August 8, 2010
Defining Faith

Hebrews 11:1-16
          Home is a word that conjures up lots of feelings.  Perhaps when you hear that word, you think of the place where you grew up.  Perhaps you think of your childhood neighborhood.  Perhaps you think of the place where your mail is currently being delivered.  I have a confession to make.  As a preacher’s kid, I was sometimes jealous of my childhood friends who had a really strong sense of home, because they had always lived in the same house.  I think of people like my great grandmother, Hazel Green Mitchell, or Momma Mitchell as we all called her, who literally married the boy from the neighboring farm.  She lived on virtually the same tract of land for over 90 years.  I can still remember the hole I felt in the pit of my stomach the first time I drove past the old Mitchell home place after my Mom’s cousin and her husband decided to tear down the old house because it blocked a part of their view from the new home they had built.  It was as though our family no longer had a home, because that place which had been the foundation of the family had been destroyed.  While I recognized that feeling, it actually shocked me because I had long said that I did not really have a sense of home being a place.  I had come to think of home as being near the people I love and having my things near me.  I had come to think of home as not a place but the feeling of security that comes from being with my family and friends.  I could feel at home anywhere, so long as I had my stuff and my people.  
          A sense of home is something we all long to find.  I happen to think that lots of people, perhaps even all people, are searching for a sense of belonging and a place to call home.  Home gives us that sense of comfort and security that we all need.  Home gives us a place to be ourselves and a place where we will always welcomed.  It gives us a place where we can be known fully and loved unconditionally.  Home gives us a sense of groundedness and a feeling of peace and comfort, but it also gives us a sense of hope for a future.
          Last week, while I was in Memphis, my brother and sister-in-law were talking about an article in the newspaper about a family in New England, which had been forced to make the decision to sell the family farm.  That is always a difficult decision, but it was made more difficult because this farm had been in the same family since the 1600s, when a family member first came to this country from Europe.  Imagine a family of farmers being tied to the same parcel of land for nearly four hundred years and being the generation who had to make the difficult decision to put that family land on the auction block.  Is it any wonder that the story made the rounds on the AP newspaper circuit?
          As I got older, I came to realize that for some people who lived in one place all their life, that sense of connectedness to a place was not necessarily a good thing.  For some people, that long tie to one place could become stifling or become a burden.  Sometimes the sense of being tethered to one place can keep a person from feeling like they can spread their wings and explore their world.  It can make people feel as though their world is so limited that they cannot see the possibilities that are available to them.    
          Biblical scholars have long recognized the 11th chapter of Hebrews as a roll call of the heroes and heroines of the faith.  I had looked at this passage many times before and had looked at what it said about the pioneers of our faith, but I had not really noticed the link between faith and home.  I know that faith is one of those concepts that is so difficult to explain, because we are people who have come to trust in things that we can see and touch and feel.  We have grown up in a scientific world where things can be proven through experimentation.  We are people who are accustomed to being able to see our news on our televisions or research what we hear about by surfing the web.  To say that we must accept something on faith, which is often labeled as “Blind Faith”, is not always said in a complimentary way.  Then we find passages like this, which extol the virtues of those who were the pioneers of our faith.  
          I loved the way that the Message translation spelled out the differences between the sacrifices offered by Cain and Able.  I remember wondering how God determined that Abel’s sacrifice was the greater gift, but I guess I had just rationalized that God could make that determination since God is God.  I had overlooked the idea that it was not about their individual offerings, but about what they believed about their offerings they made and what was in their hearts as they made those offerings to God which determined the greater gift.  
          Enoch avoided an earthly death because of his faith.  Now I don’t know about you, but I cannot think about that without thinking about that old saying that I have heard and often used, especially when a student would tell me what I had to do as their teacher.  I would raise one eyebrow and tilt my head and say, “I beg to differ, but there are only two things that I HAVE to do and that is die and pay taxes.”  Luckily none of my students ever thought to throw old Enoch in my face when I would say that, or I might have gone ballistic.  Though we may not often remember Enoch’s story, we cannot deny the fact that the scriptures tell us that it was his faithfulness to God that was counted as righteousness and which resulted in his ascension.
          Based on the number of Hollywood writers and producers who have tried to modernize and re-tell the Noah story, we should realize that his story still holds audiences captive.  You have to admit that building an enormous boat out in the middle of dry land, far away from any water long before the days of vehicles to transport such a boat seems to be akin to somewhere between crazy and laughable.  Noah believed that God was telling him the truth.  He had faith in God’s Words to him, so he built that ark and it was counted to him as righteousness.  As a result of his faith, Noah and his family were spared from the worst flood in the history of the world.  Had it not been for Noah’s faithful response to God’s call to build the ark, his family would likely have suffered the same fate as everyone else.
          Abraham and Sarah’s story of faithfulness is often recounted and has long been a favorite of many people.  Abraham and Sarah first illustrated their faith in God when they willingly left their home to follow God to a place that would be revealed to them in the future.  They left a life of security on a land they possessed to wander around as nomads until the time that God revealed to them the place he intended for them to have.  Talk about a leap of faith!  They were willing to hit the dusty trail and change what had been the only life they had known to follow where God would take them.  Perhaps it was because of their experience with trusting God and leaving their home to go to the place that God would show them that helped them to believe that God could indeed help an old couple like them to become parents so late in their life.  It does seem to be true that when we put our faith in God and trust in his promises, we learn that God can truly be trusted and that we can place our faith and firmly in God’s word.  
          Saint Augustine of Hippo is credited for one of my favorite quotes, “Our hearts are restless until they rest in You, God.”  It is found in his book of Confessions, and it sounds quite simple.   The problem is that as simple as it sounds, it is obviously very difficult for most people to put into action.  It seems to take a level of faith that few of us ever achieve.  We know in our minds that we must put our faith in Christ alone, but all too often we try to place our trust in ourselves.  We trust our ability to provide for ourselves and our families.  We trust in our ability to find the right neighborhood to provide the kind of safety and security that we desire for our family.   We trust in the church, which we choose to join, to provide us with the spiritual and emotional support that we need to sustain us through the challenges of our lives.  Any time we put our faith in any institution or any group or individual, we are misplacing our trust.  We must place our full and total trust in God alone.  Augustine was right.  Our hearts are restless until they rest in God!  The sooner we not only learn that, but also order our lives accordingly, the happier we will be.  When we truly learn to put our total trust in God, when we order our lives on the sure foundation that is Christ alone, then we will see that we have learned the true definition of faith.
          In the beginning of this sermon, I told you about Momma Mitchell.  In the last year or two of her life, she was no longer able to live alone on her farm, caring for her chickens, so she had to be moved into a care facility in town.  Every day that she was there, she pined for home.  My aunts and uncles thought that she just wanted to go back to that tobacco farm where she had spent her entire life, but I like to think that she might have been anticipating the home that she new awaited her in glory.  She had been a member of New Hope CPC all of her life.  She had buried her husband of more than 60 years, a son and daughter-in-law, and several grandchildren.  She knew the reward that was awaiting her and the loved ones she was longing to be reunited with.  I like to think that she was ready to go home to her Savior, because she knew that heaven was her true home.  
          On this second Sunday of August, the writer of Hebrews and Saint Augustine are helping us in our quest to define faith.  Our hearts are restless until they rest in God.  We are but transients in this world, because we are simply passing through.  Our true home is with God in heaven.  That is not an excuse not to live in the here and now, but it does offer us the hope we need to endure the challenges of life in this world.  WE need not worry or become restless, so long as we put our trust in God, because the stories of old remind us that we serve a God who rewards such faithfulness.
          And to our God be all glory and honor and blessing and wisdom and power and might, both now and forever more.  Amen.
