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     Genesis 32: 22-31 and Luke 18:1-8


When I first entered Divinity School, one of the people who made welcome speeches to the incoming class of students was the head of the financial aid department.  He was an ordained minister who saw his work at Harvard as a calling.  He made a comment to us that has stuck with me ever since.  “If you want to know what someone values,” he said, “look at how they spend their money.”  He claimed that a statement from your bank or your credit card bill was a much more honest personal mission statement than any list of values or any vision statement we might compose.  The same, he said, holds true for organizations and for states.


Although that method for determining core values is extremely challenging to me personally, it appeals to me for its ability to distinguish between what we say we value, what we wish we valued, what we aspire to value, and what we actually value.  It seems to me that our readings this morning from both Genesis and Luke do the same thing for us when it comes to faith.  How can we tell what we actually have faith in, as opposed to what we just say we have faith in, or wish we had faith in, or aspire to have faith in?  Here’s the test:  what are you willing to fight with?  What do you willing to struggle with?  What do you hold on to when others would just walk away?


Does this test make sense to you?  Think, for example, of the bumper sticker you see around these days which says, “Dissent is the highest form of patriotism.”  I think there’s something to that.  After all, a person who doesn’t really believe in our country or in our government would never engage in protest or advocacy.  If you don’t have any faith in our country or our government, you disengage.  You either move to a different country, or you resolve to just suffer in this one because you can’t think of a better alternative.  But when you lose faith in something, you decide that it’s not worth your time or your effort.  Am I right?


The same thing could be said for the school system.  If you have faith in it, you’ll engage with it, even if that means fighting with it.  But if you don’t have faith in it, you’ll withdraw your kids and withdraw yourself.  The same thing could be said for a marriage.  If you have faith in your marriage, you’ll engage with it, even if that means having hard conversations, going to uncomfortable places, arguing about things that you don’t know how to resolve.  But if you don’t have faith in your marriage, if you don’t have faith in your spouse, you’ll disengage, sulk silently, and eventually walk away.


What about God?  


I don’t know about you, but for me it feels a little weird to apply this test to my faith in God.  I’m not sure where I got it, but I have a sense that faith in God is supposed to feel serene and peaceful.  It’s doubt that we’re supposed to struggle with, it’s doubt that we wrestle with all night long, but when the morning comes and we emerge the victor, we should have a feeling of contentment.  And that feeling is faith.  


These stories turn that assumption on its head.  These stories present a model of faithfulness that is anything but serene, because in these stories, faith moves people to engage—to wrestle and to plead.  And these stories are then told to us as suggestions for what our faith can look like.


These stories have been irritating me all week, and they’ve brought me back to the night of September 11th, 2001.  The congregation I was serving in Massachusetts at the time had a prayer service that night—as did many other churches in this country.  There wasn’t a lot of time to prepare for the service, so we just copied a few songs, brought out the Christmas Eve candles, and figured we’d figure out the rest as we went along.  After we gathered and sang a simple chant for a while, the room fell silent and I stood up to lead us in prayer.  I closed my eyes, we were silent for a while together, and then I just yelled, “WHY??”  


I was actually a little embarrassed about my leadership of that service, after the fact.  I felt I was maybe a little too raw to be pastoral.  But as I’ve thought about that evening again this week, I’ve wondered.  Maybe that prayer was one of the most faithful prayers I’ve ever said.  Maybe that prayer wasn’t an expression of despair—maybe that prayer was an expression of faith.


What about you?  Do you argue with God?  Do you yell at God?  Are you willing to wrestle with God, and not let go until you have a blessing?  All of which is to say, do you have faith in God?
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