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THE SECOND SUNDAY IN LENT

Driven Into the Wilderness: Growing Faith
Genesis 17:1-7, 15-16; Mark 8:31-38

Do you ever do a double take when you hear God speak?  I don’t mean
when you literally hear God speak.  If you are literally hearing the voice of
God, I want to talk to you . . . or maybe not!  What I want to know is when you
read scripture or hear it read, do you sometimes scratch your head and
wonder what in the world God is up to?  For instance, the message that God
gave to Abram after he had left his homeland to move to an unfamiliar land
and the message God gave to Peter and the disciples through Jesus could
not be more different.

God’s message to Abram was glowing and hopeful.  It was filled with
promise.  It was promise.  God promised that if Abram would walk before him
and be blameless then God would do all sorts of wonderful things.  For
starters he would make him the ancestor of nations, a multitude of nations.
Kings would come from his lineage.  He would get a new name, one that
essentially identified him as the father of the world.  Moreover his wife would
also receive a new name.  She would be called Sarah, which means princess.
To top it all off and make it all happen, the elderly barren couple would have
a son.  All Abram had to do was to walk before God and be blameless.

Jesus, on the other hand, promised his disciples some not-so-uplifting
things.  Deny yourself, take up your cross, and follow me, he said.  If you want
to save your life, you will lose it.  But if you lose your live, you will save it.  As
for himself, he promised his disciples that in the days to come he would suffer
greatly, be rejected by the religious leaders, and killed.  He would rise again,
he promised, but by this time they were so upset that I do not believe they
really heard what he said.

Abram and Sarah responded to God’s grand promise of a son and
multitude of ancestors by laughing.  The absurdity of a couple of folks 90 and
99 years old having a baby was more than they could take.  They laughed.
Laughter can be good for the soul.  God might have chuckled along with
them.
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Peter, on the other hand, was incensed by what Jesus told him and his
friends.  He rebuked Jesus, essentially giving him a verbal backhand to the
cheek.  Jesus snapped right back, compared him to Satan, and told him to
take a back seat.  Honestly, I think I would rather be with Abram rolling in the
dust with laughter over what God would do if Abram walked blamelessly
before God than with Peter red-faced and smarting from the horrific things
Jesus was saying would happen if the disciples “followed” him.

Two passages, vastly different, over a thousand years apart, each one
a message from the same God requesting one response: faith.

Faith can be tricky business, even when all that it promises is good.
Sometimes the generosity of God is so overwhelming as to seem absurd.
There have been plenty of emperors, kings, dictators, tyrants, and presidents
who have imagined themselves the rulers of vast amounts of real estate and
people.  Some of them reached that goal, but to have God promise that you
will be the linchpin of a multitude of nations is a heady idea indeed, especially
when such an idea never even occurred to you.

And when you become a part of a movement that promises to bring
dramatic change to the world, it is deflating to be told that it will end in
disaster.  No coach gathers his team in the locker room before the
championship game and tells them that despite their hard work and the
success they have had thus far nothing is going to go well in this game.  The
referees will be biased against them.  The crowd will boo them.  And their star
player will be injured and carried out on a stretcher.  Nevertheless, they will
win, he insists.  No one will believe him nor will they be inclined to play their
best game.

What was God up to when he made such absurd promises to Abram
and Sarai and to Peter and the other disciples?

Do you think that Abram and Sarai felt pushed into leaving their home
for a strange land that was 400 miles away?  Keep in mind that it may not
have been the offer of a multitude of descendants that piqued the elderly
couple’s interest but the promise of a single son.  In that day and time
barrenness was considered a curse, a sign of disfavor.  Was it the promise
of a child that pushed Abram and Sarai to leave home for an unknown land?

Do you think Peter and the other disciples felt pushed into something
for which they had not signed up?  After all, did not Jesus initially invite them
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to follow him in order to fish for people?  Up to this point they had been
traveling the countryside, listening to Jesus describe a wonderful way of life
of which they had only dreamed.  Everywhere they went Jesus would heal
people and offer astonishing insights into life.  People flocked from
everywhere to see and hear him.  It was an exciting experience for these
former fishermen, tax collectors, and other tradesmen.  When everything
seemed to be going so well and momentum was building, where did all this
talk of self-denial, crosses, suffering and death come from?  Surely they felt
pushed into something they had not anticipated.

This is biblical faith.  Faith in God involves two callings: promise and
self-denial.  God offers to bless us, to use us to do great things in the world,
to help make the reality of his kingdom on earth apparent.  God also warns
us that the way is not easy, the path is not always smooth, the people whom
we encounter are not always welcoming of our “Good News.”  We have to be
prepared for surprises along the way–both good and bad.

Faith involves promise and challenge, blessing and self-giving.  What
is important for us to understand is that, like Abraham, Sarah, Peter and the
rest of God’s followers, we grow into faith one step at a time.  Phyllis Kersten,
a Lutheran pastor in Illinois recently commented, “I catch the best glimpse of
what it means to follow Jesus from other followers.”1  So we pay attention to
people like Abraham, Sarah, and Peter and learn from them about faith.

The writer of the Letter to the Hebrews heralds Abraham as the “Father
of the Faith,” but Abraham was no shining example of uncompromising
devotion to God.  He had his moments of doubt and uncertainty.  Granted he
trusted God enough to move to a strange land, but when famine came he
headed for Egypt before God had a chance to tell him how his family would
be fed and protected.  When he arrived in Egypt, Pharaoh and everyone else
noticed how beautiful Sarah was.  Afraid for his own life, Abraham introduced
her as his sister and allowed Pharaoh to take her to his house.  God was not
pleased and began to introduce some of his famous plagues on Pharaoh
which caused him to send Sarah back home where she belonged.  Abraham
put his wife as well as the Egyptian people at risk by his cowardice and lack
of faith.  Yet, God did not give up on him.  And when he laughed at God’s
suggestion that he and Sarah would have a baby in their old age, I suspect
God did laugh along as well.  Eventually Isaac was born followed by Esau and



4

Jacob.  The Hebrew nation was birthed and the path to Jesus was
established.

Simon Peter was a tough character.  He was rough around the edges,
a bit arrogant, and often boisterous.  He was well-intentioned, but frequently
let his own needs and desires get in the way of what Jesus was doing.  For
all of that, however, even after his denial of the Messiah, Jesus did not give
up on him.  He gave to Peter the responsibility for pushing the faith forward
after his death and resurrection.  Peter became a pivotal figure in spreading
the Christian faith and ultimately died for the sake of the Gospel.

What kind of faith do you see in these biblical characters?  They were
ordinary people going about their ordinary lives when God intervened.  They
had high hopes for a better life.  They were good, upstanding folks.  They
were well-intentioned, but they were flawed.  They believed in God and what
God was about, but they had to walk into their faith.  They had to live into it
as they moved from promise to challenge and back again.

We learn from folks like Abraham, Sarah, and Peter that faith is a
dynamic experience.  All three of them tried to accept the offer initially made
and stick to it.  They all soon realized, however, that what we understand
initially is not the end of faith.  There is always more.  It may be more blessing
and promise.  It may be more hardship and self-denial.  There may be good
things that come or there may be suffering ahead.  The point is: where we
begin in faith is not where we will end in faith.

Last week we thought about Jesus’ sojourn in the wilderness as he
prepared for his ministry.  The Gospel of Mark tells us that the Spirit of God
drove Jesus into the wilderness where he faced temptation, danger, and was
ministered to by angels.

I am not certain that Jesus fully knew what was ahead of him at that
point.  I suspect that for him, as with most of us, his ministry unfolded day by
day until he recognized where it was leading him so that he could prepare for
it.  In the same way, when we respond in faith to God, we have to trust that
God will reveal where we are going step by step as we need to know.  We
have to trust God to take care of us just as God has to trust us to be faithful
to our calling.

Earlier this morning the Samples spoke to the Discussion Class about
their ministry in California among immigrants, refugees, and international
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students.  Much of their work is done with Afghan people and other
immigrants.  They help them establish homes, work through legal documents,
and learn who Christ is and why he loves them.  I suppose that when they
began their work ten years ago they were acting on faith but not fully
understanding where it would lead them.  Today they look back and celebrate
the many ways God has used them to share the love of Christ with people
who are strangers in a strange land.

Faith is dynamic.  It is not static.  For that reason it is difficult to paint
faith as being black and white.  As much as we long for certainty, we cannot
always know what God is up to in the world.  We have to remain open to the
Spirit’s leading.  Therefore, if we will try to paint a picture of faith it must
include a rainbow of colors and shapes and images.  We have to be open to
God’s leading because where we are today is not where we will be tomorrow.

Faith does comes to us completely packaged.  It grows as we grow.  It
grows with us and we grow with it.  Like Abraham, Sarah, and Peter, as we
walk in faith, whether before God or following Jesus, we learn to laugh and
live into the promises.  We learn to fortify ourselves and live into the
challenges.  As with Abraham, Sarah, Peter, and millions of believers who
followed them, may this Lenten season offer us all the opportunities to grow
in faith.  Amen.



March 4, 2012 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Supplication

It may be that none of us have heard your voice audibly calling our
name in the middle of the night, O God, but that does not mean that you do
not speak to us or that we do not hear.  And while none of us here today have
been promised that our progeny will be counted as multitudes or include kings
who will rule influential nations of the earth, we know that our children and our
children’s children will be blessed beyond measure.  We may not receive new
names inspired by heavenly goals, but we are now known as Children of God
for that is who we are.  Thank you, God, for speaking to us in ways we can
understand and by means that intersect with our daily lives.

It sometimes seems as if the list of persons for whom we pray never
shortens but that is because of the array of people for whom we care.  We
pray for family and friends, for neighbors and strangers, all because we
understand their plight and we respond out of compassion.

There are many who are ill today, God.  We pray for the proper delivery
of their treatment, the effectiveness of medications, and the well-being of their
medical team so that they might get well.  We pray for better days ahead, for
strength and rest, and for the steady rise of hope in their lives.

We pray for the communities, families, and individuals whose lives have
been torn apart or lost because of this weekend’s tornados.  Surround them
with your grace, we pray, and provide all that they will need to rebuild their
lives.  Bring to them the resources they will need and nudge us all to help as
we can.

We offer our prayers for the people whom you have called to go into
unfamiliar lands and away from family and friends to serve you and your
people.  We thank you for missionaries like the Samples who minister on our
behalf and in your name to make the Gospel real for people who have not
experienced your love.  

We thank you, O Lord, for always reaching out to us, whispering our
name in ways that will be familiar to us but not hesitating to call us to minister
in your name.  Help us to grow in faith and to grow in our understanding of
faith so that we might live upright lives and reach those for whom the Gospel
seems so different.  Amen.


