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If I were to hazard a guess, I would say that the Old and New Testaments are among the least appreciated of the 6 sources for UU’s.   Many of us are “refugees” from religious dogma and the Bible is heavily associated with that.  In addition, the Bible is most commonly quoted by fundamentalists and that also tends to turn us off.  And if that were not enough, the Old Testament is filled with stories of God’s wrath unleashed on humanity.  So I have a challenging task today in attempting to encourage you to use the Bible as a source of inspiration.  The Bible can be a rich source of wisdom about love and spiritual growth if we approach it not as infallible, and certainly not as literal.  I believe, and I am not alone in saying this, that the stories of the Bible are best studied as metaphor, as stimulus to the spiritual imagination and our deepest selves.  Remember when Ronn presented in October introducing the six sources and he spoke of the “paradox” in the concept of “living tradition?”  The “living” part of this tradition is what gives each of us, and each generation, permission to rediscover and reinterpret the six sources including the Bible for ourselves.  Source #4 is referred to as follows: “Jewish and Christian teachings, which call us to respond to God’s love by loving our neighbors as ourselves.”  





Here is my plan for this morning’s talk: first I will need to say something about the concept of “God” from a UU, or at least liberal, theological perspective.  After that I will talk about Jewish and Christian teachings regarding love.  I am not as familiar with the New Testament as I am the Old, but I will do the best I can.  Finally, I want to talk about the story of the sacrifice of Isaac to illustrate how the Bible, if taken as metaphor, can be used by UU’s as a tool for spiritual enlightenment and enhancement of our capacity to love one another.





So let’s talk about the concept of “God.”  One way of viewing the Old Testament is to see it as a progression in human understanding of God.  In the beginning God is depicted as jealous and vengeful.  He banishes Adam and Eve from Eden, he sends a flood that nearly destroys all life, he requests human sacrifice, and so on.  But later, when he reveals himself to Moses he states: “I am that which is becoming.”  Thus God ceases being a person in the minds of humans and in stead becomes a principle or a process.  The God of the early Old Testament is analogous to the parent of a young child.  Children need to obey their parents before they are able to understand why.  Erich Fromm the existentialist psychoanalyst believed that as individuals and civilizations mature they realize that we cannot know God.  A mature worship is based on the principles or values one is striving for, for example, love, truth, or justice, in stead of a personal deity. Here is what Fromm says about a mature understanding of “God”:


	The truly religious person, if he follows the essence of the monotheistic idea, does    


             not pray for anything, does not expect anything from God; he does not love God 


	as a child loves his father or his mother; he has acquired the humility of his    


	limitations, to the degree of knowing nothing about God.  God becomes to him a  


	symbol in which man, at an earlier stage of his evolution, has expressed the 


 	totality of that which man is striving for,  the realm of the spiritual world, of love,


	truth, justice.  He has faith in the principles which “God” represents; he thinks 


	truth, lives love and justice and considers all of his life only valuable inasmuch as


	it gives him a chance to arrive at an even fuller unfolding of his human powers—


	as the only reality that matters, as the only object of “ultimate concern;”  and 


	eventually he does not speak about God—or even mention his name.  To love


	God, if we are going to use this word, would mean then, to long for the realization


	of that which God stands for in oneself…. The realm of love, reason, and justice 


	exists as a reality only because … man has been able to develop these powers in 


	himself throughout the process of evolution. (Fromm, The Art of Loving, pp. 59-


           60.)


          


So what does the Bible have to say about “God’s love?”  Many Christian theologians (somewhat in keeping with the quote from Fromm) see God as the source of love:  “He that loveth not, knowth not God, for God is love. “ (I John 4:8)  God’s love in the Old and New Testament is seen as reciprocal.  God’s love for humanity, and humanity’s love of God are interdependent.  





The Wikipedia says that love is “the central value in both Judaism and Christianity.”  “Love thy neighbor as thyself” comes for Leviticus (19:18), the third book of the Old Testament and is, of course, one of the Ten Commandments. Some rabbis have commented that this commandment is related to the proclamation in Genesis that God created human beings “in his own image,” which is to say, we are all divine and worthy of God’s love. Several UU Principles emanate from the commandment of “love thy neighbor,” including, belief in the inherent worth and dignity of every person, justice equity and compassion human relations, acceptance of one another, and so on.  Jewish commentaries have equated the Biblical commandment to Deuteronomy 6:5, “You shall love your God with all your heart, with all your soul and with all your might.” This passage is recited in Jewish prayers several times a day.  So if a Jew loves God he will love his neighbor as God commands.   Interestingly, God never says he loves the Israelites though he demands love.  Rabbinical commentaries suggested that this demand for love is proof of God’s love, because only one who loves another might demand it be reciprocated. In addition, God does show his love for his “chosen people” by being merciful and loving in his behavior towards them.  As examples, God redeems the Jews from slavery and brings them to the “Promised Land.” Jews can show their love of God either through obeying the commandments or repenting for transgressions. As Jews observe the commandments and other laws of God, they extend God’s love into the world. So to love one’s neighbor is for Jews, to love God. For Jews the law is the ultimate fulfillment of the love of God.  For Christians it is the opposite; love is the ultimate fulfillment of God’s law.  Jesus said the “greatest commandment,” was to “Love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul and with all your might.” The second greatest is “love your neighbor as yourself (Matthew 22:37-40),” quoting as we saw, from the Old Testament.  But Jesus extended the commandment of loving your neighbor to include love your “enemy.”  He said, “…Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, so you may be sons of your father in heaven…(Matthew 5:44).”  Jesus lived at a time in ancient Israel when some were preoccupied with observing the letter but not the spirit of the Jewish laws and he wanted to rededicate the people to the spirit of love.   Jesus led by example, and it is clear his life was devoted to love of humanity and especially the downtrodden. For Christians God’s love is manifested in Christ.  Through the crucifixion, all Christians are cleansed of sin and granted eternal life, the ultimate expression of God’s love. A liberal interpretation of the meaning of the crucifixion is that by being willing to give our lives for the sake of others as Jesus did, we find our own “salvation” and “heaven.” Again we become an extension of “God’s love.” This morning’s chalice lighting reading from Corinthians defines this kind of spiritual love. As UU’s when we promote the “seven principles” we also embody and promote “God’s love.” So “God’s love” is really the love we extend to each other.








As we consider some of the stories in the book of Genesis depicting God’s apparent cruelty, it is very difficult to accept the idea that the Old Testament God, as a God of love.  Among the cruel acts as I mentioned, are the banishment of Adam and Eve from Eden, the flood, and we can add, the destruction of Sodom and Gomor’rah.  If we can shift from a literal to a metaphorical interpretation of these Biblical stories we might see that they are not so much about God, who must always remain a mystery beyond human understanding as the quotation from Fromm indicated.  Rather, the Old Testament is about the evolution of human consciousness in appreciating or experiencing the divine.  To help illustrate this point I wish to select a particularly disturbing story from Genesis, the sacrifice of Isaac.  (Insert story here.)





We are prompted to ask, what kind of God would ask Abraham to sacrifice his son?  In the book, Genesis: A Living Conversation, several biblical scholars wrestle with this question. Some of them suggest that it wasn’t God at all who made the request.  In stead they say the idea came form Abraham himself, who because of his ego involvement in his relationship with God, saw himself as the “perfect servant,” willing to make the ultimate test of faith. So in this interpretation of the story it is Abraham’s ego that had to be sacrificed so he could come to a new realization of who he was in relationship to God.  Additionally, Abraham’s concept of God, and by extension the reader’s concept of God, would also change.  The commonly held view among theologians, Jewish, Christians, and Islamic, is that Abraham passed the test of faith.  But perhaps the story here is meant to demonstrate just the opposite.  One could say of Abraham that he lacked enough love for Isaac to pass the test.  He mistook his ego for “love of God.”  Fortunately, it appears he learned from this experience.  The self-absorbed Abraham hears his son’s call on their trip to Moriah. After the episode on the mountain Abraham becomes more subdued in that he no longer “speaks” to God.  In addition, becomes more family oriented.  He morns for Sarah upon her death, he tries to find a wife for Isaac, and remarries himself. All of us become preoccupied at times with our sense of destiny and self-importance but then hear the call of a loved one.  That may be considered the real “call of God” directing us back to relationship and what is most important in this world, in other words to love.  So the story of Abraham and Isaac may be a lesson in the failure of love at the expense of ego.  The Bible may be telling us “God” does not want ego-inflated missionaries with proud “obedience,” but rather to love our fellow beings as an extension of “God’s love.”  From the words of the prophet Micah (6:8): “Hear oh man, what is good and what does God request of you?…only to do justice, love mercy and humbly walk with your God.”





As UU’s we may understand the fourth source by embodying love in our dealings with others. This “golden rule” has informed all of the world’s major religions, and as we saw, is the basis of several of our seven principles.





A rabbi who was featured in the PBS documentary on 9/11 called: “Faith and Doubt at Ground Zero,” noted that in the final messages victims sent on their cell phones to their loved ones, the central theme was love. Even strangers held hands as they jumped from the burning towers of the World Trade Center perhaps because they wanted to feel that sense of love and connection as they prepared to die.  What this account tells us is that in the face of tragedy and impending death, people are impelled to focus on what is most important, what is the highest value, and that turns out to be love. Love is the force that connects us to others and to the world. When we love others and the world we want to reach out and try to help.  In our last meeting Anislie so beautifully showed us that if anything will save out planet it is love. When we practice tolerance as Janelle stated UU’s need to do, we are also extending love.   Love is indeed the most important purpose we have in this lifetime as Jesus said. Again following Jesus’ example, “God’s love” is the love we give.  Abraham showed us that love is not about ego but hearing the call of those who need our love. 





Many of the other “horrible” stories in the Bible besides the sacrifice of Isaac, and also the miraculous ones that strain our credulity, can be understood as allegory, pregnant with spiritual truth, and especially about love.  We have only to approach the Jewish and Christian teachings with curiosity and a poetic mindset to mine the spiritual truth embedded there. So my vote is that we do need the Bible. I would like to recommend two books that can help UU’s appreciate the Bible.  One I referred to earlier, Genesis: a living conversation, by Bill Moyers.  The other is, Understanding the Bible, by the well known UU minister, John Buerens.





Thank you for listening and may love be with us always.
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