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How do we live as people of faith in our time?  I guess that’s the basic question behind most sermons, isn’t it, whatever the readings: how can what we hear help us to live as God’s people here and now?  Sometimes life here and now – our lives and the lives of those we care about – can be incredibly difficult.  Let’s start with lament.  Our first reading shows us the reality of suffering.  It’s a lament over Zion during the Exile, an image of a deserted and ruined city.  The temple had been desecrated, the leading citizens and many of the ordinary people hauled off to foreign lands, and life as they knew it was over.  Jerusalem is personified as a grieving widow, abandoned and broken.  Here we’re invited to acknowledge pain and loss without rushing to resolve it.  What we have here is a theology of witness, it’s about showing the world that suffering is real and naming it honestly.  And I can’t help thinking, as I read this, of the people of Gaza.

Hearing this today reminds us of how important lament is as a collective, as well as a personal, response to suffering.  How do we lament as a church, as a community, especially in times of injustice?  How do we lament for Gaza?  And the thing about lament, about asking how can this happen, how can we survive this, is that although God seems distant the act of lament is itself a form of prayer, a way of connecting with God.  Lament is a faithful response to affliction.  There’s something here about acknowledging the reality of suffering, about not trying to hide it from ourselves and from one another, that opens space for healing and hope.  Naming our griefs and losses, personal and communal, is part of living as people of faith.  How can we help each other to do this?

And then we move from an experience of communal suffering to an individual needing encouragement in a difficult ministry. The writer – not Paul but someone a bit later writing in his name – encourages Timothy to be bold, since God has given us a spirit, not of cowardice, but of power and love and self-discipline.  This is addressed to Timothy, but it’s something for all of us to take on board – it’s about the faithful life of individual Christians, people like us.  You and me getting up in the morning and heading into our day wanting to make a difference.   Faith isn’t something to be hidden, but a gift to be rekindled.  God is saving us, healing us, and calling us into a life of holiness – a life that’s holy not because we’re something special but because God is.  Sometimes this might feel tough, sometimes we might be pushed well outside our comfort zone (I know what that feels like and maybe you do too), and sometimes, yes, we might need a bit of boldness.  We’re asked to remember that the good news story of Christ’s death and resurrection isn’t something to be ashamed of, but something we bear witness to.

And we can bear witness to this together.  There’s a lot of “it takes a village” moments in this, isn’t there.  The writer looks back to the legacy of faith the past has given us, to the worship his ancestors offered as God’s people in previous times, and then to the way the faith was passed on to Timothy by his grandmother Lois and his mother Eunice.  There’s an assumption in this that faith thrives within the family, and I guess I’m not the only one here that sees this as a huge challenge.  How are we doing at passing on faith to future generations?  Who mentored us, and who are we mentoring?  Maybe we can connect with someone this week.  Rekindling faith and passing it on to future generations is part of living as people of faith.  How can we help each other to do this?

Finally, we hear Jesus speak about faith and service.  Luke gives us the apostles sensing their need for greater resources (that’s something we can relate to, isn’t it) and asking Jesus to increase their faith; only Jesus responds with a quirky saying and a parable.  The issue isn’t actually the size of the faith – or indeed the size of a mustard seed – it’s what you do with it that really counts.  Jesus says to them, “If you have faith like a mustard seed (and you do), then you could say to the mulberry tree ‘be uprooted and planted in the sea’” – only what would be the point of that, because mulberry trees (and indeed mustard plants) don’t belong in the sea.  It’s not really about us wanting to have more faith, as if faith was a commodity that could be quantified, and more about us seeing faith as an openness to God’s power, a trust in God’s faithfulness, and our being able to work with that. Faith is something that’s felt and known through lived experience, our experience of responding to what God is doing. 

Then Jesus moves from the craziness of a mulberry tree in the middle of the sea to the craziness of slaves expecting the master to feed them.  The stuff about masters and slaves doesn’t translate that well to our culture but we get the message.  And notice how the focus of the parable shifts.   Jesus starts by inviting his hearers to identify with the master sitting down to eat and being served by the slaves, and then suddenly switches things so the hearers identify with the slaves. The real issue isn’t how the boss treats the servants but how the servants understand their role.  It’s a real challenge to anyone wanting to have praise heaped upon them simply for doing their job.  It’s a bit like us not expecting a thank-you every time we do the chores at home.  Putting it bluntly, discipleship is not about entitlement; we serve not for reward but because that’s what we are called to do.  We follow Christ, the one who came among us “as one who serves,” and so we serve also.  Faithfulness in small daily acts matters.  Serving humbly and willingly is part of living as people of faith.  How can we help each other to do this?

How do we live as people of faith in our time?  There’s a thread running through here, from lament as a faithful response to suffering, through rekindling our own and others’ faith so we can tell the good news story with courage and boldness, to being faithful in the ordinary acts of service.  It’s a similar thread running through our liturgy: lament in the confession, courage and encouragement in the proclamation, and being sent out to humble service in the dismissal: “go now to love and serve the Lord.”  How might we do that this week?  In a world that often values strength and success and recognition we are called to acknowledge brokenness and lament faithfully, to give and receive encouragement, and to live out our relationship with God in how we act every day.  How do we live as people of faith today?  We lament faithfully, we rekindle and pass on faith, we serve humbly.
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