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By Head, Heart, or Hands: How Do We Know God?!

(Jeremiah 31:31-34 and John 12:20-33)!!
“I will put my instructions within them and engrave them on their 
hearts.  I will be their God and they will be my people…they will 
all know me…”  !
!
How?  How do we come to know God?  Through our head? our 
heart? our hands?!
!
God’ words in Jeremiah are offered in a marriage formula, the 
promise of a new covenant, from husband God to his bride, Israel.  
And, yes, there’s even innuendo about God knowing us, his 
people, in a biblical way…Are we to know God intimately?  Is 
there some competition for who knows God the best?!
!
This marriage vow is slightly reworded and beautifully spoken by 
Ruth to Naomi, ..“Where you go I will go, and where you stay I will 
stay. Your people will be my people and your God my God.” (Ruth 
1:16)!
!
For good or for bad, marriage between God and Israel is a 
metaphor running throughout many books of the Hebrew 
scriptures.  Israel’s problems are due to her unfaithful wayward 
nature.  It’s never God’s fault.  She is blamed, severely beaten, 
and it’s all justified according to the prophets.  After punishment, 
God wants to make up and promises her people a new covenant 
in Jeremiah and in Ezekiel (37:27), I will be their God and they will 
be my people, later the Apostle Paul shares this same promise 
with the people of Corinth (2 Corinthians 6:16).!!
This new covenantal promise doesn’t cancel an old one, but 
offers forgiveness and restoration - a renewed relationship - sort 
of like renewing their vows.  Jeremiah was not saying that a 
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Messiah was coming to fulfill some new covenant - the 
interpretation Christians often make.  It irks Jews when Christians 
read this into Jeremiah and it irked Jews back in the day as well, 
when early Jesus followers started to make extraordinary claims.
!
Certainly the Gospel of John made unpopular claims about 
Jesus.
!
To understand John and struggles we have to this day about 
knowing God, Jesus, and their relationship, I think it’s interesting 
to know more about the Johannine community, the group 
responsible for the gospel of John, and the community’s 
evolution.  This gets a bit dense in abstract philosophy, so if your 
body is needing a nap during this part of the sermon, I won’t 
judge you.
!
Knowledge of God was extremely important to the Johannine 
community and as understandings of Jesus developed within the  
community, a high Christology emerged.
!
Dennis Duling, writer of the the book, “The New Testament: 
History, Literature, and Social Context,” does a great job of 
explaining six stages in the history of the Johannine community. 
1

!
Duling explains that the group was originally made up of 
Palestinian Israelites who were the devoted followers of John the 
Baptist.  Some of Jesus’ followers and one of Jesus’ disciples, 
the mysterious “Beloved Disciple” joined this group after Jesus 
died.  In this early stage, the group understood Jesus to be a 
human who had descended from David, and was somewhat like 
Moses or Elijah.  They began sharing oral stories about Jesus.
!
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In the second stage, the group began to assimilate Samaritans.   
Thick rivalry existed between Jews and Samaritans, though the 
both descended from ancient Israelites.  Samaritans never 
accepted Jerusalem as the required place to worship God.  
When Jews were taken into custody in Babylon, poorer Jews 
were not taken, rather the wealthier, more powerful who wielded 
influence.  When these elite Jews returned from Babylon, at least 
50-70 years later, they dismissed the people who were living in 
the land calling them “Samaritans.”  These “Samaritans” believed 
they were the steady followers of the true religion of Ancient 
Israel.  Babylonian captivity and influences by Zoroastrianism had 
greatly changed the Jewish religion into something very different.
!
The Samaritans who had been worshipping on Mt. Horeb, and 
other Jesus followers who were opposed to Herod’s temple in 
Jerusalem banded together, believing the spirit of God could be 
worshipped in various locations, not just Jerusalem.  Christology 
increased as Jesus was now not just the savior for the Jews, but 
also the Samaritans.  Tensions developed as promoting Jesus’ 
divinity became a direct challenge to monotheism.
!
Our gospel reading this morning came about during stage 3 of 
the Johannine Community’s development.  The reading starts off 
telling us that Greeks are also wanting “to see Jesus.”  
Christology climbs even higher as gentiles are now included and 
Jesus is viewed as someone offering universal salvation to the 
world.  This kind of thinking got the community expelled from the 
synagogues and they migrated to Ephesus or Syria.
!
Stage 4 takes place near the end of the first century and that is 
when the gospel of John is written.  In the scriptures you can 
read about antagonists labeled “The Jews,” meaning actually the 
contentious chief priests and scribes.  There were some other 
groups that sympathized with the Johannine community, and 
texts describe some of them as having similar, but inadequate 
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beliefs, as well as Jesus followers influenced by the disciple 
Peter, who were not in the Johannine community.
!
In stage 5, a couple additions are made to the gospel and the 
epistle letters are written to correct believers who began  
doubting that Jesus actually came in the flesh or whether his 
actual humanity mattered.  Two factions were developing within 
the Johannine community.  The majority group held such high 
Christology that they began to deny Jesus was ever a person.  If 
he was God, he didn’t really suffer during the passion when 
tortured and losing his human life.  This large mythically-oriented 
group was developing a school of thought known as Gnosticism. 
The word derives from a Greek word meaning “knowledge.”  In 
general, Gnosticism is dualistic - things are either good or bad - 
and the material world is shunned, promoting the spiritual world 
instead.  Matter is an illusion.  Existence is corrupt.  People 
should crave being free of their bodies.  Bodies don’t matter or 
they’re evil…
!
Some Gnostic sects blamed the Sin of Sophia for bringing evil 
matter into the world.   Sophia, God’s wisdom, was with God 2

from before the universe was made.  They claimed she wanted to 
mate with God to be even closer to God and God’s power.  It was 
her actions that brought evil matter into existence.  
!
It nice to know there’s always someone to blame for messing 
things up:  Sophia…Eve…Barak Obama…everything bad is 
probably due to one of these three.  Mosquitoes - darn Sophia; 
Labor pains - darn Eve; I didn’t get to the gym on Wednesday, 
darn Obama…
!
It’s nice to know I have three sources to blame for anything.
!
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While Buddhism teaches letting go of possessions, it’s for a 
higher purpose of reducing your cravings for temporal things.  
Gnosticism seeks enlightenment differently.  It believes that 
knowledge alone is the key to salvation.  How well you know God 
or know Jesus will lead to your salvation.  Levels of knowledge 
set people apart.  Some of us are all knowing.  We, the elite, 
know things others don’t…or we think we do.
!
Because bodies and form didn’t matter, some Gnostic sects 
practiced harsh asceticism while some were opposite, 
promiscuous, liberated, as it didn’t matter what the body did, 
only the soul.  Gnosticism allowed women to be active in 
ministries.  God’s spirit was seen as androgynous, both male and 
female.  Since knowledge was the key to salvation, gnostics 
promoted the idea that Thomas and Mary Magdalene knew 
Jesus better than other disciples - they were more intimate, had 
deeper knowledge - they were more enlightened.  Peter’s church 
with its sacraments and rituals was not as enlightened and not 
needed.
!
Can you imagine where Gnosticism was heading…bumping 
heads with Peter’s growing Catholicism!!!  Gnostics were some of 
the first officially labeled heretics put to death.  Gnostic heresy 
and its high Christology, as Duling points out, led to ongoing 
church debate about monotheism, the trinity, and to the 
dominate acceptance of several creeds.   Meanwhile, the 3

minority group of the Johannine Community embraced Jesus’ 
humanity and wrote anti-gnostic epistle letters that made it 
possible for John’s gospel and those letters to be included by 
Peter’s church into the bible.
!
To this day churches struggle with Christology and negative 
views about the human body.  Too often the soul and overly 
heady doctrines and sermons, like this one, take precedent over 
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bodily matters…as those of you sleeping, testify.  Our bodies 
scream for the sermon to stop, to run outside, walk, dance, 
stretch and we suppress their needs and instincts, having 
difficulty loving the amazing bodies we’ve been given.
!
Another way the church has chosen to deal with the body vs. 
divine soul dilemma, besides its creeds, is by placing two 
candles on the altar.  At the start of each Sunday service, the two 
candles are lit to represent each of Jesus’ dimensions:  his 
human body and his divine nature.  We do this to honor and 
glorify both parts.
!
If we, modern gentiles living in California, wish to see Jesus - 
wish to truly know him - his humanity, divinity, or what have you, I 
have come to believe that head knowledge is not enough.  It is 
good to study the bible and philosophies that our ancestors have 
considered, but I do not believe we know God simply through 
intellectual study.
!
In fact, when I read the Apostle Paul’s letters, I think that he 
encountered a lot of church folks who thought they knew best 
what Jesus was all about and how the church should function. 
“Experts” cause harm from their certainty.  I love Paul’s wisdom 
beautifully written to the church in Corinth, “we only know in part 
(13:9a)…we see in a mirror, dimly, (1 Corinthians 13:12a).  And 
one of my favorite Paul quotes, “Knowledge puffs up, but love 
builds up.” (1 Corinthians 8:1)

!
Recognizing that we do not know very much, Buddhist’s 
consider it a virtue to develop “beginner’s mind.”  When we are 
less certain that we know things, we become able to learn and 
see new things.  Certainty can kill people we see as heretics.  
Thinking from our hearts allows compassion to intervene in our 
choices.  Our hearts connect to others and we learn about God’s 
compassion and mercy.
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!
Our hands also teach us about God in a different way.  Jesus 
asks us to Be his servant.  Servants don’t need to be the 
smartest people in the room or understand much about theology 
and philosophy.  Their humbleness is glorified by God.
!
May your hands be open to serving others.  
!
May your heart be richly engraved with words of love by God, 
your intimate partner, who knows you fully and loves you anyway.  
!
May your head be brave enough to purse learning, but 
acknowledge uncertainty.  
!
May you enjoy a healthy, committed, loving relationship with the 
Divine and treasure your body, until the day we see God fully face 
to face.  Amen.
!!!!!!!!
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