ON FAITH

Sermon for the Eleventh Sunday after Pentecost, August 12, 2007

Readings: Genesis 15:1-6; Psalm 33:12-22; Hebrews 11:1-16; Luke 12:32-40

Sermon text: Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen. Hebrews 11:1.  And Abram believed the Lord and the Lord reckoned it to him as righteousness. Genesis 15:6

Faith in a Seed

In a recent New Yorker article Oliver Sacks writes of a group of fern lovers looking for ferns in the train trestles of New York City. It is no surprise to find ferns growing abundantly there. Fern seeds are present in the atmosphere in prodigious quantities. The most common species they encountered, woodsia obtusa, has about a million spores per plant. No wonder that the first thing to sprout on new lava flows are ferns or that after the great extinction of the cretaceous there was a prodigious explosion of fern life.

“Though I do not believe that a plant will spring up where no seed has been I have great faith in a seed. Convince me that you have a seed and I am prepared to expect wonders.”  Henry David Thoreau, “Faith in a Seed”

The metaphor of faith or word as seed has an old history in religious thought (after all, we prepare ministers in a seminary—from the Latin for seeding bed). Thoreau’s friend Ralph Waldo Emerson, said of the Quaker writer, mystic and anti-slavery activist George Fox that his “chosen expression for the God manifest in the mind is the Seed. He means the seed of which Beauty is the flower and Goodness the fruit.”

Those Transcendentalists—always finding a connection between nature and spirit. The fundamental tenet of their faith was that our minds are intended to be a finely tuned instrument for detecting the spiritual significance of nature, as well as the pragmatic tool for survival and adaptation that their contemporary, Charles Darwin described.

Faith in a Seed. What does that mean? That we are prepared to expect wonders.  We may not know exactly what or how but we have faith that life will return after catastrophe, thanks to the prodigious fecundity of seeds and the inexorable thrust of this world toward life.

Abram and Sarah were as good as dead, scripture reports, when the God assisted seed began to develop in Sarah’s womb. So began the lineage of the Jews which would lead one day to another miracle birth, seeded by the Holy Spirit, from Mary. 

Abram had every reason to doubt God’s promise—and he was not afraid to voice his doubts to God—but when he heard the reassurance of God he believed, “and it was reckoned to him as righteousness.”

He was prepared to expect wonders.

The letter to the Hebrews puts it this way (if I may paraphrase): “Faith is the belief in the reality of things hoped for, it believes the evidence in the seen world of invisible reality.”

Trust in God’s promises. Belief in God’s reality and the reality of the spiritual and unseen forces animating the visible and material. That is the core meaning of faith. There is no proof. It is not knowledge. But it is trust, a basic orientation. It is expectation.

And this kind of trustful expectation is “reckoned as righteousness.” That is, as Paul and Luther both make clear in their interpretations of this story from the Old Testament, righteousness is not (or not only) doing something right (like religious tasks)—it is believing and trusting in someone. This trust results in trying to do what God counsels—since after all we trust that the counsel is good. Trusting faith is prepared to go when called, to serve and to wait—even when the task and wait seem hopeless or endless.

This more even than trust in a seed, trust in the springing of life; it is trust in the promise, it is trust in the one who created all life.

Patience and Faith

Waiting, patient expectation, and receptivity to the will of God is the posture Jesus teaches us to adopt—and one he himself modeled in relation to the will of the Father. 

Irenaus, a great early theologian, believed that the basic sin—even in a sense prior to pride, or a part of pride--was impatience. Adam and Eve were created to grow into the fullness of the image of God—to be gods of a sort—but they were impatient. They wanted to become as gods—and the serpent appealed to this hunger for completion and closure and sold them the apple.

If our fall is a result of haste and unrestrained impulse, then our redemption is a result of patient obedience. God wills what is best for us. God has created us on the image of God—but not as gods. We are to grow into the job, we are called to become who we are, just as children grow to maturity. Neither they not we are ready for everything at once. 

Jesus showed us the way and returned the score to zero, so to speak. We have a fresh start, thanks to him. A new planting, a new creation. But now we also have him as a model, the “pioneer and perfecter of our faith,” as Hebrews puts it. He was obedient even to death, and so gained eternal life. We are to follow his example—and so grow into his stature, into Christ likeness. And so, like him, inherit the kingdom prepared for us. Therefore Jesus teaches us, not to be anxious and worried about the future.

Alert and Prepared

But, as we wait, and as we grow, we are to remain alert to the presence and the call of God. The parable Jesus uses in today’s lesson is that of servants waiting for their master’s return from a wedding banquet so they may open the door to him as soon as he knocks. 

“Blessed are those slaves whom the master finds alert when he comes; truly I tell you, he will fasten his belt and have them sit down to eat and he will come and serve them” (Luke 12:37-38).

What an extraordinary and extravagant promise! The master will not praise those servants who are alert and ready—as might be expected—but he will actually have them sit down for a meal which he will prepare and serve. Think about that for a moment. God will come to us and serve us—if we are prepared to open the door when he knocks. 

Faith then is trust in the promise of God, in the reality of the unseen force and direction of the universe. Faith is patience, as the seed opens, as the plant grows, as the fruit ripens. It is knowing the times and the seasons of God—through prayer, studying the word, following the example of Christ and the saints. Faith is alertness and preparation. We do not know the time--”for the Son of Man is coming at an unexpected hour”--but we are called to be ready when the times comes. 

The Fruit of Faith

Then what glory will we see! God, who creates and brings to fruition all things, will bring this world to fruition and completion. The wait will be over. It will time to join the wedding banquet. And the master himself will serve the faithful a full portion of eternal joy. 

In Christ’s name, amen.
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