By Faith
Sermon for the Twelfth Sunday after Pentecost, August 19, 2007

Readings: Jeremiah 23:23-29; Psalm 82; Hebrews 11:29-12:2; Luke 12:49-56

Sermon text: By faith the people passed through the Red Sea as if it were dry land, but when the Egyptians attempted to do so they were drowned. Hebrews 11:29
Last Sunday I spoke on faith; on faith in God’s existence, on faith in God’s promise, on faith in God’s way. I spoke about what faith is and what it rests on, trust in God. This morning let me say something about what the author of the letter to the Hebrews means when he speaks of people doing things “by faith.” I will speak about what faith does, and particularly how it enables us to endure suffering and secure victory.
“By faith the people passed through the Red Sea as if it were dry land, but when the Egyptians attempted to do so they were drowned.”

Faith makes a difference. It was perhaps the same sea both Hebrews and Egyptians entered. One side passed through, the other drowned. Faith helped. “By faith the walls of Jericho fell after they had been circled for seven days.” No trumpet blast could do that; it was by faith.

This makes it sound as if faith will always give us the victory (which then means that if we only have faith enough all our prayers for health and wealth will be answered). But the writer goes on to note those whose faith did not save them from suffering and death; “Others were tortured…others suffered mocking and flogging…they were stoned to death…they went about in skins of sheep and goats, destitute, persecuted, tormented, of whom the world was not worthy.”
“Yet all these, though commended [by scripture] for their faith, did not receive what was promised” (Hebrews 11:29). 

St Chrysostom long ago noted this dual focus and wrote, “Some ‘escaped the edge of the sword’ and some ‘were killed with the sword’…For the wonderful qualities of faith are two; it accomplishes great things and suffers great things, treating suffering as if it were nothing” (On the Epistle to the Hebrews 27.5).
Faith indeed helps us accomplish great things. By faith we align ourselves with the creator and sustainer of the universe; what greater power is there? Jesus said that if we have faith we can move mountains. So we can. But sometimes the mountain falls on us. What are the “wonderful qualities of faith” that enable us to “suffer great things”?

Chrysostom said that faith treats suffering as if it were nothing. But I think that faith sees two things in suffering. One, that we are not alone in it. There is a “great cloud of witnesses” who have suffered, persevered and triumphed, the greatest exemplar of course being Jesus, “the pioneer and perfecter of our faith, who for the sake of the joy that was set before him endured the cross, disregarding its shame, and has taken his seat on the right hand of the throne of God” (Hebrews 12:2). God is not above and apart from us, but beside us, with us, for us, as we can see in the person of Jesus Christ.
It is the risen Christ, the “yes” to all of God’s promises (2 Corinthians 1:20), who is the “something better” that God has provided so that all who struggled and suffered and died may “be made perfect”  together with “us,” who are blessed to have received the good news of God’s victory in Christ. This is the news of the resurrection from the dead, which the author of Hebrews believes the Old Testament heroes of faith knew “by faith,” since they themselves had not witnessed it as did the apostles.
So the resurrection from the dead is one pillar of faith. We believe that this world is not the only arena of judgment and this life the only gauge of triumph or failure. We believe in a just God who will reward us according to our deeds—though judged according to Christ’s mercy and grace—for his death has not only been a model of endurance and his resurrection of triumph, but his death freed us from sins we could not bear. We can drop the weight of guilt and sin which “clings so closely” and run the race with joy and lightness of spirit.
And so we believe in a merciful as well as just God—a God we follow Christ in calling our Father, who loves us and wants what is best for us. A God who would never inflict punishment for no reason or simply to be cruel. But nevertheless we can look at our suffering as serving a purpose. The passage of Hebrews following today’s reading goes into this: “Endure trials for the sake of discipline. God is treating you as children; for what child is there whom a parent does not discipline?” (12:7; see Proverbs 3:11-12). Suffering on this account has serves to strengthen our character. “For suffering leads to endurance and endurance leads to character and character leads to hope and hope does not disappoint because God’s love has been poured into us through the Holy Spirit” (Romans 5:3). Therefore we are encouraged to run the race that is set before us—to understand that this life is like a race, a marathon, for which we are being trained to run well.
By faith we are given hope, and by hope faith. Faith is not knowledge, not certainty (which is why those “new atheists” who attack religious zealots and fundamentalists—that is those who mistake faith for certainty—miss their mark when tarring all people of faith). Faith, as I have said, is fundamentally an attitude of trust in God and the willingness to walk in the path of righteousness and peace by the light we have been given as we have received and understand it. 

Does all this make sense to you? Maybe it sounds like so much religious nonsense. Maybe suffering is random or caused by character defects, as the Greeks thought. Maybe the gods are cruel and laugh with scorn at human hopes and pretensions. Maybe the cynics and hedonists are the wise ones and the faithful and compassionate are fools. 
But I don’t think so. 
How about you? Take this quick test:  Whose life do you admire, Hugh Hefner or Nelson Mandela—and yet which has suffered? Which has faith? Which trusts in the ultimate triumph of justice? 
On a more local level I call as witnesses my friends whom we celebrate this morning, George and Nan Cartwright. An insurance executive and a housewife, husband and wife, parents of children, great friends, devoted Christians. Perhaps the world may not reckon their lives as particularly noteworthy. But I note them. I remember vestry meetings where George spoke a note of hope and affirmation into a cloud of tension and distrust. I will never forget and ever be thankful for his support and positive outlook. I remember Nan in the garden or preparing the altar. A lover of nature and beauty, whose smile is always near at hand. I remember how they prayed and worked for their children when they were in trouble. I note their abiding love for each other. They are forthright—they say what they mean and mean what they say—and upright and giving. What is this then but faith in action, character realized, love as a way of life?

Not all of us will survive terrific heart attacks and other afflictions and yet persevere. Some will fall. Some marriages will fail. Some children will go off track. The news of the world gives no one any illusions about a safe and secure future. We are in a dangerous and uncertain world. Life has no guarantees—except death and taxes and a certain portion of suffering. But what is life without faith?
By faith we persevere. By faith we hope and love. By faith we paint the front door red. By faith we repave the parking lot and replant the garden after the deer have had their salad course. By faith we plant trees that we will never see full grown in our lifetimes. By faith we plant them anyway—for our children and their children, even to seven generations, so native wisdom counsels us to plan. That is faith and goodness.
Or shall we use this world and throw it away? Sometimes it seems that humanity is bent on doing just that. Shall we suppose we can escape judgment by escaping jail or catastrophe, and instead leave the bill to be paid by others (who cares who)? That is foolishness, and wickedness too.
Have a little faith, goes the popular song. Have a lot of faith, goes the gospel. And take heart from those who have gone before, the heroes of the faith—even those among us—and above all the perfecter of our faith, Jesus Christ. Follow him. By faith we will pass through the Red Sea like the Hebrews and not drown in it like the Egyptians. It was perhaps the same sea both entered—but faith made a difference. Then and now, for there is a Red Sea to cross in every generation. 
But we’ll talk about that next week.

In Christ’s name, Amen.
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