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Today we begin a three-week sermon series on Uncertainty. Uncertainty. As individuals, a 

congregation, a denomination; as communities, a nation, a planet—we face uncertainty. As 

United Methodists, we face uncertainty regarding the outcome of the special General Conference 

that will take place later this month. 

 

Here at Birmingham First, we have a strategic plan, our FORWARD plan. We have strategic 

objectives in the areas of discipleship, young adults, and multi-site ministries. Staff transitions, 

and a redefinition of staff portfolios, have been taking place. Clear discipleship pathways are 

being formulated. Programming to lead us into the future we believe God calls us into is being 

developed. And during this all, there is a lot that feels uncertain. 

 

As families and individuals, we face our own uncertainty.    

Job changes. Lay offs. New jobs. Retirements.    

Marriages. Divorces. 

Births. Deaths.   

Graduations. New life stages.    

 

And, with it all, uncertainty. 

 

* * * * * 

 

Forty years ago, as a 19-year-old sophomore at Michigan State University, I received a notice 

telling me that I would not be allowed to register for spring quarter classes because I had not yet 

declared an academic major. I had entered Michigan State without a major and I now had enough 

credits so that I would have junior status spring quarter. And, in 1979, MSU did not allow 

students to register for junior level courses without a major. 

 

So I did what any practical 19-year-old might do: I looked through the course catalog and 

determined the degree I was closest to earning based on the credits I already had. I declared a 

major: Biochemistry. Then, six months later, I changed it. I graduated from Michigan State in 

1982 with dual majors in Chemistry and General Science.  
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This morning, I want to suggest to you that while uncertainty presents certain challenges, it also 

brings gifts. More specifically, I believe that acknowledging and accepting uncertainty invites 

humility and, yes, on this Sunday before Valentine’s Day, love.     

 

But, before I get to humility and love, I want to talk chemistry and quantum physics. One of the 

concepts I learned at MSU is the Heisenberg uncertainty principle. Conceptually, the uncertainty 

principle in quantum physics states that the location and momentum of subatomic particles 

cannot both be known with precision. When we try to pin down the location of an electron, we 

distort its momentum. When we try to pin down the momentum; we distort location.  

 

There is a fuzziness to quantum physics that defies either/or definitions. Subatomic matter 

behaves like both waves and particles. Our language and experiences are not adequate to fully 

describe it. When you enter the realm of quantum physics, you leave certainty behind and begin 

to talk in the language of probabilities. And it is this quantum fuzziness that lies behind 

Heisenberg’s uncertainty principle. 

 

An acknowledgement of uncertainty. A recognition that when we seek to precisely pinpoint 

and define something that is totally other, we distort that which we are seeking to define. 

These are some of the lessons I learned as an undergraduate science student. And, I believe, they 

are critical lessons that apply not only to science, but to how we understand and talk about God. 

 

* * * * * 

 

The prophet Isaiah had a vision of God. Our first scripture reading this morning, our reading 

from the Hebrew scriptures, recounts that vision. It is a spectacular, awe-inspiring, fearful vision 

of God’s otherness. The Temple, the place to encounter God, is shaken and filled with smoke.  

Angelic beings with six wings are flying around. And this: the hem of God’s robe fills the 

temple. 

 

The hem of God’s robe fills the temple. Which suggests to me that there is much of God—that 

most of God—is not defined, not contained, not able to be articulated with certainty within any 

one house of worship. 

 

When I hear a church—be it our church or any religious group—proclaim a word that suggests 

that their knowledge of God is complete, that they know God’s mind and will with certainty, that 

the truth of God is contained within them, I get nervous. Such an understanding does not fit with 

this vision of God so vividly presented in Isaiah 6.  

 

According to most scholars, the apostle Paul was the one who had brought the message of Christ 

to the Corinthian people. As the church developed and grew, disagreements developed. First 

Corinthians appears to have been written by Paul in response to a request from the Corinthians 

for advice on several problems, including marriage, the practice of eating meat sacrificed to 

idols, the proper observance of the Lord’s Supper, the relative value of spiritual gifts, and the 

resurrection of the dead.  
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First Corinthians, Chapter 13, is commonly read at weddings. Yet, it is not a passage about 

romantic love. What Paul describes in 1 Corinthians 13 is a radical, communal love, a love that 

enables individuals to imagine life in a community where unity and difference co-exist. 

 

Critical to Paul’s understanding of such love is the statement that occurs in verse 12: “For now 

we see in a mirror dimly…” While Paul was their teacher, Paul does not suggest that those in 

Corinth are less knowledgeable or less faithful than he is. He does not suggest that one side of 

any of the many disputes in the community has clearer vision than the other. He says, “For now 

we—WE—see in a mirror dimly.” 

 

Isaiah’s vison of God’s otherness. Paul’s recognition that we all—all of us—have less than 

perfect vision. Both serve as potent reminders to me that our understanding of God is limited. 

Both these passages remind me that God is God, and I am human.  

   

Perhaps uncertainty is not a sign of weakness or faithlessness, but an expression of faith, a 

faith that lets God be God. And maybe in such faith we can discover the humility that makes 

conversation and community possible, even—and perhaps, especially—amid uncertainty. 

 

* * * * * 

 

Point #1: We are not God. While we celebrate the Word become flesh, God incarnate in Jesus 

Christ, God with us in the power of the Spirt at work around and within us, God is still holy 

other. We are not God. No understanding, no building, no church, no association, no fellowship, 

no temple, no mosque can hold God. Indeed, the most complete view of God we may have might 

not be any more than the hem of God’s robe. 

 

We are not God. If quantum physics has the Heisenberg uncertainty principle, then I would 

suggest that belief in God comes with its own uncertainty principle, not as a fault, but as a 

statement of faith.    

 

Point #2: When we acknowledge that we are not God, and that all of us see in a mirror 

dimly, we are invited to a place of holy humility.   

 

Bishop David Bard, our Michigan Area United Methodist bishop, shared a new year’s message.  

In that message he wrote: 

 

In the midst of the unknown, the uncertain, the fearful, in the midst of all the 

noise and discomfort, I invite us all to find…a place called humility.   

 

Humility is not about feeling bad about yourself. It is about knowing yourself, 

your gifts, your skills, your beauty, your strengths, your weaknesses, your blind 

spots, your stubborn places. 

 

Humility also knows that we can always learn more about the wonder and 

mystery of life, and the love and grace of God. We can still see more broadly, feel 

more deeply, think more imaginatively, and love more profoundly. (Bard) 
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Last month, as we paused as a nation to celebrate the birthday of the Reverend Doctor Martin 

Luther King, Jr., I was reminded of the sermon he delivered on April 4, 1967, exactly one year 

before his death. It was titled “A Time to Break Silence.” Delivered from the pulpit of Riverside 

Church in New York City, it was the address in which King linked his opposition to the war in 

Vietnam with the Civil Rights movement, and directly criticized the policy of the Johnson 

Administration, which had done so much for civil rights. It was a risky and controversial stand, 

and as such, this part of King’s legacy is often overlooked during sanitized celebrations of his 

life and ministry. 

 

What strikes me about the speech is not the position King took, but the posture he assumed in 

taking a position. In the opening paragraphs of “A Time to Break Silence,” King said: 

 

Some of us who have already begun to break the silence of the night have found 

that the calling to speak is often a vocation of agony, but we must speak. We must 

speak with all the humility that is appropriate to our limited vision, but we must 

speak…” (Martin Luther King) 

 

“We must speak with all the humility that is appropriate to our limited vision, but we must 

speak…”  I long today for leaders—leaders in any setting, on either side of an issue—who might 

speak and act with all humility. Yes, saying what needs to be said, taking prophetic stands, yet 

doing so with humility.   

 

Holy humility. An acknowledgment that our vision is limited. A willingness to acknowledge 

uncertainty, not to the point of inaction, of passivity, but a willingness to acknowledge 

uncertainty in way that keeps us grounded in humility, with compassion, and an openness to the 

other, even the other with whom we disagree.   

 

* * * * * 

 

When I was that 19-year-old college sophomore declaring biochemistry as my academic major, I 

was pretty sure that I knew about love. A few months later, when I was that 19-year-old college 

junior changing my academic major to chemistry and general science, I was still pretty sure I 

knew about love.   

  

Forty years ago, what I knew about love was this: I wasn’t ready for it. I wasn’t ready for it 

because I was too uncertain about my own life, about my own goals, about my own future. How 

can one commit without certainty? How could I decide to live into the future with another when I 

did not know what the future might hold?    

 

First, figure things out. Reduce uncertainty. Then fall in love. I had a plan. 

 

Ten years later, as Barbara and I were married, I am not sure that I had life any more figured out.  

In the almost thirty years we’ve been married, there have been more moves, more job changes, 

more joys, more grief, more mid-life crises (mine, not hers)—more uncertainty—than either of 

us would have predicted.    
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And what lies ahead? Who knows! We see in a mirror dimly. And that’s okay What I learned 

enough between ages 19 and 29, and what I’ve learned a whole lot better since then, is that 

uncertainty and love are not incompatible, but that they go together. 

 

In its context, 1 Corinthians 13 is more about communal love than the love between two people.  

Yet love is love and this is the Sunday before Valentine’s Day.  

 

The attributes of love celebrated with the verses most typically read at weddings are exactly the 

attributes needed for love to last through times of uncertainty:   

 
 Love is patient; love is kind; love is not envious or boastful or arrogant  or rude. It 

does not insist on its own way; it is not irritable or resentful;  it does not rejoice in 

wrongdoing but rejoices in the truth.  It bears all things, believes all things, hopes 

all things, endures all things. 

 

The challenge is how we can love as Paul suggests we should: with patience, with kindness. 

Believing. Hoping. Enduring. 

 

I think the answer is in what comes next, the verses of 1 Corinthians 13 that are our scripture for 

today. Here and now, we are imperfect. All of us. For now, we—all of us—see in a mirror dimly.    

 

There are no perfect people. Regardless of how much effort and planning goes into them, or how 

much money is spent on them, there are no perfect weddings. There are no perfect couples. And 

this too: There are no perfect congregations or denominations or communities or nations. Which 

is why it is so important for us to be kind, caring, and patient with each other; for us to hope and 

endure and work together even when, especially when, we disagree. 

 

Point #3:  Because we are uncertain: Love. Because we are not God: Love. Because we are 

human, and imperfect: Love. Humble, patient, kind, hopeful…love. 

 

* * * * * 

 

Uncertainty. Yes.    

 

As an act of faith, I confess my humanity. I acknowledge my uncertainty. 

 

What does this mean for day to day living? With God’s help, it means living from a place of 

humility, a place that acknowledges that we can always learn more about the wonder and 

mystery of life, and the love and grace of God.  

 

As an act of faith, I confess my humanity. I acknowledge my uncertainty. 

What does this mean for day to day living? God willing, it means that in all things I will seek to 

err on the side of love.  
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Love. Love, which is patient, kind, forgiving, tolerant, hopeful. With faith, uncertainty, humility 

and love.  

 

So be it. Amen. 

 

 

________________________________ 
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