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Introduction 

Good morning! Let me begin by thanking Rob for inviting me to share in your 

worship this morning!  It is always a privilege to lead in the worship of God, and I thank 

you all for giving me that privilege, and for your warm welcome.  Carol and I retired from 

our ministry in Oshkosh last September, and you should be warned that this is the first 

time since then that I have led worship!  We will see if I remember how to do it, and you 

will be the judges of that!  It is especially fun to be here with Rob, as Rob was in our youth 

group at North Shore Congregational Church.  One of the joys of our ministry has been to 

watch Rob grow in his ministry, beginning as a leader in that youth group, through the 

years, and now you are enjoying his many gifts.  

Let me say, too, that I like the line at the top of the bulletin that describes who you 

are as a church: “Faith-focused, Free-thinking.”  The last part – Free-thinking – can go 

without saying in any church claiming the name “Congregational,” or course.  Whatever 

else we are, we hang on fiercely to the right to approach our faith with an open mind, 

and with no one standing over us to tell us what to think.  That freedom has its strengths 

and some weakness too, but that will not be the focus for today.  Today’s focus is “faith,” 

the “Faith-focused” part of your identity.   

Faith with its cousin verb believe stands at the center of our Christian religion; it is 

a word that we use freely and frequently in our gatherings.  And so it would behoove us 

from time to time, to think about what we mean by it.  Especially on a Sunday when we 

will observe the Sacrament of Communion, that shining, holy mystery that calls for a 

trusting, vibrant faith. Today we are “faith-focused” in word and in sacrament. 

That being said, let us turn to our Scriptures, each of which uses our word for the 

day: Faith.  First we hear it from our Lord himself, as Jesus one day taught his followers to 

trust in God’s provision, and chides them for their “little faith.” 

 

Luke 12:27,28 

 Consider the lilies, how they grow: they neither toil nor spin;  yet I tell you, even Solomon 

in all his glory was not clothed like one of these.  But if God so clothes the grass of the 

field, which is alive today and tomorrow is thrown into the oven, how much more will he 

clothe you—you of little faith! 

 

Probably half a century after Jesus said that, the writer of the New Testament book of 

Hebrews urges those earliest Christians to live by faith (that phrase is repeatied 18 times 



 

 

in the chapter!) and cites a great long list of Bible heroes who had faith.  He begins with a 

definition of “faith,” and then a little way into the chapter he tells the story of Abraham 

as an example of what faith can accomplish. 

 

Hebrews 11:1, 8-12  

Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen. 

 By faith Abraham obeyed when he was called to set out for a place that he was to receive 

as an inheritance; and he set out, not knowing where he was going.  By faith he stayed for 

a time in the land he had been promised, as in a foreign land, living in tents, as did Isaac 

and Jacob, who were heirs with him of the same promise.  For he looked forward to the 

city that has foundations, whose architect and builder is God.  By faith he received power 

of procreation, even though he was too old—and Sarah herself was barren—because he 

considered him faithful who had promised. Therefore from one person, and this one as 

good as dead, descendants were born, “as many as the stars of heaven and as the 

innumerable grains of sand by the seashore.” 

 

Lastly, let us hear from the apostle Paul.  In his letter to the church in Galatia, he includes 

a list of attributes that should mark the lives of anyone in whom the Spirit of God dwells.  

These are the telltale marks of a follower of Christ, signs of the presence of the Spirit.  

And you’ll hear in this list of the nine “fruits of the Spirit” our word, “faith.”    

 

Galatians 5:22-23 

 The fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faith, gentleness, 

and self-control. There is no law against such things. 

 

 So:  Faith. “What is it?”  “Faith,” says our contemporary translation is “the 

assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen.”  Is that clear enough?  I 

didn’t think so. 

We might put another way:  Faith is confidence that what we hope for will happen, 

and assurance of the reality of things we do not see. 

 Did that help?  I didn’t think so either.  We could go back to the King James 

Version:  Now faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen.  

But that leaves many questions too! 

“Faith” is hard to pin down exactly, isn’t it?  More than a mere concept, an idea to 

play with, “faith” a living, growing, evolving, sometimes life-changing experience.  And 

one that is different for each of us.  We get into trouble when we think we can tell others 

what faith must be for them, as if your experience of God by faith has to be just like mine. 

Like God, who is both the source and object of faith, faith refuses to submit to any one 

simplistic, one-size-fits-all definition.  But there it is, this word “faith,” smack in the 

middle of everything we say about God.  What might “faith” mean for our day? 



 

 

 Many people over the past forty years have been greatly influenced by and helped 

with this question by the theologian Marcus Borg.  His many books and his teaching 

around the world has opened an ancient understanding of the Christian faith that can be 

lived out in our day, in our increasingly diverse and knowledgeable world.  If you have not 

read any of his books, I encourage you to begin with one called The Heart of Christianity: 

Rediscovering a Life of Faith. 

 Marcus Borg says that for we who grew up as Christians in the 20th century our 

understanding of having faith, or believing, was almost exclusively intellectual in nature.  

Especially in creedal churches, to have faith meant to give intellectual assent to a set of 

propositions about God.  That’s what you do when you profess a creed.  To “believe” had 

come to mean simply to agree with a set of doctrinal statements about God and Jesus 

and the Bible, and so on.  But Dr. Borg notes that this definition of faith had turned it into 

a “head matter,” only, neglecting the heart. 

 To make matters worse, as humankind’s knowledge of the world without and of 

the mind within has expanded through discoveries of the sciences and history, many of 

the traditional dogma we professed to believe became harder and harder to “believe” - 

especially when it came to claims the Bible made about the natural world and history, 

and the nature of God too.  Because faith had been reduced to an intellectual argument 

that became harder and harder to sustain, many found their faith wanting.  It had 

become unbelievable for modern people. 

 But Borg and others have pointed out that the “faith” that Jesus and the biblical 

writers talked about was not really something to be “understood” with the mind so much 

as experienced with the heart. To “believe” for them was not so much an exercise of the 

mind, but a commitment of the heart.  Faith was not providing an explanation of God, but 

inspiring a trust in God.  The point of faith was not to make God describable with words, 

but to facilitate living encounters with the Spirit.   

 Our Nicene and Apostles’ Creeds begin with the Latin word, credo, “I believe in God 

. . .” followed by a list of propositions about God.  But Dr. Borg and others have pointed 

out that credo – “I believe” – is better translated not as “I believe [with my mind] thus 

and so about God,” but as “I give my heart to that God.”  Rather than “I believe,” it means 

“I belove.”  You see the difference:  faith is not so much of the mind as the soul, not of 

the head so much as the heart. 

What then is “faith?” To have faith in God is to give your heart to God.  To have 

faith today in God is to trust in God today.  Not for God to do our bidding, but for God to 

abide always within, a silent presence, the source of courage and comfort in times of 

hardship, and other times the source of wonder and overflowing joy.  Having faith is not 

having to believe things we cannot believe any more.  Faith is trusting, following, giving 

our heart to God in Christ. 



 

 

Jesus in the reading today urges us to trust in God, to give our hearts to God 

because just as the lilies of the field are clothed so God will care for us.  Don’t worry, he 

says.  God is faithful, and so let us have faith that God provide our needs. 

The story of Abraham reminds us that he set out for a country he knew nothing 

about; he had no intellectual idea where he was going.  But he trusted the One who (he 

was convinced in his heart of hearts) had called him to follow.  He did not know the way, 

but he believed that the One who called him was worthy of his trust, and so he followed. 

 And with Sarah he had faith that against all odds (Sarah when she first heard of the 

plan had to laugh right out loud at the thought!) that the nation God promised would 

begin through their offspring.  They had such faith because they had a God who was 

faithful to them, and worthy of their trust. 

And Saint Paul in the last reading tells us that the fruit of the Spirit . . . the mark of 

God’s presence within us and among us is faith:  trusting in the presence of God to 

comfort and sustain, to guide and to urge forward, to have joy, to live in strength.  Faith is 

of the heart, nurturing the soul, that we might trust in the Holy One who is beyond all the 

words of the most learned among us. 

Your bulletin tells me you are a “faith-focused” people.  I take that to mean that 

you as a church in this time of transition are seeking to give your hearts to God, trusting 

in the nurturing Presence to bring you into a new time in your life together.   

Have faith that all will be well.   

Have faith that together you will grow stronger, that just as God clothes the lilies of 

the field God will care for you.   

Have faith that just as God guided Abraham and Sarah into a new land, God will 

guide you as well.  Give your hearts to God, and you will find God journeying with you 

through the days to come.   

But what of this Table before us?  Today we gather at the Table of the Lord, where, 

together as a church you partake in this Holy Mystery.  We do not come to the Table 

having analyzed it and explained it, understanding with our minds just what it all means, 

and why Jesus commanded us to do this.  You may or may not have theories about what 

it means.  But Holy Communion is not a cerebral exercise, this eating of a tiny wafer, the 

sipping of a bit of juice.  No, Holy Communion is where we give our hearts to God, and to 

one another too.  This is where we say humbly, and simply:  We believe, O God; help our 

unbelief.  This is where we open heart and mind to the living Presence, and to the 

enlivening Spirit who calls us to faith, and to faithful living.  May God the Spirit among us 

create a living faith in us as we come once more as a community of faith to the Table 

whose gracious Host, the Christ, bids us come, and be made whole.  Amen. 


