KEEPING THE FAITH JOURNEY  

Hebrews 11:1-3,8-16

8-15-10
Huffing and puffing, I make my way through the heat of an early morning sun down the streets near our home in Lansdowne.  I am into the latest of many attempts to get myself back into the regular habit of exercise.  I took a short break back in May and June, but I’m back at it now.

I have this love-hate relationship with running. I go for a while languishing in a sedentary lifestyle, then I become distraught at the undeniable evidence in the mirror and on the scales.  I also remember how much better I feel and work and play when I am running regularly.  And this leads me to get back at it – for a few months anyway – until a cold or a series of late meetings or trips out of town breaks my routine and I succumb to laziness and TV … only to repeat the cycle!

Why should I bring this up?  Because I suspect it describes the spiritual journey of a great many of us.  Perhaps you are like me and find that your prayer discipline is characterized by oxygen debt, tired legs, steep hills, inconsiderate motorists, barking dogs and unfriendly weather AS WELL AS tail winds, down hill grades, crisp sunny days and that elusive runner’s high.

We faced all the struggles of living as we try to hold to our belief and trust in God.  We have moments of encouragement and assurance.  We know moments of disappointment, doubt and fear.  As one writer has put it:  “We live in a world that operates by the law of the jungle at its worst and the laws of economics at its best!”

We are tempted to wonder if we are getting anywhere, or ever will.  What’s it all about?  Where are we going?

As if in response, the Gospels portray a Jesus who is constantly on the go.  Especially in Mark – “immediately” Jesus leaves one place and goes to another. “At once” he does this or says that..  Presumably, we are to understand that Jesus is in a hurry to usher in the new age of which he preached.
Jesus is constantly on the move.  I picture Jesus walking along with the disciples in tow – hustling to keep up – to hear Jesus questions and ask their questions.  I picture Jesus moving along the dusty roads of Palestine with those scribes and Pharisees sent to question him running to keep up while they try to trap him or embarrass him.

We meet a Jesus who is on the way and invites us to join him on the way.  In fact, the earliest believers did not call their faith Christianity – they called it The Way.  They were keenly aware that Jesus came to initiate a MOVEMENT … and that they were part of a MOVEMENT called the Kingdom of God.

Do we who claim to be followers of Jesus in the 21st century share this MOVEMENT MENTALITY?  Do we have the sense that we are caught up in God’s sweeping transformation of individuals and society and the world?  Do we share Mark’s conviction that God is on the verge of acting and saving and redeeming in new ways?  Are we on the road with Jesus headed toward God’s will?

Or are we a people of the status quo?  Are we convinced that we can only cling desperately to the past – to tradition – to the old ways – instead of letting those ways push us into God’s future?  Are we able to let God imagine within us what can be?  Or are we convinced that our task as Christians is simply to long for what once was?
Perhaps we do well to remember that … TRUSTING GOD INVOLVES RISK!

In the Gospels, we hear of Peter and Andrew and James and John all leaving the familiar to venture into a new life following Jesus.  They leave their nets, their work and their routine in order to join the Kingdom movement.  Even their relationships with family and friends change.
As a matter of fact, the entire biblical story witnesses to the challenge of trusting God, of venturing forth in God’s name.

Today’s passage cites the example of Abraham and Sarah, who, even with so many factors working against them, held fast to their faith in God and God’s promises AND continued to go where God told them to go, even when the way was uncertain.

As OT scholars point out, we customarily berate the Israelites for their grumbling and complaining in the Wilderness.  They blame Moses.  They blame God.  They begin to think that life as slaves in Egypt wasn’t so bad.  At least there they had food and water.  At least there they had a routine to count on.  At least there they did not face the horrible uncertainty and threat of wandering through the desert searching for some pie-in-the-sky promised land!

Can we really blame them?  Do we not also know the fear of the unknown – of believing in a promise – of trusting that against the odds and against common sense and against the powers of this world … God will act to bring about God’s will?

Maybe that’s one reason we get together so often to sing and pray and hear the old stories of faith and share the bread and cup and worship.  We want to re -0 member ourselves to the truth.  We want to re – member ourselves to God.

Henri Nouwen wrote so many good books. In one of them he states, “The movement from illusion to prayer leads us from false certainties to true uncertainties, from easy support systems to risky surrender, from many safe gods to the God whose love knows no limits.”
We are a MOVEMENT people.  We are on the way.  God is taking us somewhere.  And that’s exciting!

What ever we might observe about the story of Jesus in all four Gospels – there is no lack of excitement!  Often, the excitement is tinged with fear or perplexity.  Those who follow Jesus don’t fully understand what he is doing – and when they do it frightens them!  Remember how Peter tried to stop Jesus when Jesus explained that being the messiah meant going to Jerusalem to die?  But God will not be stopped by our stalling or reasoning or lame excuses or fear.  God bids us keep moving!  

It is exciting to be part of the Kingdom movement!  We are the ones who get to talk about all kinds of great things that nobody else talks about.

We get to tell the world God’s stories of compassion and truth and justice and peace.  We get to hold up the light of God’s vision beginning with the blessedness of creation and moving through the promises to Abraham and Sarah, to the liberation of the children of Israel from bondage in Egypt, to the lessons of power and glory and ambition that David had to learn so painfully, to the prophets’ firm commitment that we do justice, love mercy and walk humbly with God.

We are the ones who get to tell the stories of Jesus.  We get to tell about who is truly blessed in God’s eyes.  We get to speak of God as a loving father with arms open wide to a wayward son.  We get to tell about a beaten, robbed, half-dead man lying in a ditch who gets help from the most unexpected places.  We get to tell about a short little man who distanced himself from everything and everyone he knew for the sake of money, but then found salvation when the Master came to dinner.
We get to proclaim love of enemies as the new moral standard.  We get to tell the world that it’s easy to meet Jesus:  just look into the eyes of the lonely, the lost, the forgotten, the hungry, the homeless, the beaten … the least of our brothers and sisters.  That’s where you can meet Jesus!

And we get to be part of that one Body in which the distinctions that divide us are washed away in the baptismal waters by which there is no longer Jew nor Greek, slave or free, male of female … all are one in Christ Jesus.

Yes, we are the lucky ones … we who are part of this Jesus movement.  We get to hold up the vision God has for creation.  We get to hold it up and proclaim it without apology and without hesitation.  When everyone else wants to talk about what’s practical, what’s expedient, what’s normal, what’s reasonable:  we are then ones who get to say, “Wait a minute … God has something to say about it.”

God’s vision is alive and well.  It calls us along the way.  It calls us to join the Kingdom. It calls us to put ourselves in a position to be used by God.

I know of no greater service, no greater privilege than to join the Kingdom movement of Jesus Christ.  It’s exciting!  And it’s as simple as saying, “Here I am, Lord.  Send me”

AMEN

