before he knew it, they were back at her place.  He was amazed at how wonderful she was.  “You know,” he said, “you are the perfect woman!  Are you this nice to every guy you meet?”  


“No,” she replied.  “You just happened to catch my eye.”  (AOL)


How do you formulate your picture of what God is like?  Is it a matter of just whatever “catches your eye”?  A combination of your experience and your perspective.  Fortune or misfortune.


You’ve probably heard the old story about the blind men who decided to find out what an elephant was like.  They were each standing beside a different part of the elephant.  So one thought an elephant was like a tree, another thought it was like a rope, and another thought it was like a rough wall.  Each one had a different perspective on what the elephant was like, based on their own limited experience.  

Some scientists researching memory removed a famous painting from the Museum of Modern Art in New York.  Then they quizzed several museum employees about the painting.  Each one remembered just certain aspects.  And what they remembered depended upon their perspective.  Curators remembered the themes of the painting.  Art preservers remembered mainly the size of the painting and how tough it was to clean.  Security guards remembered that it had a bright color.  None could thoroughly describe it.  And that’s how many people view God.   According to their own limited vision and memory.  


There is a problem with cafeteria spirituality—picking and choosing what we think God is like.   Here it is:  It puts me in the center of the universe.  I define God based on my own feelings and experiences, wants and goals, instead of seeking to discover who God is.  The danger here is that we will create a designer god who is no god at all, but just a figment of our imagination. That self-created figment may seem frightening or angry or distant or all-loving or merciful or just.  But this god of our creation will not bring us life.  Only frustration.  Because it has no power, no life.   


The people of Israel learned something about cafeteria spirituality while they were in exile in Babylon.  Jerusalem had been invaded, the temple of God had been destroyed.  The people themselves had been carted off into exile in a foreign land.  So far as they understood things, God stayed back in their homeland.  So in their experience, God had been ineffectual (God had not saved them from being carried off into exile), and God was now distant and uncaring.  At the same time, the many gods of the Babylonians seemed so accessible, so close at hand.  And since the Babylonians had won the military victory, their gods must be powerful.  Plus, you could have any kind you wanted.  If you didn’t like silver, you could get bronze, or you could get one in a nice polished oak to match your furniture. 


Isaiah shows how absurd it is to worship such gods.  Even though they are made of some of the finest materials on earth, the human creator must build it so that it won’t fall over.  It has no life or power of its own.   Kind of like worshiping your kitchen table, or your car.


The chief god of the Babylonians was Marduk, the Sun God.  They had many others, representing the various stars in the sky.  By contrast, God, Yahweh, is the creator of life itself.  The creator and sustainer of the universe, including the stars and planets, including the nations of the world.  


God is not a preference.  God is a Person, with a distinct identity.  With plans and desires and purposes.  There is no one more powerful than God.  


So, if you want to move beyond virtual Christianity and begin to follow Jesus, you need to become sort of like explorers or research scientists or detectives.  Spiritual Lewis and Clark or Christopher Columbus, Albert Einstein, Marie Curie.  Your goal:  to find out who God really is.  To let go of your preconceived notions and your preferences, and let God define who God is.  


Centuries ago, scientists theorized that the world was flat.  Well, later discoveries proved that theory wrong.  But it wasn’t the world that changed—it is what it is.  But new information changed how people view the world.   That happens in the scientific world all the time.  All in the name of finding out what is true.  


Something like that happens in a criminal trial.  The defense lawyer tries to keep the defendant out of jail by proving his or her innocence.  The prosecuting attorney tries to prove the defendant guilty.  But there is objective truth about what happened.  The person is either guilty or not.  In a successful trial, the truth is discovered by the jury.  


We need to approach God in a similar way.  God is a real person with a real identity.  When Moses met God at the burning bush, God said, “I am who I am.”  God is not a personal preference, God is a real Person whom we can come to know and follow.  

The truth is out there.  We just don’t know it all yet.  None of us knows 100% what God is like.  The Bible will tell you a lot, though, if you’ll look at the evidence.  Especially if you look at Jesus, God in the flesh.  Look with new eyes at what the Bible says.  Read the parts you don’t have underlined.  Let God speak to you as you read and as you pray and as you live life.


Following this God will not be easy, because following a God who has specific characteristics, likes and dislikes, may put us at odds with the direction that the world is going.  It’s tempting to take the path of least resistance and simply go along with whatever the crowd is doing at the present moment.  That is easy to do, but it will not bring life in the end.


Bishop Fulton Sheen once said, “The difference between a river and a swamp is that the river has borders and the swamp has none.”  The Christian life involves discipline and integrity, and very often, some tough decisions to go against the grain instead of floating along with the crowd.  I think that’s what Jesus meant when he said that the way to life is narrow and hard.  


But none of those decisions are made in a vacuum, just for the sake of following a certain code of behavior.  It is for the sake of following this God whom we have come to know.  What we need to remember is that Jesus himself is the narrow gate.  In another place he said I am the way and the truth and the life, no one comes to the Father except through me.  The gate is not about a set of rules or facts or behavior.  It’s about a relationship.  It’s about being single-minded about making that relationship first in our life.   When that relationship is truly first in our life, everything else begins to fall into place.  
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