Observation Ability
Working closely with the Space Program is one of the most unique and rewarding experiences that one could have.  As a worker at the Kennedy Space Center, it provides the opportunity to witness Space Shuttle launches and at times its landing.  Often through life experiences such as a Space Shuttle landing, spiritual truths can be derived from it.  Though not exhaustively, this paper will attempt to demonstrate the level of ability that Christians have to understand the things of God and how we must respect and tolerate one another’s level of ability.
Shuttle Landing

On one sunny afternoon about seven to ten years ago, the Kennedy Space Center was braced for one of the Shuttle’s few historical landings at Kennedy Space Center during work hours.  Prior to that time most of the landings occurred either at Edwards Air Force Base in California or during non-working days or hours.  Thus the anticipation of this landing was an exciting event for most of us at Kennedy Space Center to behold.  According to many witnesses of previous landings, the major highlight of a landing is to watch the shuttle’s amazing descent from a high altitude that is invisible to the naked eye to a lower visible altitude in a matter of seconds.  Upon its arrival into the earth’s atmosphere and eventually its landing, many were panning their eyes towards the sky to get a glimpse of the shuttle’s descent.  While the shuttle was still at a high altitude or the “50,000 foot level”, you could still hear in the massive crowd a few people exclaim “There it is!” while the rest of the crowd either exclaims “I don’t see it yet” or still panning the sky to get a glimpse of it.  In the meantime, many of those individuals who’ve physically seen the shuttle are pointing in its direction to assist those who can’t see it as of yet to speed up their process of finding it.  As the shuttle descends even further to the “25,000 foot level”, a few more people exclaim “There it is!” while the remaining people are still exclaiming “I still don’t see it!” or frustratingly continue to pan the sky.  As the shuttle continues its descent, it has become apparent that many of the observers who’ve not seen the shuttle are becoming more discourage that they may not see it and thus miss an opportunity to witness such a historical event.  As a result, the level of urgency increases from those who’ve seen the shuttle as reflected in their voice tone and frantic finger pointing into the sky.  “See, there it is!” as they point frantically into the sky and excitedly tell the remaining non-observers.  As the shuttle comes closer to the landing strip, more of those non-observers exclaim “I see it now”, while the rest failed to see it during its flight but knows that it finally landed.  Finally, the shuttle lands and all observers have a different story to tell from this experience.  Some will be able to give a story from the high altitude to its final landing, others will be able to tell the story from an intermediate altitude to its final landing, and while the remaining observers will only be able to base their observation through the eyes of the other observers.
50,000 Foot Level Observer

The above story is a true account but also reflects the theological abilities of the Christian Community.  Just as those persons who were able to see the Shuttle at a very high altitude than the others, or the “50,000 foot level”, many Christians will have the ability to perceive and understand the things of God from a “50,000 foot level” or more from his perspective than others.  Usually those in this camp have a “trained eye” because they are learned, their beliefs are more reflective and less superficial, and their theology is not formed in isolation but within a context of all of Church.  They use a systematic theology that includes using scripture as its final authority, philosophy, creeds, tradition, and history.   This system includes taking information from all of the Christian Community, dead or alive, past and present, formulating a more concise theology.  
The advantage of this group of observers is twofold.  First, they have the ability to show the rest of the Christian Community the deeper and lengthier aspects of God and his creation that the others can’t see.  They have a good understanding of the nature and order of the universe or Cosmology, humanity and sin, nature of God, nature of Christ, nature of the Church, salvation, ethics, metaphysics, nature and origin of scripture, and other branches of theology to assist us in formulating more concise understanding of the 3 major concerns of mankind:  origin, existence, and the unknown.  Lastly, this group of observers is in a position to challenge the others to see at a higher level.  Not as “know it alls” but as a knowledgeable guide and with great patience showing the others until they see as you do.
However, there are several disadvantages of this group of observers.  First, there is a huge ratio imbalance of “50,000 foot level” observers to “ground-zero” observers that may cause misconceptions and skepticism from the other observers.  As the above story depicts, only a few observers were able to see the shuttle at the high altitude or “50,000 foot level”.   The Post-modernism era has redefined truth as “the belief of the majority”.  In other words, if the majority sees or believes an event or idea the same way then it is adopted as truth.  On the other hand, it is rejected as truth if only a minority of people sees or believes that same event or idea the same way.  Using this post-modernism paradigm, it would be easy from the non-observers to dismiss those observers of the shuttle at the “50,000 foot level” because it was only a few of them who saw the shuttle at that level.  How often do we accept or reject truth based on the sentiments of the majority?  Another disadvantage from this group is that there is either a real or perceived elitist mentality which causes enormous cynicism from the other observers.  Observers from this group can give the impression that they are superior thinkers and more knowledgeable than the others and have little or no tolerance for those who are not on ‘their level’ of knowledge and thinking.   The other observers will view this group as “know it alls” and dismiss any assertions the “50,000 foot level” observers make.  Lastly, it is really hard to see at this level.  Doctrine of Divine Election, Free Will vs. Sovereignty debate, and other doctrines are the ’50,000 foot level” systems that requires time, acquired and progressive ability, and patience from all observers to grasp.  Often, those at this level demean those who disagree with what they consider the correct view.  Sometimes those at this level believe that it is easy to see at this level and the others must have a problem if they can’t see it as well.  Those in this group must have great patience and tolerance for the other observers who either have the inability to see at this level or cynical towards the observation.   How many people couldn’t see the shuttle landing at the “50,000 foot level” because of inability or they just didn’t trust the discovery claim of that observer?
10,000 - 25,000 Foot Observer

More observers were able to witness the shuttle after its descent into lower atmosphere between the “10,000 to 25,000 feet level” They were able to view the shuttle after elapse time of observation and provided a clearer view from its descension.  Just as those persons who were able to see the Shuttle at a lower altitude than the “50,000 foot level” observers, many Christians will have a difficult time grasping those spiritual principles at the “50,000 foot level” but have the ability to perceive and understand the things of God between “10,000 - 25,000 foot levels”.  Usually those in this camp have some training and their beliefs are more reflective those at “Ground Zero” but not as reflective as those at the “50,000 foot level”.  The theology is formed within the context of the present church age and not within the context of the whole church age.  Usually the Bible is the only source of information to formulate theology and the system of theology is usually formulated amongst the present and alive Christian Community and perhaps some recent departed Christians (e.g. the last 1 – 100 years).   
The advantage of this group is twofold their ability to relate to both the highly informative observers (50,000 foot level) and the non-observers (Ground Zero). First, they are willing to allow those who are more trained to teach and give them proper direction.  Because this group has a theology that is more reflective than those at Ground Zero, they can better grasp the teaching methods that those at a higher level usually provide.  Secondly, they have the ability to relate to the non-observers and usually build more trusted relationships between them.   
The disadvantage of this group is complacency and co-dependency.  There is an adage within Christian circles, “The more knowledge, the less spiritual” that seems to affect the way Christians approach higher learning.  The paradigm is “I know enough to not be gullible but not too much to be out of touch with God spiritually”.  This mindset causes complacency with the knowledge level to not improve their “eye level”.  Another disadvantage is that this group can have a co-dependency on the “50,000 level group” to perform the reflective study with less accountability for them to do so.
Ground Zero Observers

The remaining observers were not able to witness the shuttle during its descent.  After enough elapse time of observation and direction from those who’ve witness the descent from the highest level and the intermediate level, they were unable to see the shuttle during its descent.  Just as those persons who were unable to see the Shuttle during its descent, many Christians will never grasp high level or intermediate level spiritual principles.    They will never understand things of God at the “50,000 foot level” or between the “10,000 - 25,000 foot levels”.  Usually those in this camp have beliefs with little or no reflective thought in formulating their theology. The theology is formed within the context of folklore and tabloid beliefs of the present church age.  Usually the Bible is only a symbol of its belief structure but most of the system of theology is usually formulated amongst the non-informative present and alive Christian Community and perhaps some recent departed Christians (e.g. the last 1 – 100 years).

The advantage of this group is its ability to relate with people.  They are less judgmental of one’s theological stance and more interested in having relationship.  As depicted in the story, most will fall into the category of being a non-observer or with the ability to see at “Ground Zero”.  Those at this level will foster fruitful relationships because they do not want to engage in high level theology that tends to divide than unite believers.  Another advantage is that this group is in a prime position to improve their “viewing eye” by receiving and learning from the aforementioned groups.  Because this group is probably more humble than the other groups, they could be more receptive to teaching and less skeptical.
The disadvantage of this group is its vulnerability to being receptive to heresy, erroneous doctrine, and unhealthy theology.  Because of a lack of understanding or better yet distrust towards difficult doctrine, those in this group often distance themselves from any doctrine that requires a great deal of reflection.  As a result, they fall prey to doctrine that is based either on emotional rhetoric, tabloid and folklore beliefs, or unfounded traditions.  There are many doctrines floating around the Christian community that may not be heresy but unhealthy for growth in believers and the church.  In a practical sense, one’s ‘life’ would be sustained with a high cholesterol diet but their ‘health’ would be sacrificed in the process.   In a spiritual sense, Most that falls into this group are more interested that there is ‘life’ in the church and less concern with ‘health’ of the church.  This group should remember that the only ingredient necessary for ‘life’ is a heartbeat but it takes maintaining one’s ‘health’ to enhance their ‘life’.  Emotional rhetoric, tabloid and folklore beliefs, and unfounded traditions will provide ‘life’ in these believers but spiritual ‘health’ would be sacrificed in the process.  Only good spiritual ‘health’ can sustain spiritual ‘life’ and this can only be done by formulating more reflective theology that gives believers ability to avoid unhealthy doctrines that will ultimately threaten spiritual ‘life’.
Final Landing (Conclusion)

Empirical evidence can often provide a very effective spiritual message if we allow the evidence to speak volumes into our lives.  The above story should demonstrate that Christians have different capacities of observation.  We often form our philosophy and theology based on our ability to observe, whether empirically or biblically.  There are 3 groups of observers with one having the ability to observe at a high level and the latter with little or no ability to observe at a high level.  This should never be used to create categories of Christians based on intellect and ability but enlightened the fact that we all do not have the same ability to observe at a high level and most observes at the “ground zero” level.  Thus patience and tolerance must be incorporated within the Christian community to thwart off this imbalance.  This story demonstrated that those with the ability to see at the high level were willing to guide those who couldn’t see until they were able to do so, even if they failed.  It also demonstrated that those who were not able to see at a high level that they were humble enough and teachable to allow those who are able to see at a high level to teach them until they saw the objective, the shuttle landing.  In spiritual fashion, those individuals that God has gifted to see his perspectives at a high level must be patient in communicating these high levels of truths and be very tolerant if resistance is encountered from others.  This resistance is usually borne from misunderstanding while on other occasions it’s due to inability from the others to grasp.  Doctrines such as Divine Election are difficult high level doctrines that are hard to grasp at any level and everyone will not grasp initially and may never grasp but it shouldn’t be a yardstick to measure one’s faith in Christ.  I’m living proof that it takes time to grasp and agree with these difficult doctrines.  On the other hand, those individuals without ability of seeing from a high level should not dismiss high level theology based on inability to understand its assertions.  Instead one should be humble enough to admit their lack of knowledge and their lack of ability and allow those with the gift of understanding high level theology to guide and teach.  Scripture gives us prime example of this premise.  In Acts 8, the Ethiopian Eunuch admitted his lack of ability and understanding to Philip and this opened the door for the Ethiopian Eunuch to be educated and Philip to utilize his teaching gift.  As a result, both persons were blessed in the process.  On another occasion, Paul tells us in 1 Cor. 2:4 that he didn’t come to the church with impressive speech so that he can leave impression that power belongs solely from God and he wants to relate to everyone.  However, in 1 Cor. 2:6 he did say he would communicate “high level” theology to those who were mature.  This demonstrates that God is interested in all observers, whether one has the ability to observe at a high level or at “ground zero”.  In sum, the whole objective of the shuttle story was to view the landing and, in like fashion, we are to stay focus on our primary objective and that is the coming of Christ (the landing).  All parties were part of the observation and as a result witnessed the landing at different eye levels.  Let us not pride ourselves in our level of ability in spiritual understanding but take pride that we all are a work in progress in understanding this great observation in flight.
