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Fort Collins 1st UMC Rev. Vivian C. Hiestand February 14, 2016 

“Why Be a Christian in the 21st Century: Spiritual AND Religious” 

Scriptures: Genesis 2:7; Proverbs 8:1, 10-11, and 22-23; John 14: 15-21 

 
Last week’s Super Bowl was great – wasn’t it? It wasn’t just the delight of watching the Broncos 

win that was fun. More than that – it was watching Peyton Manning’s sheer determination at work, willing 

a bruised, injured and aging – let’s face it, 39 is OLD for professional football!  -  body to heal and strengthen 

and work again. It was journey, really. Remember two years ago? You could just tell from the very first 

play that he was lost. He couldn’t hear, didn’t know what to do. From the first play of that game it was over; 

we lost. 

His face just fell, and for the next two years I was fascinated watching this man who, to me seems 

young, decide “Do I retire or not retire? Do I try to come back? Just how fit am I?” And then he made up 

his mind and then, step by step, he worked he and the team back again.  

And then last week, it was interesting. From the very first play you could tell it was different, 

couldn’t you? He had himself in control. He was connected to that team. He motivated himself and his team 

to rise above the circumstance and drive home that win. That was just amazing! It was sweet, wasn’t it? it 

was clearly a triumph of the will. That’s wonderful!  

(Pointing out the large purple question mark on the pulpit) Did anyone notice this? The sermon 

series is a question: “Why be a Christian in the 21st century?” Why bother with all of this? It’s very popular 

nowadays – there’s Richard Dawkins and a lot of other atheists – did you know there’s even a movement 

now called “Evangelistic Atheism”? They actually go out an argue with people and say it’s stupid to believe. 

All we know is what we can see and touch and measure. 

Whenever some atheist tells me there is no reality to the human soul from now on I’m going to point 

them to Peyton Manning’s comeback as evidence that something beyond science and the material world 

lifted that man and his team to victory that day. That was the human spirit and will at work in the world. 

Many people mock faith and claim that faith in the numinous aspects of life are incompatible with 

the tenets of science. All I can say to that is POPPYCOCK! If you think there is, then Methodist scholars 

and ministers will tell you that you are either mistaken in your ideas about your faith or you are practicing 

bad science! God created the world. All the things scientists are observing and measuring were put there by 

a loving and good God. 

Now, I suspect that the vast majority of people agree with me. Evangelistic atheists are small in 

number. But those who agree with me are just not sure how to talk about what they believe. They might 

call what they believe in a Higher Power. They might say that they are spiritual but not religious, and to 
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that I also say: POPPYCOCK! There isn’t such a thing. Every spiritual path you follow, every practice you 

do, has been nurtured and tended by a faith path. 

Now the idea of religion itself is fairly new. It’s really is only in the last couple hundred years that 

we used the word “religion” in a systematic way. Trust me, the Hindus were surprised when the British, 

who had conquered and were ruling them, that they had a thing called a “religion.” Fancy that! They’d been 

doing what they did for 4,000 – 5,000 years, yet they had no idea it was a religion! Go figure!  They had 

what I call a faith path. So, if religion as a concept is new and doesn’t apply to many faith paths, what do 

we say? 

It’s when we try to talk about that something more that we begin to flounder and finally fall into 

silence. I don’t think that’s because our faith is any less real or strong than the faith of previous generations. 

Far from it. But I think our world is vastly different than the world of our parents and grandparents.  

They lived in a world where most people believed in God, went to church and lived reasonably 

faithful lives. St. Francis of Assisi could say, “Preach the Gospel at all time; use words only when you have 

to” because everyone around him was a Roman Catholic Christian. That worked in the 12th century because 

by law everyone tithed to the church; they came and got it from you the way we collect taxes today. By law 

a family worshiped together. Families even had their own assigned pews – some put name plaques on the 

pews!  

Everyone took classes as children for two years where they memorized the important doctrines of 

their faith. They learned exactly the same things – the Lord’s Prayer, the Apostles’ Creed – it was called 

the catechism. They learned the same thing in the same language: Latin. You did church the same way 

wherever you travelled – whether you were in France or Germany or Italy, you worshipped and prayed in 

Latin, and everyone knew the words to say, even though they didn’t understand them. Why preach the 

Gospel with words when you know everyone agrees with you in exactly the same words? Piece of cake! 

We don’t have it so easy. In today’s world most people don’t go to church. They don’t see any need 

for a faith. Why be a Christian today? Even Christians – well, do you know that on any given Sunday, of 

all those people who answered the surveys and say they are a Christian, fewer than 20% of them are in 

church? In today’s world, being a faithful Christian means you go to church once a month. And many people 

who claim to be a Christian have never read a Gospel all the way through. Even Mark, the short one! 

They’ve never read the whole thing. 

The vast majority of Americans learned what they know about Christianity from movies where the 

person who wears a collar is being arrested for hurting someone. Or the fire breathing fundamentalist 
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preacher who won’t let the kids dance – “Footloose!”  That’s what people know about Christianity. They 

don’t know it from living it from the inside out.  

And it’s too bad. Because we living in a hurting world. Oh, we do a lot of good things, But they 

need more than the food and the shelter we give them. Heroin use is on the rise so much again that it’s part 

of the candidates’ stump speeches. Abuse of prescription opioids is skyrocketing, and people are dying from 

them. And, as we’ve experienced right here in Fort Collins, suicide is increasing dramatically including in 

children as young as eleven. And the group most likely to commit suicide due to despair and loneliness? 65 

and up. Clearly people need more than food; they need our witness. So why are we silent? 

I think it’s because we don’t know what to say. Our parents and grandparents didn’t teach us how 

to share our faith. They didn’t have to. The only way we know how to share our faith comes from the Jesus 

Freak movement long ago. They had little booklets with little stick drawings of people. And they roam the 

streets and ask people dramatically, “If you died tonight, would you go to heaven? Or HELL?” Well, I don’t 

know about you, but though I might be dramatic at times, I’m not THAT dramatic! I’m just not going to do 

that. But we’ve never asked ourselves, how do we do this? 

As part of my ordination process I had to go on a week long mission trip. I couldn’t do the easy 

thing and lead one from my church; I had to sign up with another group and just serve. So, John and I found 

a group from a Denver area church that was planning to go to UMCOR West in Salt Lake City. They 

graciously allowed us to tag along with them. 

Now, this was part of the ordination process so I was going to have to write a paper about my 

experience (oh, joy!). So I chose a task that allowed me to talk to people. Instead of loading supplies on 

pallets I wrapped string for birthing kits that are used to tie off the umbilical cords. We made several 

thousand kits that week, and I spent over 2 days wrapping string around two nails set in a board about a 

foot apart; round and round and round I wound the string. Then lifted it off, cut the strings in half, and 

knotted three together for each kit. Two and half days of that! Not exactly intellectually challenging work, 

but it gave me time to talk to people because they took turns sitting with me doing other tasks. 

There were about a dozen people on that trip, and the group included three retired pastors. I thought, 

“Yes! I’ll get good information for my paper!” (Because, for me, this trip was all about the paper!) So I 

asked everyone, “Why do you go on this trip every year?” These folks had been doing this trip for almost 

20 years. I wondered why? What in their faith prompted this? How did this trip enrich their faith? Strengthen 

it?” I thought I’d get great theological answers from those pastors. 
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Do you know what most of them said? (long pause) “ . . . . . . . uh – uh – uh – 

ummmmmmmmmmmm. I don’t know, it’s just kind of fun, really. We enjoy it. Once in a while we go 

down to the Sager Brown warehouse because it’s a change of pace and it’s near New Orleans.” 

Seriously? Well, “what about Jesus gets you to do this ?”  

“Well, Jesus told us to do this, didn’t he? ‘As you do to the least of these’ – you know.” 

“Does that mean,” I asked, “that you’re just trying to check off a box, be a good boy or girl? What 

within you drew you to do this particular thing?” 

“. . . ummmmmmmmmmmmm.”  That was the most common response I got, even from the retired 

pastors. It was just something they were supposed to, along the lines of “Jesus was nice and he wants us to 

be nice, to help people, right?” “Why?”  “Um, I don’t know.” I got very clear that we don’t have a way to 

articulate the important things that are going on inside us to change us for God. 

Look at the children up here this morning for children’s time. They could all articulate it; that’s why 

we have the lifelong faith formation project. Those kids could all say, “the light of God inside, it was 

beautiful, it was warm, it felt good.” They would tell you they’re sharing it. We don’t seem to have the 

words any more. 

So this sermon series is about Charles and I coming from a different direction every week of Lent 

to answer that question, “Why be a Christian in the 21st century?” Now, you don’t have to agree with us; I 

know this congregation well enough to know you aren’t going to agree with us. And I know many of you 

aren’t going to be shy about telling us that you don’t agree with us. And that’s perfect! Disagree with us! 

Wrestle with this! Figure out what you do believe and why it’s important that you believe it, and what 

makes it worth sharing. Talk to us. Talk to each other. That’s the purpose of this series. 

So – where to begin? Why not at the beginning? Our fundamentalist brothers and sisters like to start 

with Romans: for all have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God. Well, that’s true, but I’m with John 

Wesley who said, let’s go back to the beginning when God created us, and said that we were good.  

There are two stories of God creating humanity, and for its sheer power as a story, I prefer the second 

one in Genesis 2. There, when God has created the world he realizes he wants something more.  I like the 

poem “God’s Trombones” where God plunges his fingers into the mud – the water and the dirt, can’t you 

just feel the grit in God’s hands? - scooping it up in great gobs and shapes us and forms us. And then when 

God’s done with that God says, “Hm. Let’s do one more thing.” 

Then something wonderful happens: ruach. God’s own breath. The breath that comes out of a 

newborn baby, the one we’re all on pins and needles to listen for. Did the baby cry? Did the baby breathe? 

We have God’s own spirit within us. God’s living self was breathed within each and every one of us. 
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And so we have a will and a spirit. We have a soul that dances and loves and yearns to be loved. We 

can envision things that never were. Make plans and manifest them. This is something unique in our world. 

It is wonderful. Those who think Christians are not spiritual because we go to church have never read the 

book of Genesis. We are filled with ways of creating things. Everything from Peyton Manning’s choosing 

to manifest a win and taking people along with him, to jet planes, to going to the moon. We are just filled 

with ideas and life.  

But we have something more than just God’s spirit within us. Remember from Proverbs the first 

thing God created was Wisdom. Just as science is a systematic way of gaining knowledge about the material 

world, so Wisdom is an intentional, systematic way of gaining knowledge of God, of truth, of beauty, of 

goodness. If you follow the path of Wisdom, you will develop that inner soul. And there is a path laid out: 

read your Bible, help others, worship God, do as much good as you can, withdraw to be alone to know God, 

then go out and take that into the world in joy and love. This is the path of Wisdom. God created it before 

God created us so that from the very first breath we would have a way to connect with God and grow and 

become better people.  

It isn’t automatic. Fight or flight is automatic. Wisdom must be nurtured, tended, and developed just 

as scientific knowledge is not automatic; it must be taught. We must teach others Wisdom. That’s what 

we’re doing here. 

But lastly, there is what Jesus did. Jesus said if you do this you will love me, and I will love you, 

and the Father will love you, and the Father will love me, and we will become one. Now there is a way to 

get good things. You can do spirituality. But Jesus showed us, just as the Buddha did, we must follow one 

path.  

And this is where those who say they are “spiritual but not religious” are making a mistake. They 

say, “I’m going to discover my aura” and they do that for a while. Then they say, “I think I’ll chant the 

Psalms” and they do that for a while. I’ve done those kinds of things. I’ve participated in drumming circles 

and chanted the Psalms. I’ve sat za-Zen – I used to do it every week, though I must admit the incense made 

me sneeze. Yet I did it, and I grew from it. There’s not a thing wrong with them. There’s value in each one. 

But one will not discover the great depths of meaning and joy that way. It’s as if you were seeking 

the well of living water by digging a hole in your backyard. You dig for a while here then, discouraged or 

distracted, decide to go over there and dig by the bush. Then you see a beautiful bird on the lawn and say, 

“Ooh! I guess I’ll dig over there!” And you dig and you dig, first here and then there.  Before long you have 

a yard full of foot deep holes but no well, and no dependable source of living water.  
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What Jesus did was to make a lifelong commitment to one path. All those other paths are 

illuminating; they will enlighten and enrich you, so by all means, go and do them. But, to reach the deep 

well of living water you must stay in one place and work. Go deep, deep into that well of living water from 

which you can draw forever and, as Jesus told the woman at the well, never thirst again. 

This is why be a Christian in the 21st century: because there is a way to go deep. There is value to 

know that warm light, the beauty of God, where you realize you’re one with God and one with every person 

you see. That God is in them, and in you. And that’s how you connect and offer goodness and beauty and 

truth. And you find those other people have wisdom you never even guessed at. And you grow deeper and 

broader and your life is enriched. 

You learn to control yourself because you find out you’re the only person you can control! Okay, I 

admit that having children will teach you that. But that won’t teach you to control yourself. Prayer, studying 

scripture, being in church – the path of Wisdom teaches you that and you start to manifest God’s goodness 

in the world yourself. And you find brothers and sisters to do that with. 

As we go forward through these weeks of Lent again I ask, “Why are you a Christian in the 21st 

century?” How would you answer that question? We will offer our reasons; feel free to disagree and tell us 

so. I don’t care, because I know that God holds the truth. Just think about it. Just wrestle with it the way 

Jacob did on the shores of the Jabbok River. He wrestled with God all night long. He left a changed person. 

He left a blessed man. Be blessed by God because you wrestled with these questions. Wrestle with these 

mysteries so that when someone asks you, you will have something more to say than, “ummmmmmmm.” 


