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The God Beyond Knowing 
Job 38:1-18 

 
 A few weeks ago, Wendy and I experienced something quite 
spectacular and amazing, if not divine.  In mid-September, Bettie and Alan 

Proctor invited us to join them one evening to view the annual return of the 
swallows near the mouth of the Connecticut River in Old Lyme.  We went 

out on their raft at dusk and, along with dozens of others anchored around 
Goose Island, observed the late summer display of over a million migrating 
birds that had spent the warmer months in various parts of New England 

before beginning their southward journey to winter along the Gulf of 
Mexico. 

 It was absolutely breath-taking, as in the diminishing light of the 
setting sun, the skies suddenly were immersed in a black cloud of tree 

swallows, billowing and curling in seemingly ordered pirouettes, eventually 
forming into a narrow vortex that rapidly fired them toward the water 
below and into the reeds and rushes of Goose Island.  It was stunning to 

behold—incalculable numbers of birds arriving from all directions in 
random fashion and disorder as if in a frightening image from Hitchcock’s 

classic, only to merge into the distinctive patterns of choreographed dance.  
This display occurs every year in the same place—an epic drama of Nature’s 
provenance and power—while, a half mile away, travelers crossing the 

Baldwin bridge remained oblivious to the grandeur surrounding them.   
 Not even the most astute ornithologist can fully explain why this 

phenomenon occurs.  What organizing principle is at work that guides them 
all (remember, we’re talking about bird brains!)?  It can’t be something 

reduced to the individual choice of birds, as if some of these feathered 
friends opt for another occasion or alternate route to migrate south.  It’s 
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instinctive behavior.  Swallows in southern New England (and perhaps 
even beyond) for some reason are programmed to carry out this annual 

ritual in this place at this time of year for which we humans can only watch 
and marvel.  Clearly, this display is greater than the sum of its parts.  

Together, in relationship to each other, these tree swallows creatively form 
and transform themselves into a sight of incredible artistry and glory—a 

spiritual experience to be sure. 
 I say this because for me it illustrates a fundamental component of 
spirituality, i.e., in relationship with others, something greater emerges that 

exceeds the normal limits and characteristics of each part.  Synergy—where 
the sum is greater than the individual parts—was evident with the tree 

swallows, to be sure, but it also is an important part of human experience.   
For instance, the synergy between Red Sox ballplayers generated the 

team momentum that kept building with each win through their series with 

the Yankees and then the Astros.  They played at a level they haven’t at 
other times.  One might say, it was overachievement, but I think it was 

combined efforts that is carrying the team—not just one or two stars.  It 
occurs when everyone joins together with the same passion and goal to 

create the synergism to exceed what the individual parts could otherwise 
bring to the moment.  Players call it “feeding off each other.”  It doesn’t 
always happen, but when it does, it’s powerfully compelling and productive. 

Synergy also factors into how people produce and progress in the 
workplace, in academia, in communities, and elsewhere, and how in 

combination with others, creative new possibilities emerge that hadn’t been 
envisioned by individual participants.  The Global Startup Lab at MIT, for 

instance, is well known as an incubator of generative thinking where 
inventors and other creative minds interact to stimulate and inspire each 
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other to exceed their normal patterns of thinking and where entirely new 
concepts and products emerge.  On a much more modest scale, I experience 

synergy when I work with others on various projects, where we bounce 
ideas off each other and new thinking and approaches emerge as we process 

things.   
Yes, like with birds, science can explain much of what goes on—it can 

reduce things to the basic mechanics of instinctive behavior or neurons and 
synapses firing off in a given moment—but it cannot determine the 
synergism that will occur between individual parts or what will emerge 

from the interaction.  That’s inspiration, and it’s why I consider synergy an 
essential element of spirituality.  There is something magical and 

inspirational that emerges when living beings combine to transform the 
landscape of their lives—tree swallows and humans alike.   
 If synergy is so critical to spirituality, productivity, and human 

progress, as I believe it is, then why does it not lie at the heart of our 
religious life?  It strikes me that one of the places reliably resistant to 

generative thinking is the Church itself.  This might sound strange, given 
how everyone is trying new styles and contemporary music to make 

churches relevant to younger audiences in order to keep doors open and 
denominations afloat.  I get that.  But even with marketing adjustments to 
attract new members, the one area typically off limits to generative thinking 

(not to mention synergistic creativity) is by far the most essential, i.e., 
theology.  

Christians, by and large, are not creative theological thinkers—able to 
expand beyond the parameters of historic creeds and orthodoxy, at least 

with any regularity.  Across the board, Christians are reluctant to question 
the validity and relevancy of their beliefs, be it about the Bible, or doctrines, 
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or traditional creeds and roles, etc.; in many places, individuals may do this 
privately, but overall the ecclesiastical world itself is defensive and resistant 

to novel, outside-of-the-box thinking when it comes to the basic premises of 
our theology and religious beliefs.  In fact, it’s dismissed as heresy. 

Much of the resistance is due to upholding tradition, since so many 
branches of Christianity have made their mark, identity, and faith based on 

the theological thinking of some past reformer.  Or, as increasingly is the 
case, their faith experience is mainly about experiences of worship or acts of 
charitable service, rather than an honest, open-minded philosophical 

exploration and search for God.  Even then, it tends not to be synergistic, 
because the only theological voices heard are from the pulpit, while 

everyone else passively listens.  As a rule, there’s no encouragement for 
creative theological thinking.  Religion, then, becomes a matter of 
regurgitating ancient concepts and ideas, instead of challenging those very 

beliefs in light of advances in human culture and knowledge.   
As a result, outside of the Church itself, Christianity by and large is 

viewed as resistant to modernity and archaic in its intellectual 
contributions.  I would even say, by being confined to ancient theological 

concepts and metaphors, organized religion actually marginalizes itself in 
the public square, if not even making agnosticism or atheism more credible 
to sophisticated minds.  Our problem isn’t marketing; it is about offering 

something believable to rational minds.  Certainly, many believe in a higher 
power, but the ancient concepts of God they are presented with suggests it’s 

little more than a fairy tale.  Instead of keeping up with humanity’s quest 
for knowledge, the Church has preserved and fossilized the worldviews of 

antiquity.  Thus, we are removing ourselves from the key existential 
questions and debates provoked by current developments in science and 
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cosmology.  Christian theology is increasingly perceived as irrelevant and 
inconsequential. 

Nancy Abrams, a philosopher of science, lawyer, and self-identified 
atheist, authored a fascinating little book a few years ago challenged by this 

very concern, with the title, The God That Could Be Real.1  It stems from 
some personal experiences that led her through a twelve-step program, as 

well as by collaborating on a couple of books with her husband, Joel 
Primack, who is one of the leading astrophysicists of our time.  She was 
determined to ask the “God question” as human knowledge explored the 

expanding boundaries of the known universe, albeit without any questions 
or passing interest in theology.  In the book, she writes: 

I am arguing that the idea of God has persisted through thousands of years and 
thousands of cultural challenges neither because God is an independently 
existing being in control of the universe nor because it’s a purely psychological 
need.  God persists and always will because it’s a fundamental characteristic of 
the connection between ourselves and the universe.  That we’re connected to the 
universe is inevitable and indisputable, but until we had a scientific 
understanding of the universe, we could not imagine how.  Now we have such an 
understanding, at least in outline, so we can break out of the old metaphors for 
God that have so cramped our thinking and expectations.2 
 

Except, when Nancy spoke at Hartford Seminary (a multifaith, ecumenical, 
and largely progressive theological institution), she met resistance from 

many students and faculty, who must have felt theologically threatened by 
her novel and unorthodox ideas.   

Unfortunately, resistance is not uncommon for out-of-the-box 

theologians or scientists.  It’s not as if traditional religion welcomes new 
ideas.  Every time scientific discoveries altered human understanding, 

organized religion and its theologians usually resisted it.  Galileo and 
Copernicus, Keppler and Newton were all scorned by the Church; even 

																																																													
1	Nancy	Ellen	Abrams,	The	God	that	Could	Be	Real,	Beacon,	2015.	
2	Ibid.	pg.	19.	
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Protestant Reformer, Martin Luther, echoed the papal judgment against 
Copernicus: 

People gave ear to an upstart astrologer who strove to show that the earth 
revolves, not the heavens or the firmament, the sun and the moon. …This fool 
wishes to reverse the entire science of astronomy, but sacred Scripture tells us 
that Joshua commanded the sun to stand still, and not the earth. 3   
 

Incredulous as it may seem, there still are parts of the church that would 
not disagree with Luther’s assessment.  

What I think is more common in the present, though, is 
compartmentalization, albeit not a conversation, between science and 

theology—each to its own, separate and distinct.  In effect, mainstream and 
Evangelical theology continue to operate within worldviews of the ancient 
past, while science regularly ponders the emerging concepts and theories of 

evolutionary and astronomical discovery.  This has to change. 
Somehow, religion and science must be in the same discussion, but 

truthfully the burden lies on religious leaders and theologians to break out 
of our doctrinaire patterns and view theology as a dynamic engagement 

with science in an ongoing, inductive search for understanding and 
meaning—something that will continually need reform to remain 
conversant with the vanguard of science.  At its best, theology brings 

meaning and humility to the human quest for knowledge, as we ponder 
evidence of divine activity midst the discoveries and theories from the 

pioneers of science.  We must reverse our historic bias regarding divine 
knowledge and truth—from dogmatic claims about God based on ancient 
concepts to participating in the inductive search for knowledge, including 

revising our beliefs if needed and grasping the nature of God beyond our 
knowing.  Theology, like science, should always be in a discovery mode, 

																																																													
3	Ibid.,	pg.	17.	
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enough so that it invites many voices to join in on this discussion that will 
likely provide new insights and awareness of God’s presence for believers 

and non-believers alike.  The synergy between cosmologists and 
theologians, along with other disciplines, could be amazingly fruitful, 

insightful, and generative to help integrate spirituality and human 
knowledge so that wisdom and meaning result in greater understanding 

and purpose for the benefit of all.   
Breaking through boundaries in our grasp and knowledge of God is a 

theme deeply rooted in Scripture, ironically so.  The story of Job is among 

the oldest tales in the biblical canon and yet, it speaks to us with great 
relevance as a call to think outside of the box.  For those who wanted the 

divine Presence to speak with clear and precise answers to Job for why he 
suffered so, the divine response is hardly reassuring and empathetic.  Who 
is it that Job was addressing—a tribal God (as his friends believed), or a 

private, personal redeemer (as Job likely felt in his soul)?  No, as much as 
Job believed he knew God intimately—that God would act on his behalf and 

bring personal vindication and justice, we get to the climax of the story, and 
instead the voice was of the almighty and sovereign One beyond his grasp 

and knowing.  The questions posed to Job were not meant to be personally 
comforting and reassuring, but rather revelatory, disturbing, and awe-
inspiring.  This was indeed a God beyond knowing: 

Where were you when I laid the foundations of the earth? 
Tell me, if you have understanding.  
Who determined its measurements—surely you know! … 
Have you comprehended the expanse of the earth? 
Declare if you know all this. 

Of course, Job was left silent, because who was he before the mighty hand 
that brought all that was known into existence?  Much like the Psalmist’s 

response: 
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When I look at your heavens, the work of your fingers, 
The moon and the stars that you have established; 
What are human beings that you are mindful of them, 
Mortals that you care for them?  (Ps. 8:3,4) 
 

Ancient words, yes, but words that are extraordinarily relevant to people of 

faith of any era, who have often turned God into their private, personal 
servant and security guard.   

It’s no surprise, then, that Freud and others considered religion 

merely a projection of the self—a superego—a personification of the 
conscience—which sadly to say, in many religious circles, that’s exactly 

what their image of God is, i.e., a tribal Lord to defend them or a personal 
redeemer to save them from life’s problems and misery.  If God is truly God 
and the supreme power behind everything that is, then by definition God is 

beyond knowing.  Any attempt to claim to know God would be to define 
God, to limit God, to predetermine God’s presence and activity, or to be 

superior to God.  Religion like this is self-serving and manipulative.  If God 
is truly God, no human mind can possibly fathom what this even means.  

God cannot be defined; God can only be discovered. 
That’s why religion needs science and why theology benefits from 

multiple perspectives and voices.  Science is taking us to mysteries of the 

universe that no one has ever known and often religion seems afraid to 
engage.  Why?  Because the physical laws and dimensions of this world 

don’t apply; there is an amazingly different reality beyond this planet and 
solar system.  If we want to have a serious discussion about God, we cannot 

start and end with the Bible.  We must look into the incredible expanses of 
the known cosmos or imagine the unseen quantum reality of atoms and 
photons.  If our thinking about God doesn’t begin and end with mystery, 
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then our concepts of God are far too small and limited, perhaps even 
mistaken or misleading.   

Yet, if we engage this mystery along with the vanguard of science, it’s 
very likely we will discover a deeper, more profound sense of spirituality, 

while being amazed at how little we know.  Religion doesn’t need to rigidly 
define the nature of God for any of us to believe in a higher power outside of 

ourselves; Christianity doesn’t have to possess absolute truth or irrefutable 
answers to be in relationship with the creative, generative Spirit, who we 
believe was evident in Jesus of Nazareth and many others yet is still beyond 

knowing.   
All we need is an open and discerning mind and then to be gracious, 

generous, and humble enough to know that, even if God is still a mystery to 
us, no human being is a mystery to God.  And I, for one, can live with that.    

      The Rev. Dr. Paul C. Hayes 
      Noank Baptist Church, Noank CT 
      21 October 2018 
   
   
 


