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We’ve been reading, and we continue to read, Marcus Borg’s book “The Heart of Christianity”, and the 

chapter for this week was called “God--The Heart of Reality”.  Of course, in that chapter, Borg is raising 

lots of questions about how we envision God, what the character of God is, how we imagine the world 

with God and without God and so forth and so on, and he probes our brains through his thinking about 

what we think about God, and he makes the point that how we think about God is extremely important 

for how we experience God and how we act upon our faith. 

 

I want to begin by telling you 3 very short stories about some encounters that I’ve had and they, in 

many ways, are encounters with God in very  “back door methods”, if you will. 

 

It was just a little under 20 years ago that my wife, Kim, and I decided that we would take my father and 

my stepmother, Virginia, out to dinner.  The purpose of this dinner was to tell them that I had decided to 

go to seminary.  It was sort of like taking them out to a public place so that they can’t go crazy.  As the 

dinner went along, I was sort of building up my courage to tell my dad especially (but my stepmother 

also) about what was going on, so I got to the point, and I said, “Well, we’re here to tell you about a 

decision that I’ve made, and I want to tell you that I’ve decided that I’m going to go to seminary.”   There 

was a moment of pause, and then my dad came in with a classic response, “Tom, if it’s a job you need, 

I can get you one back in Oneida.” That was his way of saying, “I love you, but you’ve got to get 

yourself straightened out here.”  Of course, my stepmother, Virginia, fed in just perfectly.  She said, 

“Oh, Tom, that’s so great.  We are so pleased for you.”  So that was the first sort of “walk” into the 

announcement. 

 

A month or so later, I talked to an old high school buddy of mine, and I decided that I sort of needed to 

tell my best friend from high school my decision, which I was quite sure would floor him, considering our 

behavior together, so I called him up and told him.  I said “Hey, look.  I want to tell you that I’m making 

sort of a life change here a little bit.  I’ve decided I’m going to seminary.”  With that long pause of dead 

air, he said over the phone line, “I think religion is good.” 

 

Then, there was the encounter with one of my Sociology professors because, at the point I decided I 

was going to go to seminary I was still finishing up graduate school, and I had had some dialogue with 

Dr. Roy Francis, who was at the University of South Florida in the graduate program there.   I had never 

taken a class with him, but I had just learned to like him and chatted with him in his office from time to 

time.  He asked me, “Are you going on for your PhD?”, and I said, “No, I’m not, but I want to tell you 

what I’ve decided.”  I said, “I’ve decided I’m going to go to seminary.”  With no pause at all, he said 

“Well, let me tell you something.”  I thought, “Oh, boy, here it comes.”  He said, “You know, 30 years 

ago when I entered into the field of Sociology, I was a devout Atheist.” Then he said, “I have spent the 

last 30 years studying groups, studying social systems, studying society in all of its various forms and 

manifestations.  I have written books and papers about my studies.”  He said, “Studying society, groups 

and systems has convinced me that there is something going on in this world that points to God.  There 

is something that sociologists just cannot finally put their fingers on.  They can tell you about how things 

happen, but they can’t tell you why.”  He said, “I am no longer an Atheist.  Good luck in your studies”. 

 

  



 

That is the question that Borg raises in this chapter.  He says the central religious question from 

modern western culture is the question, “Is there a more--something more to life than what we see?”, 

or, put another way, “Is God real?”  On some level, that’s why we all come here Sunday after Sunday, 

because we are always (as we should) asking that question.  We say we believe.  We pledge that we 

believe.  We make commitments based on belief, but fundamentally we should always be, and are 

always, asking that question, “Is God real?” 

 

Now, Borg answers that question on one level by saying, “Absolutely, God is real, and here are 3 

reasons why God is real.”  First, he says, we have to recognize the collective witness and the collective 

wisdom of the world’s religions.  Take all of the different traditions out there in the world—Christianity, 

Judaism, Buddhism, Islamism, Shintoism  (and add whatever you’d like to that list) and read through 

those traditions through history, and you can’t ignore that something is going on, so the world’s 

histories and the world religious traditions testify on some level that, yes, God is real. 

 

Secondly, Borg says that across history and across all cultures there has been this phenomena of 

mystics and visionaries and other people who have been deeply and radically in touch with a Holy 

Spirit, mystics and visionaries, and so forth, who have written about, talked about, acted upon deep 

encounters with the Divine that have changed lives and have changed the world.  Every tradition--

Native American traditions, Christian traditions, Islam, Judaism, Buddhism—all have mystics who point 

to this higher reality and, specifically, point to incredible personal encounters with the Divine.  Borg 

says, when you look at all these traditions and these mystical people who come out of these traditions, 

it is hard to deny that God is real. 

 

Thirdly, citing another book, Borg talks about two University of California physicists by the names of 

Henry Stapp and Jeffrey Chu, who say this about their research.  Very similar to Dr. Frances, they say 

the most fundamental processes of the universe occur outside of space and time.  They say there is 

something going on in this world that cannot be accounted for by scientific inquiry.  Scientific inquiry 

can uncover a lot but, in the end, an honest physicist says, but there is something else going on. 

 

Now, I find all of this incredibly comforting because we all find ourselves at certain times when the 

doubt is overwhelming.  We all find ourselves at moments when the feeling is overwhelming in the 

positive when we’ve had these encounters with God, and Frederick Buechner, who is a theologian and 

an author, says this.  When Borg is talking about how we imagine God, he lays out two ways of thinking 

about God.  He says in a traditional sense, we talk about supernatural theism.  He says we imagine 

God in this model like a person.  This God person is, perhaps, up in heaven or somewhere out “there”, 

and this God is sort of separate from all that is, separate from the earth somehow, separate from 

creation somehow.  This God, once in a while, intervenes, but this supernatural God is really separate 

from.  The other model that Borg lifts up is what he calls Panentheism (and we believe he made up this 

word so that gives it some credibility—maybe).  Panentheism simply means “everything in God”.  We 

are in God.  We live in God.  We move in God.  God is the air that we breathe.  God is not separate, but 

God is moving among us in every moment of our lives, in every instance that we live.  In this very 

second right now, God is everything that we are doing. 

 

Frederick Buechner says “Listen to your life.  Listen to what happens to you, because it is through what 

happens to you that God speaks”.  So, you may dream of God in different ways.  Many of us has been 

schooled and taught and brought up in a faith that sort of saw God as “other”, as supernatural, as 

perhaps intervening at times, but when we think about our lives, and if we think honestly about our 



lives, then it becomes difficult to deny that there is something more going on.  There is something more 

going on in our lives and in our world at every given moment.  The way that I process that in sort of a 

positive way is to say that, if God is everything, if God is in all things, in all of us, if God is everything in 

this room, if God is permeating everything that is, then everything that we do is critical.  Every decision 

we make, every conversation we engage in, every act that we accomplish, every thought we have, and 

every moment that we take in a breath is critical because God is in it all.  God is in the things that have 

happened to us.  God is in the people who are all around us.  God is experienced in the places we have 

been.  God is experienced in the voices that have spoken to us. 

 

I have powerfully experienced God’s presence on two occasions, and I share these solely so that you 

can reflect on how you have experienced God in your life. 

 

One of the most powerful experiences I have had of God was in my Episcopal church back in Sherrill, 

New York, where I grew up.  Our little Episcopal parish was the first parish in New York State that had a 

woman priest and, back in 1980, that was big news.  When I would go up as a teenager for 

communion, I would feel her hand place the wafer in my hand, and she would look me in the eye and 

say “Tom, you are God’s beloved child”.  When you are 16 years old and you don’t know who you are, 

and you are in the “wilderness” and someone looks at you and touches you and gives you food and 

says “You are God’s beloved child”, that is an encounter with the Divine.  I will never forget that 

moment.  It was an amazing revelation that God is a God of love. 

 

Later in life (perhaps 15 years later) my stepmother, who was at that table when I announced my 

decision to go to seminary and I was apparently talking about something and was apparently not 

pleased with myself for whatever I had done (I don’t even remember what it was), stopped me in mid-

sentence and said “Tom, you are very hard on yourself.  God is not that hard.”  God’s grace and God’s 

love is in every moment that we live.  It comes through words.  It comes through a gentle touch.  It 

comes through compassionate love and embraces.  God is with us.  God is in everything.  God is of 

love, peace and compassion.  So, I give thanks to the ways in which God has touched your lives 

because I am willing to bet that, in some way, the stories that I have shared are stories that you have 

experienced, too—in different places, in different times, with different people. 

 

I want to end with this.  This is a reading from Isaiah 43, and I want you to put your name in the blank 

as I read it.  When I pause, put your name in the blank:  “But now thus says God who created you, 

(your name), God who formed you (your name), do not fear, for I have redeemed you (your name).  I 

have called you by name (your name).  You are mine (your name).  When you pass through the waters, 

I will be with you (your name), and through the rivers, they shall not overwhelm you, and when you walk 

through the fire you shall not be burned, and the flames shall not consume you, for I am your God.” 

 

We come here to praise God because God, first of all, loves us.  Let us give thanks to God.  In all that 

we do, in all that we say, in every moment of our lives, thanks be to God.  Amen. 

 

 

Tom Warren, Pastor 
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