PENTECOST 19

‘We walk by faith, not by sight’. 2 Cor. 5 : 7


I love to witness the behaviour of a baby when he/she begins to take the first faltering steps across the room. Have you noticed how a baby sometimes fixes his eyes on an object which has attracted him and steps out with his eyes fixed on the object and proceeds to totter towards his goal. He does not stop to look for any possible hazards along the way but proceeds casting caution to the winds. Almost invariable of course he stumbles over a Teddy Bear and crashes to the floor – hopefully without banging his head on the coffee table. He cries out in pain and frustration and needs a cuddle in order to regain his composure. Having been comforted, he then does the very same thing again.  Eventually he learns to be more cautious and will reach his goals more often. Hopefully, the learning experience will enabled him to proceed through life with due caution while still preserving the spirit of adventure and the desire to reach his goal, which he had as a baby.


Living by faith is like that. Abraham set out from Ur of the Chaldees because God had called him out.  He was obedient to God’s call but he was not given a map of the promised land. He had vision, he had faith – but he did not have certainty. St. Paul sums it up in this saying from 2 Cor. – we walk by faith, not by sight. 


Of course it is easy to understand our lust for certainty. We like to feel that we are in control of our destiny. We like to know where we are going. But we live in an age of great confusion in our political, religious and moral attitudes. We live also in a time of rapid change when so many familiar landmarks disappear almost over-night. People feel that the church ought to be the one landmark that never changes. Behind this feeling I suspect that there lies a belief in a God who is not active in his world, but a God who is above all and aloof to all.

Perhaps the lust for certainty and the craving for permanence is also an attempt to try and put faith beyond discussion or enquiry and to place exclusive emphasis on our own personal religious convictions. But of course the main thing about faith is that it is trust in God – a God who is active in his world – God who makes all things new – and therefore a God who is into change in a very big way. Faith then, is something which is essentially laden with risk because it needs always to be sensitive to the will of God. A lot of our endeavour throughout the history of the church, has been to try to take the risk out of faith. We try to imprison faith so that it can’t be got at by the facts of history or experience, or politics or suffering. We try to create a clear way through all the problems of this life like the baby who simply keeps going on without noticing all the pitfalls which lie in front of his eyes. As the great Martin Luther once put it, we in our heart of hearts prefer law to gospel.  We prefer a clear set of rules to follow instead of the uncertainties of living by faith.


What we have in the Christian understanding of faith is authentic and sure but it is not capable of final once and for all formulation in words. The gospel was originally conveyed by Jesus in parables from real life situations in ways which open up human freedom of response rather than stifle it. We mustn’t be afraid of being tentative and exploratory and of living with questions and doubts.


This gospel of freedom is desperately needed in today’s climate which shows in so many areas a growing  tendency to fundamentalism and dogmatism.  This shows itself in many areas of the Jewish, Islamic and Christian worlds and is a marked feature of confrontation in world politics.


Religious people throughout history have frequently fallen into the temptation of believing that they are the only one’s chosen by God. The story of the agnostic who went to heaven is a good illustration of this tendency. < St. Peter took him on a tour – “hush, they think that they are the only one’s here.” >


This attitude  is mocked in a recent poster I came across in which a huge picture of a rhinoceros  had a caption underneath which read ‘ I may have many faults, but being wrong is not one of them’. This is what I mean by the lust for certainty.
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