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The last two weeks, Amy, the kids and I had the opportunity to spend some time in 

San Miguel de Allende, a town cradled in the Sierra Madre Occidental mountains in 

Central Mexico. A beautiful place. We kayaked and rode horses and climbed around the 

Otomi Indian pyramid. A nice time of vacation and relaxation. 

Our trip to Mexico was something of a working vacation for me. I had the 

opportunity to preach at the English-speaking Unitarian Universalist Church in San Miguel.   

San Miguel has about 100,000 people. About 10,000 of them are English-speaking, 

mainly Canadian and American ex-patriates. There is an English-speaking Episcopal 

church; mass in English at one of the many Catholics churches; there is an English-language 

charismatic church; and there is the Unitarian Universalist Church. 

The UU church doesn’t have a permanent minister. Half of the Sundays in the year, 

their own church members lead the services, and half the Sundays in the year, they invite 

guest ministers to preach. 

Like all UU churches, the congregation in San Miguel is quite diverse. Members 

come from many different religious backgrounds. And like many UU churches, there is 

within that congregation a strong set of people who identify as secular humanists—they see 



themselves as being very scientific, very rational, very humanist, and are vocally opposed to 

religious language. 

Given those parameters, I was talking with their worship coordinator a few months 

before I was to preach there, and I asked, “What should I talk about.” She said, “Talk about 

anything you want, just don’t mention God.” 

So, of course, I decided to do just that. In fact, my second sermon was about words 

we are afraid to use in church: words like “evangelism” and “God.” I guess they liked the 

sermon well enough: nobody threw rocks and I’ve been invited back for next summer. 

And that really is a fascinating topic for me these days—it is intellectually and 

spiritually challenging and meaningful for me to have conversations with people who say, “I 

don’t believe in God.” 

 

We’ll come back to God in a moment, but now a few words about Christmas.  Yes, 

it’s August. But this summer our services are centered on hymns that you listed as your 

favorites in our music survey. And some of you listed Christmas carols as your favorite 

hymns. We’ll sing “Bring a Torch Jeanette Isabella” next week. Today we began our service 

with “Hark! The Herald Angels Sing.” 

The Christmas story is one of those places where people who say they don’t believe 

in God or don’t buy into Christianity get all tripped up.  “I don’t believe in the virgin birth,” 

people say.  Or, “Angels singing in the sky? That makes no sense.” 

I’ll tell you the part of the Christmas story that I have the hardest time believing, the 

part that trips me up: Peace on earth. Hark! The herald angels sing, “Glory to the Christ-child 

bring; Peace on earth and mercy mild, God and sinners reconciled!”   



“For he himself, Jesus, is our peace,” Paul wrote in Ephesians. That is the part of the 

story I most want to be true, and the part of the story that is the most difficult to see in 

reality. I don’t care so much about angels in the sky or how Mary conceived. I don’t care so 

much how we get there, but I do care where the story takes us. 

And it seems as if the Christmas story has not taken us to peace on earth.  Depending 

on how you count them, there are something like 10-20-30 wars going on around the world: 

From Syria, Iraq, Afghanistan to Uganda, Sudan, Mali. And it’s not just war that disturbs 

the peace, it’s the violence of gun deaths on our streets, and it’s the 727 people killed by 

police in this country so far this year.  Peace on earth and mercy mild, God and sinners reconciled.  

There seems to be more than enough sin to go around, but not much reconciliation, not 

much peace. 

 

Back to God and believing and not believing in God. 

Let me say this: I do not believe that God is a man – or a woman for that matter – 

sitting on a cloud. I don’t believe that God is some kind of anthropomorphic puppet master, 

nor do I see God as an angry judge, nor is God a dottering Wizard of Oz type. 

God is something far different, far other, far deeper than we allow. 

And we need to remember that the word God, those three simple letters in English 

are just scratchings on a page, just noises we cough up trying to capture an idea. 

When we remember that God is something else in other languages -- “Dios” in 

Spanish, “Shangdi” in Chinese, “Allah” in Arabic – we begin to get the hint that God is far 

beyond our words and our language. 



The German philosopher Hegel wrote that religion and religious language is all 

symbol, trying to express something in words that cannot be expressed. “The symbol does 

not represent the idea perfectly, but only from a single side.” So when someone says they 

have captured the meaning of God, they are vastly incomplete, only seeing a portion of 

what we call “God.” 

My friend Jim Rigby is a Presbyterian pastor and is as thoughtful a minister as I 

know. He is a forward-looking, original thinker and writer.  Jim has spent a great deal of 

time thinking about the Hegelian idea of God as symbol. He writes, “God” is a word some of 

us use to refer to that mysterious something seething underneath all we touch and all we are. It is a 

poetic intuition of the invisible string that binds all life into one whole. Science is better at identifying 

the facts of our existence, but religion is better at expressing the wonder and gratitude for existing at all. 

Literalist religion is a very dangerous thing. We each see the universe from a different angle, 

Jim Rigby says, using Hegel’s idea.  For many people, religion is the consecration of one viewpoint 

over all others.  I believe that true religion is looking at life from an angle that includes us all. Since 

none of us actually observes reality from that angle, we sometimes introduce a narrator named 

“God.”  “God” symbolizes that angle beyond any of us. “God” is a symbol of that … unity which 

holds us and our enemies in one embrace. “God” is a symbol of a unity so basic we cannot conceive of 

it. “God” is also a symbol that reminds us that the mystery stands beyond any of us. Religion becomes 

instantly insane when it forgets that “God” is a symbol of all we cannot say. 

 

There is much to ponder in Jim’s writing. The phrase that captures my attention – as 

I think about Christmas, as I think about this psalm that we read earlier, as I think about the 

lack of peace on earth, and as I think about people who say they don’t believe in God… the 



phrase that captures my attention in Jim Rigby’s writing is “ ‘God’ is a symbol of that unity 

which holds us and our enemies in one embrace.” 

When I first read Psalm 34 and began preparing for this sermon I was struck by what 

the writer has to say about how God cares for the brokenhearted and the afflicted.  That is 

red-meat for a liberal, justice-leaning preacher: God cares for the downtrodden and so 

should we.  But then I thought about it: If God is caring for the downtrodden, if God is on 

the side of the poor and the oppressed, She seems to be doing a terrible job of it. No wonder 

people don’t believe in God.  Her track record is sketchy. 

Then I ran across these words from my friend Jim Rigby: “ ‘God’ is a symbol of that 

unity which holds us and our enemies in one embrace.”  And I realize the psalm writer was 

showing his prejudice. The psalmist thought he and his people were righteous, and the 

people who oppressed them, who crushed their bones were wicked and evil. 

You see the psalm writer did what we do.  He painted a picture of God who was on 

his team.  We do that don’t we? We want a God who looks like us, votes like us, thinks like 

us, roots for our team, speaks our language.  Sure we want God to be a little better than us, 

but basically we want God to be more or less like us. No wonder we don’t believe in God, 

when we make Him, mostly a Him, out to be an American who listens to NPR, gives to 

charity and shows up for church on the occasional Sunday.    

But what if God is not like us at all? What if God is not on our team? What if God 

does not care if we win or lose? What if God loves both the winners and the losers? 

The reason we don’t have peace on earth is not because God is not doing Her part. 

The reason we don’t have peace on earth is because we don’t know how to get there.  We 

want to win. We want the bad guys to lose. We want to punish the other side. 



God, however, “is a symbol of the unity which holds us and our enemies in one 

embrace.”  That is a much harder insight to grasp, that is a much more challenging idea, 

that is a God beyond our petty construction. 

Peace on earth and mercy mild, God and sinners reconciled. And we are all sinners. God is 

an indiscriminate mystery.  God is a symbol big enough to hold Palestinian and Israeli in 

one embrace.  God is a symbol big enough to hold Hillary Clinton and Donald Trump and 

all 21 other candidates in one embrace. God is a symbol big enough to hold Jesus of 

Nazareth and the Romans who executed him in one embrace. God is a symbol big enough 

to hold you and me and all creation in one embrace. 

When we are able to move beyond the idea of winners and losers, we begin to 

glimpse something more of the symbol we call “God.” 

When we begin to move beyond us and them – with God as an “us” – we begin to 

move toward a greater reality of peace on earth. 

May it be so with us. Amen. 


