Proper 14C 2010

Hebrews 11:1-3, 8-16

(Luke 12:32-40)

A few years ago I was walking the boulevard at Venice Beach. I stopped at one kiosk which had those paintings that if you stare at them you can see hidden images. You know what I mean? This one painting of a bunch of fish caught my eye. I stared at it a long time.

Sitting in a lawn chair on the other side of the kiosk was the proprietor. He had dreadlocks, wrap around sunglasses, tie dyed t-shirt, long shorts and sandals. “Having trouble seeing it, man?” (Me) “Ah, yeah, a bit,” I said. (Him) “You got to be in the right frame of mind,” he said. “You know relaxed; let your mind expand.” (Me) “Perhaps a little ganja might help,” I said in the hopes of showing I was hip and cool. There was a pause as he stared at me. (I think he was staring but I couldn’t tell because he had on dark glasses). “Man, are you like a federale?” “Federale?” I asked perplexingly. (Him)“Yeah, like the p-o-l-i-c-e.” (Me) Like the what?”  (As a side note, I never could understand it when someone spells a word for me. When our son Michael was little Janice would say, “How about some i-c-e-c-r-e-a-m?” (Me)“Whose in the emergency ward? And do I want a BBQ sandwich?”)

“Police! What makes you think I am a policeman?” (Him) “Well, for one your haircut is major conservative. Your sunglasses are really out of style and unhip. And you have the whitest legs I think I have seen on any human being. Don’t you ever wear shorts or go out in the sun?” 
Getting back to the painting I said, “I just don’t see the hidden message.” (Him) “Stare and don’t blink. Focus until your eyes get blurry and almost sting,” he suggested. “I am starting to get a headache,” I said. “Maybe it is the sun,” he proposed. “You are awfully white.”

When I left, a family stopped by to look at the painting. The children after but a few seconds said, “Do you see it mom, do you see it?” I went and purchased a hat and some sunscreen, but it didn’t help.
Seeing is more than observing the obvious physical things in front of us-----reality so to speak. “By faith we understand that the world was created by the word of God, so that what is seen was made out of things which do not appear,” states the author of the Letter to the Hebrews this morning. Thus, faith is a way of looking at what is seen and understanding it in a new sense. Faith is a way of looking at what there is to be seen in the world and in ourselves and hoping, trusting, believing against all evidence to the contrary that beneath the surface we see there is vastly more that we cannot see. Thus, what is it “that is seen” as Hebrews puts it?
As I have mentioned before, when I was 10 years old, my best friend died. He drowned.  He drowned by falling through some thin ice while crossing the town reservoir in late winter almost early spring when everyone who has ever lived in a cold climate knows that you need to stay off ice because ice melts from the bottom up and thus is deceptive.
The day after he drowned the town’s local newspaper featured the incident on its front page. Accompanying the article on the front page was a picture of the reservoir with broken ice. The article continued on another page which then featured a photograph of the deceased, my friend. The photograph the newspaper used depicted my friend in his Cub Scout den of 6 other Cub Scouts. I was one of them. 
For months I hung onto that newspaper. I read and re-read the story. I stared at the broken ice. I ran my hand over the photograph of our Cub Scout den. I stared into my friend’s face. I missed him so much.

I didn’t tell anyone about my keeping the newspaper. I hid it in my desk. The rest of the world, my family, my friends----they all seemed to move on. Why couldn’t I? Was something wrong with me?

Then one day several months later alone in my room with the door closed I took out the newspaper and looked at it again. And something inside of me told me it was time to let it go. A voice in my head said, “We will always be friends. I will always be with you.” It wasn’t really a voice, I guess, as much as a thought. But it wasn’t my thought. It seemed to come from outside of my thoughts. But whatever it was as a result, I, then, put the newspaper in the trash.

20 years later upon my ordination to the priesthood, my church threw a huge party for me in the parish hall. At the center of the party was a pictorial display of my life on several poster boards up on easels that Janice had put together. There were the obligatory embarrassing photos of me naked as a toddler in the bathtub, me before braces on my teeth, and me with long hair and beard. But what caught my attention the most was stuck in the middle of a bunch of childhood photos. It was a nondescript photo which meant nothing to anyone else in the room. I am sure most people never even noticed it. After all, it was yellowed and hard to see. That which was on the poster board was the photograph from the newspaper of my Cub Scout den the day after my best friend’s death. “I will always be with you,” ---the words I heard 20 years earlier came back to me as I stared at that photograph.
Now, I see something in that. I see the hand of God. I see grace; I see love; I see that which cannot be seen as the author of Hebrews puts it. Do you too?
I remember a time in my life before seminary when I was lost and confused and not involved in church. I said a simple prayer to God asking for help. Gosh, I hadn’t prayed since I had been a child for at the time I was a follower of Che not Jesus. How I wished I could speak to the only person whom I felt would understand my angst and offer assistance. And that person was a past college philosophy professor with whom I had become friends. But we had long since lost contact with one another some years prior. Three days later while walking down the streets of Boston I ran into my old philosophy professor. After we embrace and said our hellos, I told her of my prayer a few days earlier. She said three days prior she had been in Nebraska where she lived. In her meditative prayer time, she understood God to tell her to go Boston, which she did. She didn’t know why, but, like Abraham and Noah and Sarah before her, she trusted God and went. Then she said, “I now know why God wanted me to come to Boston. It was to meet you.” That was 35 years ago and the story still gives me chills when I retell it.

These two events in my life seem like revelations from on high to me. Were they? Are they glimpses into a Mystery of such depth, power and beauty that if we were to see it head-on, we would be annihilated? Or do they mean absolutely nothing? I know some of you have had similar experiences. Are they figments of our stressed minds? Or are they the inbreaking of a loving deity into our lives to help us?
If I had to bet my life on one possibility or the other, which one would I bet on? If you had to bet your life, which one would you bet it on? Would you bet on Yes, there is a God in the highest, or, if such language is no longer viable, there is Mystery and Meaning in the deepest? Or No, there is whatever happens to happen, and it means whatever you choose it to mean, and that is all there is?

We may bet Yes this evening and No tomorrow morning. We may bet one way with our lips, our minds, our hearts even and another way with our feet. But we all of us bet, and it’s our lives themselves we are betting with in the sense that betting is what shapes our lives. And we can never be sure we’ve bet right of course. The evidence both ways is fragmentary, fragile, ambiguous. A coincidence can be God’s way of remaining anonymous or it can be just a coincidence. Are the dreams, the revelations, the incidents that bring us healing and hope just products of our wishful thinking? Or are they messages from another world?

Religious faith, the Letter to the Hebrews says in our famous chapter for today, “is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen.” Noah, Abraham, Sarah and the rest of them it goes on to say, “all died in faith , not having received what was promised, but having seen it and greeted it from afar.”
Faith is not certainty for religious people. It is not belief in the invisible when every one else knows that is ridiculous. Faith doesn’t know for certain about anything. Rather, faith is homesickness. Faith is a lump in the throat. Faith is less a position on than a movement toward, less a sure thing than a hunch. Faith is waiting. Faith is journeying through space and through time.

When people approach me and ask me to talk about my faith, it is exactly that journey that I talk about. It is the ups and downs, the dreams, the odd moments, the intuitions. I talk about the occasional sense I have that life is not just a series of events causing  other events as haphazardly as a break shot in pool causes the billiard balls to careen off in all directions,  but that life has a plot the way a novel has a plot, that events are somehow or other leading somewhere. Whatever your faith may be or my faith may be, it seems to me inseparable from the story of what has happened to us.

It is for this reason that I climb these stairs week after week and simply tell you stories----mostly stories from my life because if God is anywhere then God is in our daily lives and thus it is our lives that need telling. The next time someone asks you to describe your faith, don’t quote Scripture, tell them about a story in your life-----any story. Tell them what your favorite song is and why. Tell them the last time you cried and what it was you cried over. Tell them what baby’s hair smells like. Tell them what raspberries taste like. Because if you tell someone these things, then you are telling them about your faith because you are telling them about more than what you see, but what is beyond what you see. And when you start telling someone things and experiences beyond what you see, you eventually wind up talking about God because you realize that humans didn’t create these things. Humans create destruction-----just watch the evening news. But the experiences in our lives talk about another type of creation----God’s creation because we see that which is created by what we cannot see as Hebrews tells us. And if you cannot see that which was made by that which is beyond what we can see, then you cannot see at all.
Frederick Buechner, my favorite author, writes that “By faith we understand, if we are to understand it at all, that the madness and lostness we see all around us and within us are not the last truth about the world but only the next to the last truth. Madness and lostness are the results of terrible blindness and tragic willfulness, which whole nations are involved in no less than you and I are involved in them. 

Faith is the eye of the heart, and by faith we see deep down beneath the face of things---by faith we struggle against all odds to be able to see----that the world is God’s creation even so. It is God who made us and not we ourselves, made us out of God’s peace to live in peace, out God’s light to dwell in light, out of God’s love to be above all things loved and loving. That is the last truth about the world.”

In my own experience, the ways God appears in our lives are elusive and ambiguous. There is always room for doubt in order, perhaps, that there will always be room to breathe. There is so much in life that hides God and denies the very possibility of God that there are times when it is hard not to deny God altogether. Yet it is possible to have faith nonetheless. Faith is that Nonetheless.

As a child I grew up close to a cemetery. So, cemeteries are not scary places to me. As kids, we used to play hide and seek in the cemetery. In the winter we would throw snowballs at cars from the cemetery and run and hide behind gravestones. The first time I ever put my arm around a girl was in that cemetery. And yet, at night, even after years of hanging out in that cemetery, when I would take a short cut through the cemetery I used to whistle. Whistling in the dark somehow gives us power over the darkness and holds the dark back. 
In the same way, faith is, I guess, a kind of whistling in the dark, too. It is the hope against all rational thought that there is more to this life than what appears and that your faith won’t protect you from tragedy, suffering, pain or ultimately death, but it does give you “the peace that passeth all understanding.” It is faith that leads us home. 

Pay attention to those moments in your life that say more than words can describe. And believe in them. For when you do, then you will have the faith of Abraham and all those who have gone before us.
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