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         Matthew 7:21-29


Last week, I talked a bit with the kids about a series of educational cartoons called “Schoolhouse Rock”, which just about everyone in my generational cohort remembers vividly.  I’ve been thinking this week about another TV show that became a kind of signature event for my generation, although a much less happy one.  Who here remembers the TV movie, “The Day After”?  The movie depicted the effects of a full-scale nuclear war between the United States and the Soviet Union, focusing on the town of Lawrence, Kansas.   The show was aired in the fall of 1983, when I was a junior in High School, and not only was it watched by over 100 million people at the time, but it was shown on tape in many, many high school social studies classes, my own included.  Do any of you remember the show?  


I watched the show at home with my family the night it was aired, and it was certainly the most gruesome thing I had ever seen up to that point.  But more than the movie, I remember a debate I had with my high school social studies teacher the following week when our class was scheduled to watch the movie.  I didn’t want to see it, and I stood in the hallway, struggling to explain why.  I had a feeling that there was something fundamentally unfaithful about imagining a future where human beings destroy creation.  Surely a good God, the author of creation, would intervene to prevent a nuclear holocaust?  I knew that the nuclear arms race presented a very clear and present danger to humankind—I certainly didn’t deny that.  In fact I thought about it, and prayed about it often.  But was it really possible for humans to have ultimate impact on God’s creation?  Doesn’t imagining that mean imagining that we ourselves are God?


It’s funny to remember that tearful, impassioned moment in the hallway now.  In some ways I feel very distant from that high school self, but in other ways I’m struck at how now, twenty-five years later, I have to negotiate a similar spiritual challenge.  My kids are also growing up in a scary time, a time when they are more aware than I wish they were about the ways in which human activity threatens God’s creation—not just its health, but its survival.  The threat we think about most now are the effects of global warming—and as you know, there are some very dire predictions about what might happen if the average annual temperature increases even by 5 degrees, something that mainstream scientists agree is certainly possible if rates of CO2 emissions continue to increase.  In fact, just this week National Geographic called an offered to sell me a new video they’ve just produced called, “Six Degrees Could Change the World” which would come, they mentioned, with a discussion guide to help you talk about the movie with your children.


So although the source of the crisis is different now, we, as Christians, as people of faith, still have to face that same question that I was struggling with in the hall outside of my social studies class.  What does it mean to have faith in God in the midst of dire warnings about the future?  Does faith help us respond actively, constructively to the challenges that lie ahead?  Or does faith make us less likely to respond, hoping instead that God will take care of it all?  


This is a fascinating question to bring to the scriptures.  Jesus, of course, didn’t have to talk to his disciples about how to respond to the threat of nuclear holocaust, and he didn’t have to talk to them about global warming, but the context of Jesus ministry was a sense of crisis, a sense of urgency.  He does not speak with the tone of a philosopher speculating on the nature of the universe from a comfortable remove.  He’s much more like a fireman yelling to people in a burning house—he wants people to do something, not just think about something or consider something.  That was the context in which he called his disciples to come into a new covenant, a new relationship with God.


What was the crisis that was weighing in on Jesus?  There’s certainly political crisis pressing in on him.  His country is occupied by a foreign power, one that does not recognize or honor the religion of his people.  And there was spiritual crisis as well, in part precipitated by the political crisis.  While some Jewish leaders wanted to organized armed resistance to Roman rule, others sought to appease the Romans and still other actively cooperated with them.  It’s important to remember this context, especially since we so often connect the signs and symbols of the Christian religion with the things that seem most stable and traditional in our culture (think, for example, of how we used the Bible to swear in a new president).


What would it mean for us not just to see Jesus as a model, not just of right actions, but as a model of faith?  We often talk about having faith IN Jesus, but what would it mean for us to have the faith OF Jesus?  When we notice that he lived in the shadow of crisis just as we do, this question becomes all the more relevant.  What does it mean to have a crisis-time faith like Jesus had?


One of its key characteristics is that it is immediately responsive.  The scripture reading today from Matthew makes it clear—Jesus believes that having faith means that you respond with action to the warnings around you.  Your faith connects with your life, here and now.  It’s not just something we cultivate for some future time when we meet our maker and have to account for our lives.  


But there’s more.  Jesus also guides us to a faith of ultimate trust.  If we have a faith like his, we can say with the Psalmist, “we will not fear though the earth be removed, though the mountains be carried to the sea.”  We can affirm that though the things of this earth may change, God is constant, and we can rely on God.  That is the trust that enabled Jesus to say at the moment of greatest stress, “Not my will, but yours, God.”  


How can we keep these two qualities of faith together?  How can we have faith that is both immediately responsive and ultimately trusting?  There’s a wonderful line from the Talmud, the collection of Jewish teachings about the Torah, that goes something like, “It is not up to us to finish the task, but neither can we refrain from starting.”  A responsive faith leads us to engage now in the problems of our day, and a trusting faith enables us to do what we can and then hand the rest over to God.


There’s one more quality of the faith of Jesus that I think serves us well in times of crisis.  His faith leads him to hold to the material world with a light touch.  Jesus is in no way a despiser of the world.  It’s clear that he enjoyed meals and wine and considered the lilies to be beautiful.  But he is also clear that we should not store up our treasures on earth.  We should not put a high value on things that moths can destroy.  Instead, we should put our highest value on the things that cannot ever decay, things like our relationship with God and our relationships with each other.  When we have a light hold on the material things of the world, we aren’t as invested in maintaining them exactly as they are.  When things change, we find ourselves more able to move and respond, more able to weather the storm.  Our lives, and our faith, aren’t threatened by change, even significant change.


This is, it seems to me, what it means to have the faith of Jesus in the midst of crisis.  Thanks be to God for this great gift!
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