
God



• People who experienced the sea have been
moved with a profound reverence for what
they have experienced and have found ways of
worshipping the ‘god’ of the sea.

What are people talking about when they say they
believe in ‘God’?



• Sometimes the aspect of power dominates.
Sometimes it is the amazing variety of moods
that has captured people’s imagination.
Sometimes fear seems to play a huge role, and
sometimes faith is put in magical rituals and
rites that are believed to win the favour and
avert the anger of the powerful sea-god.



• Peoples channel their experience into hundreds
of different understandings and practices, but I
suspect that there is one fundamental
experience that lies at the basis of the various
religious responses and it is a sense of
communion that people experience. In ways
that are too profound for understanding, they
(we) sense that there is a connection between us
and the sea: that somehow we belong to each
other. When we experience the various moods
of the sea, we experience the various moods of
our own heart.



• Tragically, human frailty and human hunger
for power can obscure this primal experience
of communion and the religions of the world
witness to dreadful human behaviour done in
the name of worshipping the sea-god.



If we can abstract from these, I suspect that
believing in the sea-god, by whatever name, is
acknowledging a profound sense of wonder and awe,
and, even more importantly, an experience of
communion.



We could say the same about our experience of a
grove of trees, a spring, a mountain, a storm, light
and darkness, birth and death, bird and animal life,
the seasons, the many and varied harvests, mother,
father, sexual union, childbirth, dancing, music,
painting and the myriad human experiences that
have given rise to worship.



• Since there is no obvious connection between
the sea and a grove of trees, throughout human
history the norm has been polytheism. People
have had their favourite ‘god’, but have sensed in
various ways a communion with the mysterious,
awe-inspiring, ‘gods’ in all their experiences.



Some people, and consequently some cultures, have
come close to monotheism, that is, to the amazing
insight that the mysterious divine presence with
whom they experience a profound communion is
the one ‘God’ present and revealed in different ways
in all the varied experiences indicated on the
previous slides.



Ancient Judaism is sometimes spoken of as a
monotheistic religion, but their writings give no
evidence of the kind of profound respect for other
peoples that is surely essential to genuine
monotheism.



• If one genuinely believes that it is the one God
who is at the heart of, and is expressed and
revealed through, everything, then one would
still have to deal with human error and human
sin, but one would not disrespect others just
because they are different from ‘us’.



Similar limitations can be seen in most people
who, throughout the centuries, have claimed to
be followers of Jesus of Nazareth, or
Muhammad.



Yet history is full of genuine monotheists who
have recognised that the communion which they
experience at the heart of their varied
experiences is with the one sacred presence who
is at the heart of and at the same time
transcends everything.



• An outstanding example is Jesus of
Nazareth who refused to live within the
limited thinking and practice of the
religion of his contemporaries, and who
gave expression to his communion with
God in a life of love that was all-embracing.
Those among Jesus’ followers who have
grown to share Jesus’ experience have done
the same.



• In the light of Jesus’ example, perhaps we could
answer the question ‘What are people talking about when they

say they believe in ‘God’?’ by saying that, for a true
monotheist, to believe in God is to believe that
everything belongs to everything else, because
everything that exists is held in existence by the one
Source and is part of an explosion of love radiating
from this Source and revealing different aspects of
the Source.



• If we use the word ‘grace’ for the action of
this Source, to believe in God is to believe
that grace acts like gravity, drawing
everything to everything else, and at the
same time drawing everything beyond into
communion with this Source who is
immanent in creation but who transcends it,
who is, in the words of Pierre Teilhard de
Chardin, ‘the heart and the beyond of
everything’.



We are attracted outwards to ever more
intimate communion with the world around us,
and when we experience love (the word we use
for this communion), we are attracted inwards to
plumb the depths of the inner world which love
discloses.



Our experience is that our instinctive desire to
be in love (to give and receive love and to enjoy
communion) connects us to reality. Our desire,
however, is limitless.



If there is no object that can satisfy this
desire, it is in the final analysis absurd. In
the choice between absurdity and Mystery
why not choose Mystery which points to
the existence of the infinite One with
whom ultimately we long to be in
communion: the one we call ‘God’?

In the famous words of Augustine: ‘You have
made us for yourself, O God, and our hearts are
restless till they rest in you’(Confessions I.1).



We experience movements of thought and feeling
that engage our yearning for communion with God,
but, however inspired and effected by grace, it is our
own thoughts and our own feelings which we directly
experience, not the God who communicates with us
in and through them.



We experience people and events around us that
speak to us of God and engage our yearning for
communion with God; but it is actual, limited people
and events that we directly experience, not the God
who reveals himself to us in them and attracts us
through them.



We read words written by the actual historical
people who were inspired by God’s Spirit, but it
is their limited words that we directly experience,
not the transcendent God who inspired them.



The inner movements and the outer realities
engage our yearning for God because they
disclose something of the truth, they reveal
something of the beauty, and they participate in
something of the goodness of God; but while
they participate in God they are not to be
identified with God.



• ‘God’ is the name we give to the One whom we
want to know and whom we come to know in part
whenever we know anything. ‘God’ is the name we
give to the One with whom we want to be-in-love,
and whom we enjoy in part whenever we are in
communion with anything.



• But God always transcends any knowledge or
communion we have. What we come directly and
immediately to know and love is a world that is
made intelligible and lovable by God, and a self
that yearns for union with and knowledge of this
God, and since both the world and the self exist by
participating in the being of God, it is God whom
we come to know and love in all these experiences.



Moses said, “Oh, let me
behold your Presence!”
And YHWH answered, “I
will make all my
goodness pass before you,
and will proclaim before
you the name YHWH …
but you cannot see my
face, for man may not see
Me and live.”

Exodus 33:18-23



And YHWH said, “See,
there is a place near Me.
Station yourself on the
rock, and as my Presence
passes by. I will put you in
a cleft of the rock and
shield you with My hand
until I have passed by.
Then I will take My hand
away and you will see My
back; but My face must
not be seen.”

Exodus 33:18-23



‘The whole concern of doctrine and its teaching
must be directed to the love that never ends.
Whether something is proposed for belief,
for hope or for action,
the love of our Lord must always be made accessible,
so that anyone can see
that all the works of perfect Christian virtue
spring from love
and have no other objective
than to arrive at love.’

(Roman Catechism, Council of Trent, 1545-1563, Preface 10).
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God of day and
God of darkness

now we stand
before the night.
As the shadows

stretch and deepen 
come and make

our darkness bright.
All creation

still is groaning
for the dawning
of your might,
when the Sun

of peace and justice
fills the earth

with radiant light.



Still the nations
dwell in darkness,

still the rich
oppress the poor;

still the earth
is bruised and broken

by the ones who
still want more.

Come and wake us
from our sleeping,

so our hearts
cannot ignore
all the people,

lost and broken,
all your children

at our door.



Show us Christ
in one another,

make us servants
strong and true.

Give us all
your love of justice,

so we do 
what You would do.

Let us call
all people holy,

let us pledge
our live anew.
Make us one

with all the lowly,
let us all

be one in You.



You shall be the
path that guides us,

You the light
that in us burns;

shining deep
within all people,

Yours the love
that we must learn.
For our hearts shall

wander restless,
’til they safe

to You return.
Finding You 

in one another,
we shall all

Your face discern.



Gentle Father,
loving Mother,
Jesus, Brother,
Saviour, Friend.

Spirit of all
grace and power,

may we praise You
without end.
Grant us all

a peaceful resting.
Let each mind

and body mend. 
So we rise

refreshed tomorrow,
hearts renewed

to Kingdom tend.


