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 “If aliens ever visit us, I think the outcome would be much as when Christopher 

Columbus first landed in America, which didn’t turn out very well for the Native 

Americans.”  

 That quote is from University of Cambridge astrophysicist Stephen Hawking.  He 

said it on his Discovery Channel series entitled “Into the Universe”, and also at a speech 

at George Washington University.  The media had a field day beating up Dr. Hawking for 

having such a dismal view of potential visitors from another galaxy.

 This past week, Dr. Hawking raised the ire of the media again.  He pulled out of 

participating in the prestigious Israeli Presidential Conference, in protest of Israel’s 

treatment of Palestinians, including the continued Israeli settlements in Palestinian 

territory.  Once again, he has faced a firestorm of bad press for not taking part in the 

Conference that is set up to create conversation about the world’s greatest problems.  

 At first glance, there would seem to be little in common between Hawking’s alien 

statement and his decision to boycott the Israeli conference.  But I would suggest that 

they are two sides of the same coin for Hawking.  Both are protests of the way humanity 

treats the alien.  Whether we are talking about a being from outer space or our neighbor 

who is culturally or religiously different from us, human history suggests that neither will 

do very well.   

 From the dawn of humanity, people have consistently seen “the other,” as a 

threat.  We have uniformly segregated ourselves from the other tribe, culture, religion or 

group because they are different and therefore dangerous.  We have utilized difference 
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to devalue one another.  Not only did that happen in Hawking’s example of Western 

Europeans coming to America, but in nearly every case when a visiting group 

discovered an indigenous culture somewhere else in the world, whether that be in 

Australia, Africa or Central and South America.  We have seen it with the constant 

attacks against Judaism throughout history.  We saw it in America when whites 

classified blacks as an inferior race.  We saw it in Nazi Germany and now all over again 

in Africa and the Middle East.  We saw it again right here with the passage of SB 1070.  

The religious battle over homosexuality is just the latest example of using difference as 

justification to segregate and oppress another group different from the majority.  Based 

on all of these experiences, who could legitimately argue with Dr. Hawking’s suggestion 

that the same thing will happen when we meet true aliens, a race from another galaxy?  

Why also, should anyone excoriate him for protesting the continued poor treatment of 

the other in the Middle East?  

 I have no idea whether Jesus and the disciples sat around the campfire 

deliberating the potential appearance of space aliens descending on the Sea of Galilee.  

But we do know that discussion of the alien was a regular part of their conversations.  In 

fact, I believe that is what Jesus is talking about in today’s Gospel.  Not aliens like 

Hawking’s example from outer space, but aliens like Hawking’s protest of Israel’s 

policies.  

 For centuries, people have argued about what Jesus is talking about in this 

cryptic Gospel reading.  “As you are in me and I am in you, may they be in us...As we 

are one, I in them and you in me, so they may be one.”  What did he say?  Good gosh, 

it sounds more like the convoluted message in a Paul epistle, doesn’t it?  Or maybe a 
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riddle that one of our brilliant Sunday school students might ask.  I have to tell you, I 

much prefer the Jesus of the synoptic Gospels, who speaks in short, pithy, memorable 

aphorisms.  But if we are going to get the full picture of how our ancestors understood 

Jesus, we also need to wrestle with the Jesus of the Gospel of John, the one who 

speaks in these mystical, long winded narratives, the Jesus who sounds more like a 

University of Cambridge cosmologist.   

 Some context may be helpful.  Today’s Gospel has come full circle on this, the 

last Sunday of Easter.  It is a flashback to Jesus’ last night on earth.  

 The fact that these words go with the act of foot washing and the institution of the 

Last Supper is a major clue.  This prayer is about connection.  It is about how we should 

relate to one another and care for the other, even those, especially those, who are 

different from us.  It is all about all the aliens in our lives and what we do with them.  I 

believe it to be Jesus’s answer to the dilemma Stephen Hawking has presented.   

 The central concern in this prayer is about oneness and unity.  For many years, 

advocates for the ecumenical movement have cited these verses as justification of their 

desire for all Christian communities to become one.  However, the cosmic nature of this 

reading suggests to me that what Jesus is talking about goes far beyond church unity.  I 

believe that this final prayer of Jesus is not about church unity or even human unity with 

God, but it is way bigger than both.  I believe that today’s Gospel is Jesus’ big bang 

statement.  It is his understanding of how we are connected to God through each other, 

but also through all of God’s creation.  It is about our oneness with the entire cosmos 

and the realization that we are all in this together.  I would go so far as to say that the 

oneness that Jesus talks about today includes not just the aliens we encounter on this 
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earth, but the ones that perhaps we will someday experience from other galaxies.  It 

seems to me that Jesus is talking about the unity of the entire cosmos with God.  All of 

us, whether here or in any part of the universe, are contained within the body of God.  I 

believe that what Jesus is giving us today is a theory of quantum theology, 2000 years 

before Stephen Hawking.

 Today’s final prayer of Jesus may sound cryptic at first, but it offers us an 

understanding of relationship and how we are supposed to live in this world as a result.  

When Jesus says, “I am in you, just as the Father is in me.”, we learn that every one of 

us is sacred.  When he says, “All of us are one, I in them and you in me...”, we become 

aware that it is God’s presence within us that links us together.  Finally, when Jesus 

says, “May the love with which you have loved me be in them.”, each of us realizes how 

we are to relate to the alien, whether that be one from space or, an even more scary 

one, from New York City.  What Jesus teaches us is that because the entire universe is 

linked as one, none of us can be free until all of us are free.  His theology of the 

universe’s presence within the body of God points out just how tragic Western 

Europeans treatment of Native Americans really was.  When anyone degrades another 

human being, or for that matter, any aspect of God’s creation, it degrades the whole.  It 

makes all of us lesser people.  But when we honor the other in their difference, we 

begin to positively affect the lives of not only those we treat with respect, but all people, 

even those we call aliens.  Our destinies are inextricably tied together, even to those 

beings that might exist beyond us.

 I must say that this understanding of Jesus’ last prayer was not revealed to me 

through the study of every theologian the world has produced since Jesus.  If I had just 
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stayed within my field, I do not think I would have ever come to such a conclusion.  

Instead, the epiphany occurred for me through the words of the preeminent scientist of 

our time, Albert Einstein.  “A human being,” Einstein said, “is part of a Whole, called by 

us - A part limited in time and space.  He experiences himself, his thoughts and feelings 

as something separated from the rest...a kind of optical delusion of his consciousness.  

This delusion is a kind of prison for us, restricting us to our present desires and to 

affection for a few persons nearest to us.  Our task must be to free ourselves from this 

prison by widening our circle of compassion to embrace all living creatures and the 

whole of nature in its beauty.”

 That beloved, is the intersection of science and religion.  The interconnected 

nature of the cosmos brought Jesus and Einstein to the same conclusion.  We must 

treat all of the cosmos as our kin or it is we who will suffer.  Through Einstein’s 

statement, I heard Jesus’ final prayer in a very new way and I realized something even 

more important.  Unity, for Jesus and for Einstein, does not mean uniformity.  We do not 

become one with each other and with God by all becoming Episcopalians.  In fact, what 

Jesus and Einstein suggest is the opposite.  Unity does not demand uniformity, but 

rather diversity.  The way the cosmos operates is by everything being different.  Every 

individual snowflake has a different pattern.  Every ocean wave is slightly different.  It is 

the same with us.  It is our difference that allows the cosmos to operate in unison.  

Einstein’s scientific theory also intersects with the religious theory of the Trinity.  What 

unites God into oneness is not that each part of the Trinity is the same, but that it is 

different.  Creator, Liberator, Sustainer, or Father, Son and Holy Spirit, all completely 

different and all simultaneously one.  That is the model for you and me.  Diversity is 
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what creates unity.  Ecumenism therefore, cannot be about all of us living, worshipping, 

or acting the same way.  Instead, Jesus tells us to not only respect difference but to 

honor it.  Scientists call it the order of the universe.  Theologians call it the realm of God.  

In both cases, it is all about honoring and respecting the infinite difference that 

surrounds us.

 From a practical perspective, how do we take this learning from the merging of 

science and religion into how we live our daily lives?  We learn that in today’s great 

story from Acts.  Paul and Silas encounter many individuals today who are in the prison 

of individuality, as Einstein talks about.  The woman with the spirit is imprisoned by the 

men who have enslaved her as their personal cash cow.  These men are imprisoned by 

their own selfishness.  They act, as Einstein suggested, concerned only with their small 

circle.  This justifies slavery for them and also allows them to get Paul and Silas thrown 

into jail.  The jailer is so imprisoned by his bosses that he is ready to kill himself, 

knowing that they will kill him if the prisoners have escaped.

 In each instance, Paul and Silas free people from their personal prisons.  They 

remove the unclean spirit from the woman, thereby freeing her from her oppressors.  By 

doing so, they point out to her owners the fallacy of subjugating another for your own 

benefit.  What that does is not just degrade them, but dehumanize you.  Finally, when 

Paul and Silas receive their get out of jail free card, they refuse to use it.  In a starkly 

metaphorical act, they stay right where they are because they understand what Jesus 

teaches us today.  If we are going to be free, we need to set everyone free.  By doing 

this, Paul and Silas bring the jailer to faith.  And as if to prove Jesus and Einstein’s 

theory of oneness, the Christian church suddenly explodes in growth.  We will hear all 
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about that next week.  By honoring one another in our difference, the realm of God 

begins to happen not just in our circle, but all over the world.

 This then, is what evolves and strengthens our faith.  It is not about worshipping 

together with like minded people.  It is about creating a church for Alexander Flagg, who 

will become a part of our diversity in just a few minutes.  It is about creating a church for 

him of unity but not uniformity.  It is also about moving beyond church altogether.  

People of faith who shut their mind to scientific discovery are not protecting themselves 

from anything, but instead limiting their understanding of their own faith.  And scientists 

who reject religion out of hand as the thought process of Neanderthals are ironically 

taking part in the same kind of fundamentalism they abhor.  

 This is the evangelism of our time.  Not only are we called to convert the scientist 

to faith, but we are also called to convert the faithful to science.  This is the only way we 

can live into Jesus’ final prayer for us and the only way we can stop, once and for all, 

the rejection of our aliens.

 The phrase that we so often hear is, “What difference can one person make?  Or 

how can a tiny group of us create effective change in a world where people continue to 

build walls separating us from each other, where so many continue to despoil the earth 

because they see it as something less than us, and where others wait suspiciously for 

aliens from another planet who will destroy us, if we do not destroy them first?

 But this morning, we discover the answer.  David Toolan, a Jesuit priest who also 

helped us see the connection between science and religion, put it this way; “a new star 

being born near the constellation Aquila doesn’t make a move without affecting you and 

me, nor do we make a move without affecting it...At the most basic physical level, at 
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least, everything is implicated in everything else - the one in the many, the many in the 

one.  The truth is that matter/energy is profoundly social.  Communion, not isolation, is 

the rule.”

 If that is true, imagine the impact we can have on the world.  By honoring one 

another in our difference, by creating a oneness through the realization that all of the 

cosmos is part of God, we can change everything.  Our behavior will not only change 

this church and this city, but it will continue to influence the entire world because we are 

all connected.  We know that now through science.  We knew it long ago through Jesus.  

We know how to change everything.  Let us honor one another and bring that oneness 

to all of the earth, to all of the cosmos, and even to our alien friends when they come to 

visit.  Amen.
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