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“We should fear, love and trust in God above all things.” So says Luther. Short and sweet, to the point. Easy to memorize, right, confirmands? 


“You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.” So says Jesus. Again, short and sweet, to the point, fairly easy to memorize. 


But what happens when the God we fear, love and trust above all things lets us down or leaves us stranded in our own goop or brings harm and hurt our way or completely ignores our incessant cries? How easy is it then to love God with heart, soul and mind when you're not feeling the love of God ? How hard is it to trust God above all things when you trusted Him to do something and he did nothing?


What then? Then begins the modification process. We remake God, because the God we thought we knew isn't working so well. It usually starts out small, with a little tweak here or there. Maybe a little less talk of sin and judgment and a little more grandfatherly tolerance of our humanity, because, after all, we're only human. Perhaps a dimming of His all-seeing eye and a slight blocking of His all-knowing mind because the guilt meter is pegged these days. And oh yes, don't forget to re-ink that “approved” stamp and hide the “rejected” one. 


There, that's better. Now, we have a god who will do what we say. A god who will be there when we call, and be quiet until then. A god who will not expect impossible standards. A god who will be all about love and not about hell and damnation. A god that fits nicely in a box.


A documentary began showing last week in Indy, called “God in the box.” Producer Nathan Lang took his film crew across the country, recording people's thoughts and ideas about God. They placed a big box on a street corner and invited people to step inside and avail themselves of the opportunity to, as Mr. Lang put it, “express their thoughts about God privately, with no arguments or challenges to their ideas.” Now, I got to say that I thought privately meant no one would hear or record said ramblings. Yet, in this box were two clearly visible microphones and a hidden camera behind a two-way mirror. You did say privately, right?


Anyway, inside was a chair, a small counter, and a pen and paper. On the counter, was a sign with two questions: What does “God” mean to you? And What does God look like? People were encouraged to answer one or both questions, verbally or drawing a picture, or both. At the same time, if they wanted. Which I cannot do. But hey, this is private, so I'm so relieved no one will see that I can't do two things at once. Is there a camera behind that glass? Am I on Candid Camera?


Well, you can probably imagine the results. The results that have been made into a documentary film now showing in movie theaters. Did I mention how this was supposed to be private?


One guy drew a circle, put the word “God” inside the circle, then slashed a diagonal line across the circle; looked right at the camera, which was supposed to be hidden, how did he know?, and said, “I once believed in God, but not anymore.” 


On the website of the same name, some of the pictures people drew of “God” have been uploaded. No names are given, so I guess that means private. One picture had a tree with a lady in the trunk; another had sunshine and flowers and animals. One person drew a box with the word “God” outside it; another made a big heart with a huge eye inside. 



There was the usual philosophizing, like “God is everything before and after the big bang.” My favorite was a drawing of a large man with a chicken head, holding a pitchfork over an open flame. There was a person drawn on the end of the pitchfork, apparently roasting over the flames like a marshmallow. And no, I don't know whether God likes to catch it on fire, then blow it out, or gradually let it turn a golden brown. I'm more worried about who it is on the end of the pitchfork. And if God is humming “chestnuts roasting on an open fire.” Is it getting warm in here?

 
They also interviewed several people. Lo and behold, Kurt Warner was one of them. He drew his picture of God, which looked very similar to some artists' paintings of Jesus. Bless him, as he was drawing, he was trying to explain Jesus and the Father as being two separate beings, and still be one God, though he kind of got it all confused a bit. Still, he was talking about Jesus and God in the same sentence. 


Wouldn't this be an interesting experiment to do in churches? Would we discover a rather disturbing disparity of ideas about God in the churches? Is the disparity because of our limited wisdom, and our imperfect understanding of God, our ideas of God tend to be a mixture of truth with other notions, ideas, random thoughts and human interpretations tossed in? In essence, we tend to have our own special version of God. God in our own box, as it were. 


Do you realize that the ideas you have about God, right or wrong, will greatly influence how you fear, love and trust in God above all things? For example, if your concept of God is an angry, vengeful being, you'll tend to be more focused on the fearing. If your God is all about love, He'll be easier to love. And if your God is in a box, well, honestly? Trust will not high on the list, because the god in the box is just that, in a box. Limited. Not able to do all things. Not someone you will be able to trust above all things. 


Most people form their ideas and concepts about God based upon desires and needs at the time. If you're suffering from a disease, you will want a god that will have the power to heal. If you are struggling with a tight budget, you will conjure up a genii-god who will grant your three wishes of cash, a better paying job, and a winning lottery ticket. If you are wrestling with depression or despair, you will desperately need a God who is compassionate and sympathetic. 


But do you realize that as you change, as your needs change, your god will also need to change? And what do you think is going to happen to that image, that God in the box, when you don't get what you think you need, desire and or demand? Your God will have failed you, let you down, disappointed you, and left you stranded and hopeless.


And then you'll go back to the drawing board, so to speak. You'll set out to make modifications and tweaks and erase this and redraw that. Ah, there. Prototype X14. Begin trial run 412. 


Maybe this is why it's so hard to fear, love and trust in God above all things. Maybe this is why it is nearly impossible to love God with heart, soul and mind. Is it because we have conjured up a god that is really not God at all, but instead is an image of ourselves? Is this a god that was formed based upon our fickle demands, changing opinions and shifting emotions? 


All human notions of God must be jettisoned if they are not based upon God's own revelation of Himself. We must, though we may not want to, crush the box and the god we have placed there. If we are to fear, love, and trust in The God above all things, if we are to truly love The True God heart, soul and mind, then we must allow God to be God. Not the god in our box. Not the God of our creation. The real God. The only God. The God outside the box. 


The God we need won't fit in a box. The God that we are to fear, love and trust above all things is the God that is above all things, outside all things, the creator of all things, with power over all things. He is the uncreated God, the God who needs no remodeling or modifications and will steadfastly resist any efforts to be changed. He is the unchangeable, eternal God. 


For if we are to fear, love and trust fully in God, we need a God who will be fearful enough to  instill in us a healthy dose of fear. Not abject, cower in the corner fear, but respect fear. We need a God who will love us in spite of our unloving attitudes and actions. We need Hi to be trustworthy enough to be given the keys to our heart and complete and utter control of our lives. We need, and after we have seen our gods fail, we demand, that God be Himself. With all His glory, all His omnipotence, all His compassion, mercy, and astounding unconditional love and ready forgiveness.  We need Him to be All God. 


Jesus told the disciples, “If you have seen me, you have seen the Father.” Jesus is the image of the Father. He looked like us, talked like us, and lived among us. God became one of us. We don't need an image, because God has supplied one for us. Christ is the face of God. 


And no where else is God's face so clearly seen than at the cross, where God himself hangs, bleeding in anguish. That's the only image you need, of God with his arms stretched out wide, suffering for you, dying for your sins, enduring the punishment for your transgressions, showing you how fearing, loving and trusting in God above all things looks. This is what it means to love God with all your heart, soul and mind. It is to put your life into His hands. 


This is the God we need. Not a being who ignores our sins, but a God who takes them on himself and forgives them. Not a deity that can't do anything about our troubles and our worries, but a God who steps into our world and suffers with us. Not a god who is incapable of love and grace, but a God who comes to us and showers us with undeserved kindness. Not a god who will tolerate all and condemn nothing, but a God who condemns His Son for us, so that we are not condemned.  


God shows us what it means to love Him with all the heart, soul and  mind. This God gives of himself, totally, completely, freely, with compassion that cannot be contained or limited. The God-man  we need comes down here, right here, into our messy lives, into our muck and misery, into our agony and anguish, and does something about them. The God-man we need conquers our worst enemy, death, by experiencing death himself. The God-man who not only died, but rose from the dead. Can your god do that? Yes, He can and did. 


Have you found yourself lately telling God what He can can't do? Have you decided that God can't help you in your predicament, can't forgive your worst sin, can't rescue you from your worst fears, can't heal you of your disease? Maybe you've made Him so small that He can't possibly love you, especially if you are feeling unlovable? Have you made God so little, so impotent, that He can't die on a cross for every one of your sins? You're right. That's not a god to fear, love and trust above all things. 


The real God can do all things. He can be crucified, purely out of divine mercy and goodness, for you. He can rise from the dead, and promise that you will too. He can bring you out of whatever you are facing now or ever. He can love you in spite of your sins and your faults. He can bring good out of any bad. 


He strengthens your faith with his Body and Blood, which you need so often, for faith is always suffering attacks. He can sustain you in your grief with his promise of life everlasting. He can and has beaten death by dying in death. He can rise from the dead, thereby assuring you that all this heartache, all this nonsense, all this world-class trash, will pass away. 


This God, the real God, is worthy of your fear, love and trust, for He will never let you down, leave you stranded, hurt or harm you, or ignore you. This God is the God who fits inside no box, for He is greater than all. He is God of Gods, Lord of Lords, King of kings. And he loves you with a love that cannot be contained in a box.


The question still remains, though. How do we show our fear, love and trust in God above all things? How do we love God with all our heart, all our soul, and all our mind? 


Jesus gives us the answer. “Love your neighbor as yourself.” And he shows us by loving his neighbor enough to die for them, us, his neighbors. To fear, love and trust in God above all things, then, is to love the neighbor. When we put the best construction on things, when we help our neighbor keep his possessions, when we do not lie but speak the truth, when we do no harm to our neighbor's reputation, but defend and speak well of him or her, we fear, love and trust in God above all things. We love God with all our heart, soul and mind. 


It's time. It's time to take that box and do away with it It's time to do away with all false concepts about God. It's time to think outside the box. It's time to let God be the true God, who loves you with His heart, soul and mind. He gave his Son for you, punishing Him for your sins, raising Him for your justification, and has made you His own. Jesus is all you need, as long as He doesn't have to live in a box. Amen. 
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