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“I’m Ron Wilburn, for those of you I’ve yet to meet. I’ve been associated with Hillhurst for about 

two and a half now years in various recurrent capacities: all-too-occasional book club member, fire 

and grace participant, volunteer, Outreach associate and congregational member. 

I’m not sure why John has asked me to talk about faith and intellect. I’ve met a lot of people here 

who are much more qualified to do this. I suppose he suspects that there’s been a change in me 

during my time here. If this is the case, then he suspects correctly. Hillhurst has been proven to be a 

quiet revelation for me. I owe a debt to John, to Sheena and Joanne and Pam, to Marsha and Nancy 

behind the scenes; to this church; to all of you; and to my wife Annie, who first brought me here.  

I’ve always been dismissive of religion. But recently the so-called “new atheism” of folks like Richard 

Dawkins and Daniel Dennett has also left me cold. Wondering why has led me to recognize that my 

dislike for the latter precisely parallels my reservations concerning the former: both systems of belief, 

I have realized, are often weaponized ideologies. Both are often concerned to do little more than beat 

other people up, to crusade rather than understand, to harangue rather than lead by moral example. 

What I’ve found in this church is something of immense value to me: a middle path between the 

complacent, self-righteous smarminess of Jerry Falwell and the complacent, self-righteous 

smarminess of Christopher Hitchens.  

I now recognize that both their houses often make the same simple-minded mistake, that of 

assuming that Christians are only Christians if they are bobble-headed literalists. The 

fundamentalists do this when they identify their missions as the promotion of narrow and 

exclusionary doctrines. The “new atheists” do this when they caricature all Christians as cartoonish 

buffoons to whom they can feel easily superior. 

I now believe that both of these moves are intellectually lazy and dishonest. All responsible readers 

have an obligation to interpret texts as charitably as possible. So why read the Bible as choked with 

factual contradictions rather than as rich with metaphorical expressions of the deepest and highest 

strivings of the human heart for meaning? 
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Why do both camps do this? I think that the answer is clear: it is easier to do this than it is to rise to 

the actual challenge of the gospels, that of changing one’s attitudes, rather than one’s beliefs, so as to 

recognize our human commonalities instead of our tribal differences. 

In these pews I have come, with my head firmly attached to my shoulders, to recognize and 

appreciate more and more each week the metaphorical power of the Bible, whether in its admonition 

against self-righteousness in the tale of the prodigal son ("Get off your high-horse and start dancin’, kid 

... Don't you get it yet...Your brother is back from the dead!”), or in its admonition against 

environmental myopia in the Book of Job ("I determined the level of the sea, my boy. If you want to 

complain about how unfairly the world is treating you, you'd better start treating the world a bit more 

fairly in return!")  

But of all the interpretive strategies that I have heard John invoke in his sermons, the most 

inspirational for me has been his unflinching emphasis on the ways in which Jesus can always be seen 

as promoting a policy of justice and forgiveness on earth when referencing his Father’s kingdom. 

Talk about heaven John reminds us, has simply got to be about something more important than an 

eternity in Disneyland. In calling the temple a “den of thieves” Jesus may have meant many things. 

But surely one thing he meant was that some part of our lives must be exclusively reserved for the 

concerns of spirit and value rather than those of materiality and profit? In gently rebuking his 

mother, "Why were you searching for me? Didn't you know that I had to be in My Father's house 

(about my Father’s business)?" Jesus, again, may have meant many things. But surely one thing he 

meant was that our common human mission is to bring comfort and compassion to those far outside 

the confines of our own carpentry shops.  

These are not the privileged secrets of some particular clan. They are ecumenical messages of 

universal spiritual power. They point to Meister Eckhart’s “underground river” of sacred wisdom 

“leading to many wells.” So many people try to claim Jesus as their exclusive own. But I cannot 

imagine him responding with anything other than smiling approval at Gandhi’s response to the 

angry young tribalist who questioned his Hindu credentials, “I am a Hindu and a Muslim and a 

Christian and a Jew,” Gandhi replied, “and so are you.” 

I don't know if heaven exists as a distinct location in which God helps us connect the dots of our 

lives. But I do know that even if it doesn't, the ideal of heaven exists as a standing challenge to us to 

connect the dots for ourselves.  

I don't know if God exists as a personal being, distinct from this countless collection of messy 

miracles we call the universe. But I do know that even if She doesn't, the ideal of God as perfected 

humanity, free of selfishness and pettiness, reminds us that despair is much too quick and that 

resignation is much too easy.  
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I don’t know what the Holy Spirit is even supposed to be. But I do know that whatever it is, it is 

readily found within these walls and with you people. 

And finally, I don't know if Jesus was the incarnation of God or the son of God or the second person 

of the Trinity. But I do know that even if he was none of these things, he was clearly a moral genius. 

He was a moral genius for his ability to live his life in accordance with those values which we all 

know are most important but which we all find so very difficult to keep in the forefront of our 

minds and hearts and actions. Asked about the struggles of life, he pointed to the lilies of the field. 

Asked to identify the true masters of history, he described a world which inverts the cynic’s ordering 

of warlords and peacemakers. He didn’t lecture and he didn’t command. Instead, he spoke parables 

which promise at every moment of our lives to return us to ourselves if we can only muster the 

honesty and courage required to actually listen to his words without distorting their meanings in the 

service of our own ends.  

Like many of you, I was raised to see Jesus as a judge. What I have learned at Hillhurst is that his 

mission on earth was not to judge, but to encourage. He invited us, very simply, to be happy. He 

invited us to be who we know we must be if we are to genuinely flourish in this life. In short, he 

invited us to play.  

Behind the bravado and conceits of every human being is a caterpillar unable to imagine how it 

could ever possibly fly. “Just look at me,” we each think (imagining that we are the only ones to do 

so). “I have no wings, I have all these legs, I am fleshy and earthbound and comical.” Hillhurst has 

taught me that the gift of the divine is that it addresses just such doubt and self-loathing. What I 

have learned is that when we are locked in cocoons of defensiveness and resignation and hopelessness 

and fear, Jesus puts his lips to our ears and gently utters words of unfathomable grace: "You are a 

lord of the atmosphere,” he whispers. “Come out!" 

I am proud to be a thinking Christian.” 


