Faith
A sermon preached by Canon Brian Mountford 27 February 2011
‘Wherefore, if God so clothe the grass of the field, which today is, and tomorrow is cast into the oven, shall he not much more clothe you, O ye of little faith. 33But seek ye first the kingdom of God, and his righteousness; and all these things shall be added unto you’ (Matt 6)
I’ve been asked to respond to Philip Pullman’s sermon last week. He spoke about faith as a puzzling concept and, indeed, quite a weak concept – as in faith communities, faith schools, faith foundations – where faith is used as a sort of sociological description rather than a reference to content. He said that although he didn’t have religious faith, he could see how attention to prayer and worship and theological reflection might lead to hope, as in the case of the otherwise desperate prisoner; in other words that faith could be beneficial – although I couldn’t help feeling he meant beneficial to the deluded.
I hope this is going to be too earnest this morning. No jokes in my file about faith. The nearest -
On his death bed the American comedian, WC Fields, surprised everyone by calling for a priest. When the priest arrived he found Fields thumbing through an almost unused Bible. ‘What are you looking for?’ asked the priest. ‘Loopholes,’ he replied.

In today’s reading Jesus is very interesting: he accuses his listeners of having little faith and then says that if only they would try to live a good life – seeking the kingdom of God and his righteousness – then faith will grow almost automatically. It’s a point very clearly emphasised by Karen Armstrong in her book about the so-called Axial age of Socrates and Jeremiah: she says that all the major world religions have at their core an ideal of sympathy, respect and universal concern. In one way or another they all encourage the suppression of the ego, of selfishness, in favour of the Golden Rule to do unto others as you would have them do unto you. She says that when this ideal is in any way achieved, it allows a person to step out of their self-bound consciousness to apprehend a reality that they call God. To step into another’s shoes, to share the suffering of another, yields intimations of transcendence. 
Faith grows out of self-giving, or to put it another way, out of discipleship – following the way Christ trod. That’s why the imitation of Christ is an important spiritual exercise. The analogy would be with friendship or relationship – the more you get to know a person, the more you open yourself up to them, the more trust grows. Who are the people you can rely on most? Those with whom you have the strongest rapport. Same with Christ. 
But nevertheless we might feel that religious faith still requires something to have faith in. It can’t be just a transcendent experience. 

The genius of Christianity is the idea of the incarnation. You might struggle with a divine reality that is immortal, invisible wisdom, but it’s not a struggle to grasp godliness expressed in the story of a man who resisted temptation, loved the outcast, healed the sick, expected the best from his followers, hated religious pettiness, suffered graciously, forgave his executioners, and laid down his life for his people. Here is a tangible God; the word made flesh.
But we still want to unpack the mystery that is made flesh; to see behind the man. 

Perhaps the first thing to say is that God cannot be reduced to a single concept – to do so would be absurdly limiting. In this sense there can be no right answer, no right creed.
For us God is a composite of ideas and pictures:

Creator, Judge, father, mother, king, deliverer, suffering servant, fellow sufferer, ground of being, being itself, love, goodness, supreme self-giving, eternal mind, eternal purpose, seriousness or ultimate concern, even absence, particularly in that Christ-like experience on the cross of God forsakenness. Although this is a notion rejected with massive adamance in Pullman’s ‘The Good Jesus and the Scoundrel Christ’, when he says: ‘I can imagine some philosophical smartarse of a priest in years to come pulling the wool over his poor followers’ eyes: “God’s great absence is, of course, the very sign of his presence”, or some such drivel.’

I wonder if he had in mind RS Thomas’ poem, ‘The Absence’. Thomas writes of God:
‘It is this great absence
that is like a presence, that compels

me to address it without hope

of a reply’

and after discussing his failure to find any enlightenment either from ancient religious language or modern science, he concludes 

‘what resource have I 

other than the emptiness without him of my whole 

being’

I think most of us have our own versions of these ideas about God and some will appeal more than others. To me it’s: love, ground of being, and eternal mind - a mind that holds us in memory and thoughtful care.
But what is the mechanism of faith? Is it a logical, rational, scientific sort of thing? Is it potentially demonstrable or testable? Yes, I’ve got it. No you haven’t?
I think it’s more like RS Thomas’ instinctive sense of emptiness without God - illogical, intuitive, instinctive, responsive, attitudinal, dispositional. In other words: we’re pretty familiar with all the arguments for and against; we know the questions that science and philosophy throw up against religion; we know that a God who interferes in the world doesn’t quite make sense because while he might seem to fix A’s cancer, why doesn’t he make the Christ Church earthquake happen somewhere where there’s no population? 
I just haven’t got time to revisit this question of theodicy this morning - the problem of evil. 
So, with intuitive faith, you are drawn to trust in God, drawn to prayer, drawn to worship, drawn to the transcendent. Rather like Luther’s, ‘Here I stand, I can do not other’. It is partly illogical. But that’s OK. You pray for healing knowing that you have an incurable illness, but that’s alright. You are better for it, stronger for it. 

It’s a mixture of ‘Lord I believe help thou mine unbelief’ and a recognition that faith will always be in that gap between certainty and doubt. That was the enlightenment that Philip Pullman shared so usefully: his rejection of God is in the same territory as my acceptance of God – between certainty and doubt. I’d also add that faith is much more than Pascal’s wager – the idea that one might as well believe in God because you’ve got nothing to lose and an awful lot to win. Apart from its being a cheap jibe, I don’t think faith is a conscious decision. Like trying to fall in love with someone you’re not in love with, the more you try the harder it gets.
One of my favourite theologians in this whole matter has always been the 20th century American, Paul Tillich. He points out that if faith brings an awareness of the sacred (which he thinks it does), then it will also bring the uncertainty that occurs when finite minds encounter infinite reality. Every act of faith recognizes that there may be a possibility for doubt.

So, if you are struggling with faith, the most important thing is to realise that you haven’t got to pass an examination in it. There isn’t an absolute position to be achieved. You are not inadequate. Your apprehension of God is as good as the next person’s. The clergy don’t have better, or purer, or more informed faith than you. We are all theologians, if we are concerned about questions of God and the depth of being. 

And just a final word about the creeds. We say the creeds together in worship as a recognition that they sum up a few of the basic ideas the Church holds and has held in the past. We don’t say them as the chant of a totalitarian state. They are a base, a starting point, a launch pad. And of course nowhere do they say what Jesus said most loudly: Follow me, and at the end of the parable of the Good Samaritan, Go and do thou likewise. 

