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We’ve anticipated this summer series for a long time and we are about to embark upon it. Let me say “Welcome!” to everybody at all seven of our campuses. This is the time of year when I know in the month of May, we have some people who transition out of D.C. maybe college students who head home; but I know this is also the time when a lot of people are moving into the city, interns are coming for a couple of months. Let me say that we are thrilled that you are here. Whether this is your permanent home or if we could be a home away from home, we love it. So, welcome to everybody!
This weekend, we kick off ‘The God Anthology’ and let me put a couple of things on your radar. This is a nine week series and here’s the deal, our worship leaders have written original music for each of the nine character traits of God for this series. And then on August 3rd, we are going to record a live album at the Lincoln Theater! How many of you have ever wanted to record an album? You can’t even sing but you have wanted to record an album. You could technically tell people that you have recorded an album if you’re there on August 3rd! So mark your calendars for that.

Second, check out our website, www.godanthology.com and you will be able to listen to some of the music there and we’ve got some additional resources. Then our summer semester kicks off and we’ve got a lot of group options. I think there are about 15 God Anthology small groups, groups that will dig a little bit deeper on these different character traits that we are talking about. Here’s the bottom line. We begin summer and it sure felt like it on Memorial Day! Summer is here and generally we have a little bit more margin, some go on vacation. But do not take a vacation from God. This is a season where I believe you could experience tremendous spiritual growth. Utilize that margin, utilize some of that vacation time to really press in and not just seek answers to your questions but seek God. By the way, if you seek God, the answers will start seeking you. This is not a series about seeking the hand of God. God, would you give me this or give me that? This is a series about seeking the face of God and about knowing the heart of God, and I believe as we press in, that God is going to reveal Himself in new ways to each one of us.

Let me put a frame around the series. A.W. Tozer, this is worth writing down, once said that what comes to mind when you think about God is the most important thing about you. I’ve always been fascinated by that because it has always captivated me and I think it is absolutely true. What comes to mind when you think about God is the most important thing about you. So that means that we better think right about God, because if you have the wrong picture, it is going to mess you up. But if you have the right picture, then everything begins to come into perspective. So, in a sense, what we are doing during this series is looking at nine snapshots of God that form sort of a character composite, if you will.

We will talk about the mystery of God, the holiness of God, the faithfulness of God, exploring his wrath and his sovereignty and his mercy, his beauty, his jealousy and his love. So we will paint nine pictures and we begin this weekend with mystery.

One of my greatest summer memories, I was nine years old, what I remember was a Fourth of July when we invited friends over to our house. It was a huge party. We had a little in-ground pool so everybody came over to our house and I’ll never forget, we greased a watermelon, and I don’t know the name of the game but we tossed it into the pool. There were two teams and you had to get the watermelon to the other side. How many of you have ever played that? Is there a name for that? Those of you who raised your hand are going to understand what I’m about to say. Those of you who didn’t, you have no idea how slippery a greasy watermelon is in the water! The great thing about the game, how many games do you play that when you are done playing, you get to eat the game? Watermelon is good!  I love watermelon! It’s one of my favorite fruits. Or is it a vegetable? How many think it is a fruit? How many think it is a vegetable? Everybody is right! It is a fruit and a vegetable! It is a fruit because there are seeds in it but it is technically a vegetable. In fact, in 2007, the Oklahoma State Senate passed a bill making it the state vegetable! Oklahoma’s got it going on! If every vegetable was as delicious as watermelon, wouldn’t you just love vegetables! What am I doing talking about watermelons? I have one with me! This was not rehearsed. If you are watching this by video, be glad! I’m going to try this and I have no idea what’s going to happen but I’m going to try to break this bad boy open. Is this a bad idea? I’m going to break it this way. What would you do? I usually wear the same thing on Sunday as Saturday but that might change. This looks good but here’s what funny, this particular watermelon messed up my whole illustration. There were supposed to be black seeds! That’s alright, we are going to make this work. 
William Jennings Bryan, does the name ring a bell? Scopes Monkey Trial 1925? He once likened the mystery of God to a watermelon seed. He said:

I have observed the power of the watermelon seed. It has the power of drawing from the ground and through itself 200,000 times its weight. When you can tell me how it takes this material and out of it colors an outside surface beyond the imitation of art and then forms inside of it a white rind and within that again, a red heart thickly inlaid with black seeds, each one of which, in turn, is capable of drawing through itself 200,000 times its weight. When you can explain to me the mystery of the watermelon, you can ask me to explain the mystery of God.

How does this turn into that? I don’t know but I’m glad it does! I could go on and on all day. It doesn’t just taste good, studies have been done, like the B6 vitamin reduces anxiety. That resonates with me! I am less anxious after eating watermelon! Hardly any calories! Almost all water. Slows aging and helps your eyesight. Boosts your immune system. I could write a book The Watermelon Diet!  Here’s the deal, every time you eat watermelon this summer, I want you to think about this. When you eat watermelon this summer, you take a look at one of those seeds and you remind yourself of the mystery of the watermelon and the mystery of God.
Lord, would you reveal yourself to us this weekend. Speak to us in a new way. God would you help us see with spiritual eyes and would you help us go beyond the constraints of our human reason to the revelation of God? Would you speak to us? In Jesus name, Amen.

I Corinthians 2

1 And so it was with me, brothers and sisters. When I came to you, I did not come with eloquence or human wisdom as I proclaimed to you the testimony about God.  2 For I resolved to know nothing while I was with you except Jesus Christ and him crucified. 3 I came to you in weakness with great fear and trembling. 4 My message and my preaching were not with wise and persuasive words, but with a demonstration of the Spirit’s power, 5 so that your faith might not rest on human wisdom, but on God’s power. 

God’s Wisdom Revealed by the Spirit

 6 We do, however, speak a message of wisdom among the mature, but not the wisdom of this age or of the rulers of this age, who are coming to nothing. 7 No, we declare God’s wisdom, a mystery that has been hidden and that God destined for our glory before time began. 8 None of the rulers of this age understood it, for if they had, they would not have crucified the Lord of glory. 9 However, as it is written: 

   “What no eye has seen, 
   what no ear has heard, 
and what no human mind has conceived”— 
   the things God has prepared for those who love him— 

 10 these are the things God has revealed to us by his Spirit. 

   The Spirit searches all things, even the deep things of God.
In 1964, Marshall McLuhan titled Understanding the Media. He made famous the phrase – the medium is the message. You’ve heard that. The idea is simple, that the technologies that we use, we shape technologies but then technologies shape us. So we no longer, we are not a left or right culture, we are a top down, scroll down culture. So computers, Internet, Google, all these things begin to shape us. I love Twitter. I love following people on Twitter, but the challenge with Twitter is that everything is reduced to 140 characters. Every experience has to fit into 140 characters. Every thought, you have to make it fit within 140 characters. In some ways, it is a wonderful synopsis but in some ways it is a great way to get a blip here and a blip there. I love tracking different people. But I wonder if Twitter has shaped us? Is that technology beginning to shape us so that our attention span is about 140 characters? Anything longer than that, blogpost! Seriously! I know very few people anymore who are able to read War and Peace. Our attention span has been reduced. In a sense, we are becoming a culture of 140 characters. I know that sounds like a little bit of an overgeneralization and maybe it is, but I wonder if that’s also what we’ve done with God. We want to Twitter God. That’s what we want. We want to Twitter God that we can reduce to 140 characters, nice neat categories, a God that we can understand; a God that we can measure; a God that we can comprehend; a God even that we control. 
The problem of course is that God is mysterious, and mystery doesn’t fit in 140 characters.

It just seems like maybe we’ve lost our ability to lie on our backs and stare at the sky and watch the clouds go by. If it is not readily available, if it is not easily available, we don’t have a whole lot of patience. I think that one of the verses that maybe we’ve lost touch with is Psalm 46:10: Be still and know that I am God.  I think one of our most dangerous tendencies is that we have a tendency to deify man and humanize God. We anthropomorphize God by giving Him human characteristics. So in the beginning man was made in God’s image but we’ve been making God in our image ever since. So we reduce the mysterious God down to the logical constraints of our left brain so that He can fit right here. And in the process, the mystery is lost. I want to tell you something, if you lose the mystery, it is called idolatry. Those two things are intention with one another. The moment you lose the mystery, you step into idolatry because you are worshipping someone or something that is less than God. In the words of A.W. Tozer, you end up with a God who can never surprise us or astonish us, never overwhelm us and never transcend us. G.K. Chesterton said, ‘How much happier you would be, how much more of you there would be in the hammer of the higher God would smash your small cosmos.’  

So at the very beginning of a series like this, I’m kind of a whole nine yards kind of guy, Bible college, graduate degree, seminary, and I took my fair share of systematic theology. If there was ever an oxymoron… but that’s what we do, we dissect God. We want to de-mystify God so that what we are left with is this rational God that makes sense to us. But by very definition, then it can’t be God. If you understand Him, God is other, God is mysterious. So we want to Twitter God but God is mystery. I think there comes a moment in our lives, and I think this is a make or break moment for many of us, some of you are coming towards that point, some of you have maybe walked away from God or some of you have just come to the point where you have to make a decision – are you going to reject the mystery or embrace the mystery? There are going to be moments in your life, and by the way, I think that God reveals Himself most clearly in tragedy and mystery. It is when something so terrible or so wonderful happens that you have no explanation for it. You can’t handle it or comprehend it. Someone as said the worst moment for an atheist was when they are genuinely grateful but don’t have anybody to thank. When you are filled with wonder but then where do you go when something is absolutely beautiful and you don’t know what to do with it. When something tragic happens and you can’t handle it. I can’t tell you how many atheists have asked me to pray for them. Isn’t that interesting? When you experience tragedy, you are reaching out for someone, something that can not just explain it but help you. So  it is when we embrace mystery that I think we come into this relationship with God and it begins to lay this foundation. We come to terms, I am not going to completely understand you. Thank God that He has revealed Himself!
A.W. Tozer is one of my favorite authors and he wrote The Knowledge of the Holy, probably a must-read during this series, because he talks about the character of God. I love one of the things he said. He said there are only a handful of people who have seen the far side of the moon because based on the rotation of the earth and the rotation of the moon, we only see one side. Tozer said just as the moon has an earthward side, God has a manward side and his name is Jesus Christ. He is the mystery of God revealed. So God has a side that He has revealed to us and it is the person of Jesus Christ.
Let me hit the pause button and I told you that our worship leader was going to introduce songs and I think every other week we are going to sing it live together corporately at our different locations but this week we want to do something different. For one, Steph Modder is in Greece, so that means she is not here, so she can’t really sing this song live and this is one of the songs that she wrote, but I think what we are trying to do in part with this album is that let’s not just lip-sync, let’s not just sing songs that we’ve always sung and not think about the lyrics. Now, we want to go behind the song, if you will, and reveal the heart of some of our leaders that are leading these songs and writing these songs, and I think it is a way for us to identify with these lyrics in a new way. So we want to share this brief interview with Steph, how she wrote this song, and then you are going to hear the song and if you want, you can hum. You can even sing along if you want. Then I’m going to come back.
[Steph Modder]

You don’t have to understand everything in order to follow and you don’t have to understand everything in order to have faith in Christ. There is so much that I don’t understand but that’s because I am human and my brain is small and I’m finite and I try to control things, so the things that I can’t control and I can’t fathom, they are difficult for me. That’s the idea that I want us to grasp, that the unknown is actually really wonderful and having all the question marks answered isn’t necessarily to our benefit. 

For all these songs, I have probably oodles of pages of notes and random thoughts and ideas and as you write, there are so many good pieces of information and so much good already-written poetry. I mean, you are plagiarizing Scripture, it’s already right there, and I think that’s why, a long time ago, my songs used to be 10 minutes long because I wanted to have six verses because I had so much to say. I think that’s the difficulty when there is so much content and so much involved around a certain subject that finding six to eight lines of content to speak out that song is probably the difficult part.

I was charged with the duty of writing a song about mystery. Mystery is one of those words that there is a lot of potential as to what direction you could go with it. The natural propensity is going to be to go towards the idea of the cosmos and to all things that are ethereal and unknown and I think that’s what I wanted to challenge myself to not fall into easily but rather to look into Scripture and what does the word mystery actually get connected to. So I just started going through Scriptures and was looking through Ephesians 3 and Colossians and John and there are all these different references, and more often than not, they referred to Christ being the mystery. It was a concept that I really hadn’t wrapped my brain around before and I thought this was the meat, that Christ is where it begins and where it ends and He came as fully man and fully God and that’s baffling to my brain. It is mysterious. It is something I can’t wrap my mind around but it is the truth that we see in Scripture. Then the chorus just really nails down the idea that on this side of eternity, we are going to keep asking questions and we are going to keep wondering why, but at the core is Christ and we can put our trust and our faith and our hope and our security in the fact that He is and He was and He will be and that it is through Him that we can see God our Father and it is through Him that we have life. That’s where mystery comes from.
{song}

[Mark]
Let me zoom in on one part of this passage. I Corinthians 2:

“What no eye has seen, 
   what no ear has heard, 
and what no human mind has conceived”— 
   the things God has prepared for those who love him— 

 10 these are the things God has revealed to us by his Spirit.
The human body has approximately one hundred million sensory receptors that enable us to see and taste and touch and smell and hear. That’s amazing! But even more amazing than that is the hundred trillion synaptic connections that crisscross our cerebral cortex. So in a sense, by the way, based on that ratio, our ability to imagine things with our mind is far greater than our ability to perceive things with our five senses. The imagination is a billion times more powerful than our sense. I think when it comes down to it, you really have three options: naturalism, rationalism or mysticism. I think naturalism says that what I can perceive with my five senses is reality, and it’s a distrust of anything that is beyond that, sometimes explaining away what is supernatural phenomenon as some sort of aberration or something that can’t be explained but certainly something that is not believed or trusted. But what a small existence that is, to believe that only those things that we can perceive with our five senses is real.  Then there is rationalism. The human mind, we are fearfully and wonderfully made, but too often, we don’t trust or believe anything we can’t comprehend with our logical left brain. So if we can’t perceive it with our senses, if we can’t imagine it with our minds, then we aren’t sure it is real. But my friends, there is a reality that is far greater than what we can perceive with our senses and what we can imagine with our minds and it is a mystery. But that mystery is revealed by the Spirit of God. In a sense, it is the Holy Spirit, according to I Corinthians 2 that gives us extrasensory perception. That’s cool! We have extrasensory perception! We have supernatural abilities. We have these things called spiritual gifts. We have power that is available to us because the Spirit of God is at work within us and the Spirit of God can reveal things and do things that are way beyond what is natural or rational. And I thank God for that!
Now, do I always like mystery? No. I have a Deuteronomy 29:29 file. You can look it up. It says: The revealed things belong to us but the things that aren’t revealed don’t belong to us.  In other words, there will be things that will be mysteries that are unresolved until we reach the other side of eternity. That’s just the way it is. That can cause us to turn our backs on God or it can cause us to enable us to embrace a God who is mysterious.
Let me move towards the close. Like Oliver Sacks in his writing, he wrote a book called The Island of the Colorblind and in it, he writes a colorful account of a tiny island in the South Pacific called the Pingelap Pingelap, less than three square miles, highest elevation on the island, only ten feet above sea level. 1775, a typhoon swept over the island and destroyed all of the vegetation and killed 90% of the inhabitants. Only 20 survivors and they resorted to fishing for food until the vegetation repopulated on the island. Now what’s curios is that after the typhoon, a genetic peculiarity evolved. A surprisingly large proportion of the next generation was born colorblind. Elsewhere in the world, less than 1 in 30,000 people are colorblind. On the island of Pingelap, 1 in 12 was born with the condition. The high percentage can be traced to the fact that several people in the surviving gene pool carried a rare gene responsible for congenital achromatopcia. Well, those of us with normal color vision have about seven million cones. Have you thanked God for those recently? Seven million thank you’s, have you done that recently? They allow us to perceive about 10,000 distinct colors. But those with congenital blindness have no ability to perceive color. They rely exclusively on the 120 million low-light photo receptor rods in the retina. They are hypersensitive to light and have poor visual acuity and of course cannot perceive color. Here’s what’s so sad and tragic about it. Pingelap is one of the most beautiful places on earth. Oliver Sacks writes about it and he says it is striking how green everything is in Pingelap. Not only the foliage of trees but their fruits as well, red fruit and varieties of bananas, the island is full of brightly colored red and yellow fruits, mango, guava, the island is literally bursting with tropical colors but the colorblind Pingelapians cannot see it. They lack the perceptual capacity simply because they have no cones. Can I suggest that it is the Spirit of God that gives us this sixth sense, this ability to perceive mystery and not be fearful of it or threatened by it, but to literally rejoice in it, to embrace it and to allow God to sometimes reveal the mystery to us? But even when God doesn’t reveal the mystery, to allow us to embrace the God of mystery?
Elizabeth Barrett Browning put it in poetic terms. Earth crammed with heaven and every common bush, afire with God, but only he who sees takes off his shoes. The rest sit around and pluck blackberries.

What are you doing? Are you plucking blackberries or are you taking off your sandals because you know you are on holy ground.

I’ll close with this. A few years ago, I read Donald Miller’s book, Blue Like Jazz, and here’s what’s crazy – I liked the book. My favorite part of the book was the author’s note. Donald Miller simply said:

 I never liked jazz music because jazz music doesn’t resolve. But it was outside the Bagdad Theater in Portland one night when I saw a man playing the saxophone. I stood there for 15 minutes and he never opened his eyes. After that, I liked jazz music. I used to not like God because God didn’t resolve. 
I think some of us don’t like God because God doesn’t resolve. But that’s because God is mysterious and He is just flat-out beyond our ability to comprehend. Is knowledge a good thing? In the context of love, of course, but here’s what I’ve learned – the more knowledge, the deeper the mystery. That’s why for me I Corinthians 8:2 is a verse I memorized a long time ago and I quote all the time: he who thinks he knows does not yet know as he ought to know.

Are you a follower of Christ who just wants knowledge or are you a follower of Christ who wants mystery. Are you at a point where you are ready to embrace the mystery? May God help us?

Lord we come to you and ask for your help. God you are beyond our ability to comprehend. Lord I know that on a weekend like this with a congregation like this with so many people with so many backgrounds, with so many people that are at so many places on their spiritual journey that, God, there are certainly a lot who are right now in the middle or tragedy or mystery, and God I pray that you would reveal yourself to us. In the tragedy and in the mystery, God may we find you? May we find Christ, the mystery of God? Lord I pray that you would do something in our hearts that we would reach out for you, that we would not just seek answers but that we would seek you. God, that we would not just seek solutions but we would seek you and we would seek your face and your heart and that we would embrace the mystery. And in that cloud of unknowing, that God, in the mystery, we would find a relationship, a romance with you, our Creator, our Redeemer, our Savior that we have never experienced before, in Jesus’ name, Amen. 
