
Trinity XV
Habbakuk 1:1-4, 2:1-4; Lk.17:5-10.
What is Faith?
‘If you had faith the size of a mustard seed,’ said the Lord Jesus, ‘you’d be able to say to this tree ‘be uprooted, and plant yourself in the sea’ and it would obey you.
I have been Vicar of St. Lawrence for nine years. In all that time, I have not met a single one of you who has been able to make a tree fly. Not one. And never mind trees. Not a bush, not a flower. In nine years, I have not had to duck and avoid a single piece of vegetation flying by the power of faith, as commanded by a St. Lawrence worshipper. I am forced to conclude that either you are all remarkably humble, not wanting to show off, and so stop doing these things when you see me coming - or that, in fact, you have as little faith as me. I am also, you see, quite incapable of making trees fly. Which is a problem, because Jesus said if we had faith the size of a mustard seed, we could.
So… do we have no faith?
I’ve certainly been told I don’t before. When I was working in university, a rather brave student – brave because I was responsible for marking his essays, and deciding whether he got a degree – told me that I obviously had no faith. That was because when he told me he had personally seen twenty people raised from the dead – I kid you not, twenty actually dead people, raised up to life again – I said, straightforwardly, I didn’t believe him. To him, that meant I had no faith. I think it means I’m sceptical – and scepticism is not the same thing as faithlessness.






People sometimes say that you don’t have faith if you doubt or deny Very Important Things – like the things we say in the Creed every week. And indeed, it does matter what Christians believe, and I do think that the Creed states the essence of it. But there have been many times in my life, and there might be again, when I have found it very, very difficult to believe some of it. If you’d talked to me twenty years ago, say, I’d have been pretty sceptical about the idea of the Virgin Birth. I’m still pretty puzzled about the resurrection of the body. Some of you, I imagine – some of you, I know – feel the same. And I want to reassure you that the mere fact you have those questions, those doubts, even those denials, doesn’t mean you don’t have faith. If you’re still praying, still trying to follow Jesus, still worshipping, actually being a Christian, doing Christianity, then you are one. Thinking the right things, having the right opinions – well, it’s not unimportant. But it’s not the be-all and end-all. As the Letter of James brilliantly puts it,  ‘So you believe in God? Well done you. Even the devil believes, and trembles.’ In other words, correct belief is over-rated. Faith is bigger than that, deeper than that.

I’ll get to what faith is in a moment, but lastly one more thing its not. Faith is not thinking that God will always answer your prayers.  That the Lord will always provide. That somehow He will make sure that the money you need turns up, or that you get a really good job, or you don’t get sick, or life generally goes right. Sometimes Christians think like this just in terms of their own personal needs, other times it’s in terms of the church itself. I’ve heard so many ministers say something like this: We needed to build a new church centre, and we had no money, and we trusted and we prayed, and lo suddenly all the cash just appeared. Now, of course it is true that sometimes very surprising and almost amazing things happen, in our personal lives and in our church lives. And the right response to that is gratitude. Of course it is. But let’s also be clear. Plenty of very good Christians have starved to death. And if you think that the Lord provided you or us with we needed, you have to explain why he didn’t for them. And you would be cruel, really wrong and cruel, I think to tell them it was because they didn’t have sufficient faith.


So enough of what faith isn’t. What is it? The clue is in our Old Testament reading. What’s the big challenge that the prophet Habbakuk is facing? Exactly the same we do: destruction and violence are before me, the prophet says: the law becomes slack, justice never prevails. Everywhere I look the good people are being beaten, the innocent are being destroyed. The wicked do what they want. Why is this world so broken, God? Why is your righteousness not here? That’s what Habbakuk asks. It’s what we all ask.

And the message comes back, saying, essentially: wait. There is still a vision for the appointed time. If it seems to tarry wait for it, it will surely come. Meanwhile, the righteous will live by their faith. In other words, by trusting that despite all the evidence to the contrary, despite all the darkness and injustice around us, that one day the earth will be full of the glory of God. That justice and mercy and healing will envelop everything, and transform everything. That the broken will be put back together again. That those who did the breaking will be held to account. That everything will be as it should; that the Kingdom will come. Trusting in that, is the faith of the prophets.

Christian faith is the same, except we hold it has already begun. The Gospel is that Jesus Christ was the glory of God come into this world, that it’s in Him that you see what justice, and mercy, and healing mean. Our faith is not just faith in big, abstract concepts – it’s faith in this person. Faith that who he was will one day be what all things are. That who he was will one day be what all things are. He will make everything like Himself; He’ll make everything full of Himself. Full, that is, of beauty, of goodness, of holiness. As one of the most ancient sayings in the Church has it, ‘he became human, so that we might become divine.’ He became human, so that we might become divine.’
Faith means living like that’s true.




So it means, for instance, never writing anyone off. Not the most damaged, inadequate, flawed person – not one of them. He became human, so that they might become divine: believe that of someone, and you cannot abandon them, neglect them, leave them behind. That faith shapes how we deal with everyone in every way – from the small personal interactions to the great big questions of public policy. We live in a society, said C.S Lewis, of potential gods and goddesses. You’ve never met a mere mortal. How do we treat each other as the glories we will be?  How do we house each other, feed each other, care for each other when we’re sick, punish each other when we’ve offended? Doing all these things in the light of the coming glory: that’s what faith means.

More personally, it means facing everything that happens to us, everything, within that same horizon. So what if, for instance, you have deadly cancer? What is it to have faith then? Well it’s not, I think, to believe that God will take the cancer away. That, of course, there’s going to be healing. That God won’t let you die. Now, indeed, sometimes there is a miracle. There are, occasionally, extraordinary healings, and when they happen, rejoice, rejoice, rejoice. But they are indeed extraordinary. Most of the time, they don’t happen. Most of the time, deadly cancer is indeed deadly. 
And faith hasn’t failed when that is so. Because faith isn’t about waiting for a miracle. No, faith means knowing that you are, as the Psalm puts it, going into the valley of the shadow of death. But you’re going there with Jesus Christ. You’re going there with the One who will light up all things. With the one who is going to fill you with glory – you, poor, sick, dying you. Faith doesn’t mean you avoid the darkness: faith means you know that the darkness gives way to glory. It is summed up in what one woman whose funeral I took said – a woman, incidentally, who never came to church and who nobody thought was especially religious. On her death bed, she was asked, are you scared? And the answer came back, clear as a bell: ‘Scared? Why would I be scared? I believe in Jesus Christ.’ That was faith. More faith than I have.



Back, at the end, to the beginning. What’s all that about flying trees? What was Jesus trying to say? I think it’s this. Can you imagine, even begin to imagine, what your life would look like, what our world would like, if we really, really believed that all things were destined for glory? That poverty, injustice, discrimination, bullying, sexism and all the rest of it would be torn up by the roots and cast into the sea? That suffering and humiliation and risk and even death itself, weren’t things to be scared of? Can you imagine a church that really believed that, and lived like that? That would mean a world so transformed, so astonishingly new and wonderful, that flying shrubbery would be the least of our concerns. That’s what our faith is about. May we have more and more of it. Amen. 
 



