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You and I live in a scientific age.  As a culture we are inspired by our capacity to map the human genome and to make clear the pattern of the heavens; we are motivated by our ability to decipher the mysteries of the dinosaurs and to decode the production of proteins.  Science, its ways of investigation and analysis, its empirical data and the quest for answers is very good, yet we who see ourselves as Christians, we who accept a place in the family of God; we are called to operate by another mode of being; we are called to live by faith.  
The letter to the Hebrews tells us faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of what we cannot see.  The dictionary tells us faith is belief without logical proof.  
Without faith, the writer of Hebrews tells us it is impossible to please God.
   Without faith we have no access to the righteousness of God.
  Without faith we have no way of understanding the immeasurable love of God made known in Christ.  Without faith we are left without meaning and without the ability to cope.  Ah, but with faith, even mustard seed size faith, we can move mountains.
  With faith, nothing, absolutely nothing will be impossible for us.
  With faith we can trust in that which we cannot see, with faith we can have a confident assurance that all things will move toward the good for our lives.  With faith, we have power.  With faith we have hope.  With faith, we have all that we need.  Hmmmmmm?
Even if there is a biblical basis for these statements, my question is this, what happens when we as fallible humans, prone to error and prone to sin are unable to have faith?  What happens when no matter how hard we try, how high we reach, how long we pray; we lose our faith?  What happens when the dark night of sadness, difficult days of depression, moments of anger, or waves of fear fill the place within us reserved for faith?  What happens then?  

Beloved of God, there is an illustrative story told in a book a few of us are reading together on Thursday mornings, a book by Parker Palmer, a devout and faith-filled man.  In Let Your Life Speak, Palmer tells of his achieving a PhD from the University of California – Berkley, he talks about his tenure as a faculty member of Georgetown University.  He speaks of his numerous speaking engagements, his invitation to sit on boards large and powerful, and even an offer to assume the presidency of an elite liberal arts college; but in the midst of this portrait of success he tells also of his descent into the darkness of depression.  He tells of his difficulty and of the loss of his faith.

Palmer tells of those people who came to see him and offered platitudes but no help out of his hopelessness.  He tells of those who came but whose words were flat with too much talking and not enough listening.  He tells finally of the moment he wished them all away, except for a man named Bill.  Bill did not offer empty words, he often did not offer words at all, but sat providing touch, providing witness, providing a loving, persistent, enfleshed presence.  
And Palmer tells another story in his book.  This one occurred in the middle of the night as he felt another loving, persistent presence.  In the midst of a fight with depression, in the midst of the isolation this disease and dysfunction can cause, he heard a voice speak simply and clearly these words, “’I love you Parker’.”  In his book he tells us, “The words did not come audibly from without but silently from within, and they could not have some from [me, for I] was too consumed by self hatred and despair to utter them.”

Palmer speaks of a God who, even more than Bill, had faith in him when he could not have faith in himself.  Paul Tillich a 20th century theologian tells us that God’s faith in us grasps us in and with an unambiguous love and a transcendent unity so much so that it speaks not with empty words but with a loving, persistent, presence.
   Hit speaks and has as its purpose to fill the places emptied by isolation, emptied by fear, emptied of the faith God desires us to have.  

Hear this beloved of God, God tells us that faith; the ability to see what is not yet, the confidence to know that all will be well, does not start with us, but it starts with God for us.  

Faith is never something we jinn up in ourselves first.  Faith, always and only, begins with God and is given to us as a gift of grace and love.  When we cannot find enough faith, when we need more belief, do not beat yourself up because your store is low, look to God and say I need more faith, and then know that God has enough for you and will pour it out on you.  Look to God and know faith does not begin with us, but with God.

God has faith in us, the same ultimate and unending faith he had in Abraham when God called him from among his people and out of his land.  God would say, I have the same faith in you that I had in Abraham; Abraham, old and full of faults, stubborn and without the will to do as I asked; but I still had faith in him because I knew what was in him.  I knew it because I had placed it there, I knew it because I formed him in my image and fashioned him in my likeness.  I had faith in him and I have faith in you.  I formed you and I know the gifts I placed in you.  I know your strengths.  I know your faults.  I know the possibilities that lay before you as sure as I knew the possibilities for Abraham.  
God says by his actions and his words, I had faith in Abraham that he would be the father of great nations; he would be the bearer of my blood line.  I had faith in Abraham that through his mistakes he would learn, through his faults he would grow, because of his sin he would cling to me and in me he would achieve more than he could think or imagine.  I had faith in Abraham and I have faith in you.  God says to us; I know you, I love you, and even when you make mistakes, I still know what lies within you and before you and I trust you; I trust you with my Spirit which I have placed within you, I trust you with my word which I have placed before you, I trust you with my way along which I walk with you.  I trust you; I have faith in you because I know you better than you know yourself.
Jesus had faith in the disciples even though he knew they were sinners and liars, betrayers and cowards; he had faith in them even though he knew they would scatter at his death and hide out in rooms behind locked doors.  He knew they would not believe the women on that first resurrection Sunday morning when they came with the good news of, “He is not here he has risen, come see the place where the Lord lay”;
 but still he had enough faith in them to say that they would do even greater things than he did because he was going to ask God to have faith in them.  Jesus was going to go to God, the one he called Father, and because he did and because he had faith in this group of human, fallible, folk they would be able to do more than they could think or imagine.  And what did he ask in return, that the disciples have faith in him,   
Beloved of God, God has faith in us, faith that we can do even greater things too.  Jean and Ginny you have lead us to do greater things than we thought we could do through the use of our Mission and Outreach funds; greater things because God has faith in us.  Wayne and Aimee and the Social Advocacy, you are leading us to new ways of doing greater things as we consider how we can be a blessing to and voice for the children of incarcerated men and women; greater things because God has faith in us.  Choir, you lead us to do even greater things because through the words of your morning anthem we hear evidence of God’s faith in us, God’s faith that is ever true and we can do greater things because God has faith in us.  Sunday School teachers, Council members greater things, greater things; not because we are great but because God loves us and has grasped us with his love and filled us with deep faith; faith that is not of our own making; faith that is there for us to draw on; faith that feeds us and fills us when our reserves are low; faith that sits with us in dark moments of challenge and will sit with us until we can reach out and take it in; faith that enables us to see and do greater things, because God has faith in us.

God looks at each of us, at all of us, and says I have faith in you.  Hear again the definition of faith from the New Living Translation, faith is the confident assurance that what we hope for is going to happen.  It is the evidence of things we cannot yet see.  

Now hear this definition once more not as our faith in God, but God’s faith in us, faith is God’s confident assurance that what God hopes for us is going to happen, that what God sees in us even though it has not yet come to pass is going to be.  God has faith in and for you Jennifer, in and for you Bonnie, in and for you Sandy, and Andre, and Jacob, and beloved of God, just fill in your name, because God has confidence, has a confidence in each of us and loves us with an everlasting love.   

Friends of God, true faith begins not in us, but in God.  Our faith is but a human reflection of what we are given as gift.  Today as you come to the table know God sees you as precious and beloved.  God sees you as the perfect vessel to receive and hold divine faith.  Come beloved of God, come to the table, eat your fill of love and faith, eat your fill of hope and power, the table is set with these very gifts for you, offered because God loves you more than words can convey.  
Belief without logical proof, that’s what God has in us, that is why we may call ourselves a faith filled people.  For this we shout praises, for this we say, amen.
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