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l. Certainty is Overrated

Uncertainty often feels more like a curse than a gift. Right now, our national politics are
generating widespread uncertainty, leaving many of us feeling anxious and unmoored. We long
for stability, order, and a sense of certainty that lasts longer than a fleeting moment. Yet, while
certainty can be comforting, it can also be limiting. It can narrow our perspective, restricting us
to a rigid, predetermined view of reality and reducing our ability to respond effectively.

On the other hand, uncertainty can challenge our assumptions and expand our awareness,
opening us to a wider range of possibilities. In times as uncertain as these, it is worth exploring
how uncertainty can be not just a burden but a gift.

Let’s start with a little game | call ““Are You Certain?”’ | invite you to count the number of fs
in the following statement:

In the final analysis, all interpretations of Scripture are subject to the “Rule of Love.” This rule
finds its origin in the commandments Jesus identified as being first and foremost: (1) To love
God with all our heart, mind, soul, and strength; and (2) to love our neighbor as ourselves.

How sure are you about the number of s you found? Count them as many times as you need
to be absolutely certain — so certain, in fact, that you’d be willing to donate one hundred dollars
to charity if you get it wrong. There are no tricks here. Just count the fs in the italicized
statement. Once you’re convinced you have the correct number, skip to the end of this sermon
to check your answer.

Only about 5% of people get it right. If you're part of the other 95%, take comfort in knowing
that a surprising number of brilliant people make the same mistake. At least, | did the first time!
(By the way, you might want to make your charitable donation “In Honor of Uncertainty’!)

This little exercise highlights the real danger of certainty — especially in uncertain times. The
problem isn’t just that we crave certainty; it’s that we can be so wrong while feeling so right,
and our certainties can lead to actions that harm ourselves and others.

Think of all the people who were once convinced that the Earth was the center of the universe
and that the sun and planets revolved around it. Those who questioned this assumption were
condemned as heretics. In more recent history, as author and Darkwood Brew guest Brian
Mclaren points out:

“There was a long period of time when European settlers were certain they had the right to
steal land from native peoples. They were certain the natives were not their equals and didn’t
need to be respected. In the American South, white people were certain that black people
were inferior and should be enslaved, and this certainty created terrible injustice. Even in our
own lifetime, there are still people who believe men are superior to women ... The same thing



has happened between gay and straight people. Very often, our certainty about others leads
to terrible injustice and pain.” (Darkwood Brew, “Gifts of the Dark Wood Series,” Ep. 2)

Frankly, religion does a disservice when it promises certainty. Most of the certainties I've
mentioned were founded on religious beliefs and supported by preachers who were certain
that the Bible was God’s infallible word and that their interpretation of it was equally infallible.

If these preachers took a closer look at Scripture, they would find that each and every hero in
both the Old and New Testaments had to develop a healthy relationship with uncertainty.

Take Moses, for example. He stood before a burning bush that was not consumed, listening as
God called him to a monumental task. When Moses asked for God’s name — so he could tell
the people who was sending him — the reply was Yahweh, a name that can mean either “/ am
who | am” or “I will be who | will be.” Either way, does a God who describes God’s Self this way
seem at all concerned with offering people certainty?

Moses was not alone in learning to embrace uncertainty. So did Abraham and Sarah, King
David, Esther, and all the prophets. Peter, Paul, and even Jesus faced uncertainty in the New
Testament.

In fact, the only people in the Bible who value certainty above all else are its villains. From the
serpent in the Garden of Eden — tempting humanity with the promise of absolute knowledge —
to Pontius Pilate, who crucified Jesus to assure his power, Scripture repeatedly warns us that
certainty is not just overrated; it can be dangerous.

Before moving on, | invite you to take a moment to reflect on times when you were absolutely
certain about something — only to later realize you were wrong. Are there times in your life
when, instead of resisting uncertainty, you leaned into it — allowing it to open you to new
possibilities, deeper wisdom, or greater faith?

Il. The Gift of Uncertainty

While many of us still struggle with harmful certainties about those who are different from us,
another form of certainty concerns me right now — one that | see rapidly growing among those
with more progressive leanings. | see a rising assumption that, given the mounting injustices and
atrocities in our world, life has either already become or will soon become so oppressive and
unbearable that despair and exhaustion are the only perceived outcomes.

For years, many of us assumed that life on this planet was progressing — that, as Dr. King put it,
the moral arc of the universe may be long, but it bends toward justice. Recent years have forced us
to confront just how brutal and mean-spirited the world can be. And this doesn’t feel like a
temporary setback that will magically resolve itself after the next election.

Do you feel a growing sense of despair? Has it become more certain than ever that you will end
your days under a dark cloud, burdened by unfinished business and unfulfilled hope?

If so, | invite Jesus to introduce some uncertainty into your assumptions.



The very first words of teaching from Jesus in the Gospels of Matthew and Mark are nearly
identical. Taken together, they are:

“Heaven is already here! Change your whole way of thinking and believe the good
news!”

Have you heard these words before? Are you certain you haven’t?

If you don’t recognize this exact phrasing, it’s probably because you’ve been reading English
translations rather than the original Greek. What you’ve likely encountered instead is
something like:

“The Kingdom of Heaven [or God] has drawn near. Repent and believe the good
news.” (Matthew 4:17 / Mark [:15)

When Jesus calls people to repent because the Realm of God is coming soon, does this sound
like good news to you? Most people hear these words as a warning, even a threat: God is coming,
so you’d better shape up, confess your sins, and grovel — or else!

Yet the Greek verb translated as has drawn near is actually in a tense that describes a past
action with ongoing significance. Jesus isn’t saying the Realm of God is about to arrive. He’s saying
it has already arrived—which, if true, is profoundly significant in the present.

And then there’s that word repent. In Greek, metanoia doesn’t mean to berate yourself or
wallow in guilt. It means to undergo a radical shift in thinking — to completely change your
perspective.

So when we put it all together, Jesus’ real message emerges:

“Heaven is already here. Change your whole way of thinking and believe the good
news!”

Jesus doesn’t deny the existence of heaven in the afterlife. But he claims that heaven is so fully
present in this world that we must open our eyes and embrace it.

| can understand why modern translators shy away from this more literal rendering of the
Greek. Even in Jesus’ day, it must have sounded like madness. | can hear his first-century
audience objecting:

“How can you claim that heaven is already here? Look around! The Romans are crushing us.
Immorality and injustice are everywhere. There is war, conflict, and death at every turn. The
righteous are humiliated, the faithful are persecuted. We are grieving the loss of a way of life
we’ll never get back. How can you say that heaven is here when all we see is hell?”

Curiously, in Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus follows this radical claim with the Sermon on the Mount,
beginning with the Beatitudes. Each blessed be statement directly counters the objections of his

audience:

You say you are poor in spirit? You are blessed!



You are mourning the loss of a loved one or a way of life? You are blessed!
You hunger and thirst for righteousness but see nothing but injustice? You are blessed!

You seek peace in a world full of conflict and are met with resistance and persecution? You are
blessed!” (Matt. 5:1-11, condensed)

On Jesus goes, until — if we take him at his word that the blessings of heaven are present even in
the midst of suffering — then we must change our whole way of thinking about what an experience
of heaven even is.

We can’t just look for heaven in the absence of struggle or conflict. We must find heaven within
these very things. Again, this doesn’t mean heaven doesn’t exist in the hereafter. It means we
don’t have to wait for it. Heaven is already here and can be experienced in the moments we
least expect — like right now.

Nicholas Kristof, a New York Times editorial writer and native Oregonian, offers us a clue
about how we might experience heaven in the midst of turmoil. Kristof has reported from
some of the most desperate places on Earth, witnessing suffering most of us can’t fathom. And
yet, he says, he does not fall into despair. Quite the opposite — he finds inspiration.

Why!?

Because when the worst happens, it often brings out the best in people. Not everyone, of
course, but so many respond with acts of selfless compassion that he is moved to awe and
wonder.

You may feel far from being awestruck, far from heaven’s gates in the here and now. | do, too,
at times. Yet, just when | find myself convinced that my remaining days will be spent endlessly
fighting oppression and injustice and that our best days are behind us, not ahead of us — | hear a
little voice in my head asking:

Are you certain?

Answer to the “Count the ‘P’s’?”’ exercise: Seven (7)

In the final analysis, all interpretations of Scripture are subject to the “Rule of Love.” This
rule finds its origin in the commandments Jesus identified as being first and foremost: (1) To
love God with all our heart, mind, soul, and strength; and (2) to love our neighbor as ourselves.

If you guessed less than 7, chances are your brain did not register an “f” when you read the
word “of” above, which occurs twice.




