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Dreams do not come as easily during the penitential season of Lent as in the seasons of the Christian Year and the seasons of our souls that precede this stretch of time.  During the seasons of Advent and Christmas, for example, greeting cards are arriving in each day’s mail, people are purchasing, wrapping and giving wonderful presents to each other and music about peace and joy is playing almost constantly over the airwaves.  Here is inspiration for dreaming—dreaming about what it would be like to live in that kind of world all of the time.  But, things are different now.  No greeting cards arrived in last week’s mail.  I did, however, receive a letter from a couple reporting the abuse of a child in their neighborhood and asking for assistance in dealing with authorities.  A letter also came from a 92-year-old man explaining that he no longer has the financial resources to buy the drugs necessary for his health and to pay his rent.  A businessman came to my office to express his concern over deteriorating relationships because of religious conflicts and to describe recent incidents involving blatant denials of people’s basic civil rights.  Of course, this is the stuff of nightmares, not up-lifting dreams.


Was I wrong to commit myself to spending the next few weeks in this pulpit exploring with you the dreams of Lent?  No, not at all, I think.  Dreams are necessary even when they do not come easily.  According to the wisdom writer in the Hebrew Scriptures, without a vision, without dreams, people perish.


Well, how do we live in this kind of world—the world of Lent—a world of abuse, division, disruption, and screaming needs?  That is the question driving attention to the biblical narratives that make up the lectionary readings for today.  Not all goes well here.  Communication breaks down in our world; violence breaks out.  Relationships are brutalized by betrayal.  Doors close.  Treaties are left unsigned.  Law firms do a brisk business both assuring justice and legitimizing harsh paybacks and other legal forms of retaliation.  How do we live in this kind of world?


The answer to that question is faith-fully.  We live best in this kind of world when we live filled by faith and motivated by faith—when our faith causes us to live faithfully.  Perhaps it will be for you the same as it is for me—the deeper we go into the season of Lent and understand its meaning, the more we will dream of living by faith!


“Surely you jest, God”—Abraham, the ancient patriarch was speaking—“Surely you jest, God, telling me, at this late date in my life, to pick up all of my belongings and to take my family and go somewhere that I never have been before.  Why, you have not even told me the destination of this life-altering trip other than to say it’s a land that eventually you will show me. When, God?  When will you show me that land?  What’s wrong with us staying here in Ur?  You denied me a son to assure my legacy, now you add insult to injury by telling me that, as an old man, you want me to embark on a difficult journey.”  

We know, of course, that God was not jesting. God was serious in summoning to pilgrimage Abraham and his elderly wife, Sarah.  Look at the biblical narrative.  In a relatively short period of time, perhaps as soon as Abraham realized that he really was experiencing a call from God, the old man obeyed the summon that he heard and, taking his family with him, embarked on a journey toward a destination that he still did not know.  It was an act of faith—great faith.


No wonder three major religions—Judaism, Christianity and Islam—praise Abraham for his obedience to the call of God.  This is a stunning story.  All three of these religions look to Abraham as the personal foundation on which the tradition of faith was built.  Admiration for and affirmations of Abraham fill the scriptures of these religions.  


Now, look for a moment at the context in which God’s call to Abraham occurred.   For some reason, this part of the story of Abraham usually gets left out.  

The scriptural story that immediately precedes the story of Abraham is the narrative about the tower of Babel.  Think about it.  Chaos had disrupted creation.  People were at odds with each other, so at odds that they could not talk to each other much less even begin to understand each other.  Community was impossible.  Everybody was fending for themselves, pursuing their own self-interests.  The only indication of cooperation was people’s construction of a huge tower that loomed menacingly over the landscape—the tower of Babel (babble, babble, babble!), it was called—a giant monument to corporate and individual selfishness, the product of towering egos, a sign of people’s arrogant assumption that they had no need for God.  Self-centeredness reigned with a sovereignty that made the simplest form of interpersonal communication or communal cooperation a stark impossibility.


This is the context in which God called Abraham to move from his home in Ur of the Chaldees and to journey to a new home in who-knows-where.  The juxtaposition in the scriptures of this narrative about a world in chaos and this narrative about Abraham’s call to pilgrimage suggests a direct relationship between the two narratives. God’s staggering summon to Abraham was directly related to God’s plan for healing a divided land.  If God could evoke radical obedience within Abraham, God could be assured of the vast possibilities of a faith that would sustain the demanding journey from chaos to community that would result in a whole new way of living—selfishness being left behind as people became a part of a community that felt like a healthy, loving family.


The earliest writers of Christian scriptures—people like the apostle Paul and James the brother of Jesus—again and again referred to Abraham as the model par excellence of a person of faith, a person with the kind of faith envisioned by the gospel writer named John as he wrote of the consequences of God’s love for the world that resulted in the birth of Jesus whose ministry was devoted to loving and nurturing people in such faith.  Do you hear?  The dream of faith began with God; God dreamed of faith.


Since the first century, students of the scriptures have debated whether or not James and Paul contradicted each other regarding the proper place of faith in a redemptive personal relationship with God.  Both Paul and James anchored their views on faith in the example of Abraham.  But, James said that works were as important as faith in an acceptable relationship with God while Paul declared that faith alone was sufficient.   However, a quick comparison of the vocabulary of James and the vocabulary of Paul eradicates any hint of contradictions and controversy on this subject. 


Neither Paul nor James (nor any other writer in the Christian Scriptures for that matter) envisioned faith divorced from faithfulness, belief detached from belief-shaped behavior.  James used a word and a concept of faith that highlighted intellectual assent, the embrace of an idea, and a person’s confession of a conviction.  Thus, for James, a call to faith necessitated also a call to action.  Faith is not merely an assertion of the mind or a declaration of the heart.  “Faith without works is dead,” James wrote.  Paul could not have agreed more with James.  In fact, the word that Paul employed when writing of faith was a term that embraced both belief and the actions of belief, confession of a conviction and the action produced by that conviction.  Both James and Paul praised Abraham as a model of faith because Abraham believed and acted on his belief.  Indeed, God blessed Abraham because his private faith catapulted him on to a public pilgrimage of faithfulness.  


Authentic faith is always more than belief, always more than the articulation of a doctrine, always more than words of affirmation and dedication.  By its very nature, faith involves action, often pilgrimage.  Belief and behavior, faith and faithfulness, are so intertwined that to separate one from the other does irreparable damage to the other.  People of faith live—not just believe, but live—faithfully!


You see, then, that social action is as integral to the Christian faith as is personal confession.  People of faith are forever embarking upon journeys of faithfulness—journeys summoned by God and used by God to move people toward the justice, peace, compassion, and mercy that are the essential elements in a new kind of society.  At the heart of the gospel embraced by personal faith is an agenda for social action that reflects the priorities of God for all of creation!  Faith is transformational—faith transforms individuals and whole societies.


Now, take a look at John 3:16 as if you never had heard or read that verse before.  The image of God presented by the writer of the Fourth Gospel informs the nature of personal faith and inspires journeys of faithfulness.  Neither a healthy faith nor durable faithfulness is motivated by fear.  Both are motivated by love.  Neither faith nor faithfulness should be seen as a means of gaining God’s favor.  According to John 3:16, God’s favor is a given—the love of God is the foundation for both faith and faithfulness.  


Please, also, read John 3:17 every time you read John 3:16.  God did not send Jesus into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world, to demonstrate his love for the world that God loves.  Accepting Jesus, following Jesus, involves accepting this love-based, world-oriented mission of Jesus.  

When all is said and done, God’s vision for the faithful is the same in Christianity as it is in Judaism—a vision of reconciliation and community—whether in Ur of the Chaldees, Jerusalem or Monroe.


So, what is the dream of faith?  And, what does living out the dream of faith require that we give up and demand that we pick up?  The dream of faith causes us to give up a narrow provincialism held in the name of religion and to live as citizens of the world (the identity that John Wesley claimed for himself—“I am a citizen of the world,” Wesley said).  This dream moves us in the direction of a journey where no one has gone before—a pilgrimage into a new kind of world.  The difficulty of the journey of faith may require that we travel light.  However, arrival at the new place is more important than having access to the things that we had in old places.  The dream of faith counsels us to give up pride generated by our individual silos or isolated neighborhoods and to involve ourselves in the promises as well as the pains of the whole world.  Dreaming of faith, like practicing faith, requires us to look beyond the present extent of our sight.


The dream of faith also requires that we move from the primacy of a sense of individuality to a growing sense of family in the broadest meaning of that term.  The most important questions related to decisions of the faithful are not “What will this do to me?” or “How much will this cost me?” or “Can I do this?” but “How will this affect our neighborhood and our world?” or “How can I afford not to take this action?” or “Should, not can, I do this?”


The dream of faith envisions the path to the kind of world in which a family is a community and a community acts like a family, a world in which people are blessed in order to bless others and a world in which those who have give to those who have not.  The dream of faith incites us to give to others as God gives to us—not a broadside of condemnation for all unlike us but a generous outpouring of compassion that works for the kind of reconciliation with others that we experience in our reconciliation with God.


Please understand that what needs to be given up and taken up to be true to the dream of faith are not disciplines exclusive to Lent but actions essential to life.


How are we to live in this world?  Jesus must have asked that question.  He, too, must have dreamed of faith—fidelity in commitment, an unwavering resolve among his disciples, his own fidelity to a journey that could cost him his life, faithfulness in a world killing and dying as a result of a lack of faith.  

That is how we, as followers of Christ, as members of the family of Abraham, are to live—by faithfulness and the faith that produces and sustains faithfulness.  “Can we do it?” you ask.  “Can we dream it?” I ask in response.  

If we can dream of faith, we can live in faith.  And if we can live by faith, great goodness, we can be shapers of a new world.  The dream of faith makes us co-laborers in building a world filled with people who welcome saviors rather than kill them, people who love each other as God has loved them, people who understand that what is best for every person individually and what is best for the entire the global community are one and the same with each other as well as one with the will of God. 

What better time than Lent, what better day than today, for the dream of faith to begin and for the first trembling step to be taken on the journey of faithfulness to which God calls us!  

Can you dream of faith? Amen.

PASTORAL PRAYER

“For God so loved the world,” wrote somebody named John.  How many times we have repeated it!  “For God so loved the world that God gave God’s only Son,”—the words tumble out of memories forged in childhood and off lips matured by years.  

Why, O God, do these words from the gospel and the truth that they convey not reside in our hearts?  Why does the most popular verse in all of scripture for many people not become a more powerful influence on our views of faith and the world?

If we take nothing else from this service today, O God, if we fathom and embrace no other spiritual truths during this entire season of Lent, O God, enable us right now to understand that the foundation of Christianity is your love for us, O God, not our fear of you, God; that the essence of the spiritual maturation of a Christian is not accusatory judgment about others but growth in an accepting love for others that mirrors your love for us, God; and that the measure of Christian discipleship is the extent to which we will go to love others as you, God, and your son Jesus have loved us. 

O God, so infuse the promise of the gospels into the fabric of our lives that we demonstrate instinctively from our hearts what our minds have memorized and our lips repeat: For, you, God, so loved the world that you, God, gave your only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not perish but may have eternal life.”

What wondrous love is this!  Thanks be to you, O God.  Amen.
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