
Heavenly Father, we pray again, Be gracious to all who have gone astray from your ways, and bring them again with penitent hearts and steadfast faith to embrace and hold fast the unchangeable truth of your Word, Amen.
So, what does it mean when the preacher takes off his watch and lays it on top of the pulpit before his sermon? [pause for response] Usually nothing.

Okay let me try another one:  What does it mean when you see someone wearing a fresh new collar?  [pause for response] It usually means that that little someone, for the next three months or so, is completely protected from ticks and fleas.  

Now here is another one: what does it mean when you have a supernatural experience in which you were in conversation with a heavenly being? [long pause]
Now that is no laughing matter!  Yet, usually, it is just as misperceived, misunderstood, misapplied, and misjudged as the preacher taking his watch off or seeing someone in a fresh new collar.  
Yes, that is the hard fact of life, experiences do not come with a meaning, WE give meaning to our experiences.  The French scholar Jacques Derrida had a lot to say about this subject, but we shall not say anything about the fact that he was really an Algerian. I should stop right here, Church is not a place for Deconstruction, it is a place for edification. Well, which ever way you see it, we cannot escape the topic of how we have come to be who we are?  We cannot separate ourselves from our experiences and we certainly cannot shelve our experiences without assigning them a meaning.  
This past Wednesday during our Lenten book study, while we were all talking about how we are all on a spiritual journey -- different places on it -- but still on the same journey, Ellie Cassey said something fascinating: She said, “when I was growing up we went to church regularly, not because we were forced or anything, but we just did. And God was there. We never questioned whether God was there or not, God just was.” She went on to say, “I still find God very much present. I do not need to question, God is very present.”  

Yet we know that as we go down the age ladder in our culture here, more and more people question the presence of God.  That uncertainty with and of God is quite visible, just take a demographic view of the mainline churches today and you would know how true that trend is.

So how does a culture get from a point of being very certain of God’s presence to being completely unsure of anything divine?  This, to me, seems to be the most pertinent question for anyone who is interested in living the Christian faith today in a community of the faithful.  If we cannot entertain this question, then, I believe, no matter how strong a sense of community we may seem to feel in a congregation, that feeling is false for it is built on an uncertain premise. Even the scripture says that building a house on shifting sand is utterly foolish.  

I am sure there could be many reasons given to how we have learned to question anything and everything divine.  Some would take my wife’s approach and say that the issue is that in our schools we lay too much emphasis on the historical excesses of the Christian people; especially in instances like the takeover of the native Indian land, slavery, etc.   When I hear that I can appreciate that point of view but I also wonder if that was inherently Christian or did it have to do something with a people who happened to be Christians.
Some would argue that the past decades of explosive affluence have left people with very little need for a belief in God that provides and sustains.  I find that plausible to some extent too; but I often wonder if the conclusion that people in Africa are so into God because they have nothing else to rely on just maybe erroneous precisely because such an argument seeks to affirm one’s own flaunting of material wealth. I have yet to come across anyone with a human substitute for an omnipotent, omniscient God.

Some would argue that human development of reason has made belief in the supernatural a thing of the past.  Again, while I would certainly accept that such a claim has had its impact in that direction; I have yet to find a person whose life is ordered through reason alone.  We all carry with us the inexplicable.  

Some would say that the problem is that religion is too invested in the past and very slow to make itself relevant to the contemporary. They would argue that anything that is slow to change is bound to lose its relevance.  Again, I can see some truth to such a claim but various studies have shown that, the more a church roots itself in the contemporary experience of questioning everything divine, the quicker it loses its relevance.

And then there are always those who would argue that the religious leaders have failed to model the benefits of a religious life. Again, there is perhaps some truth to it but one should not forget that all through history there has never been a dearth of ethically fragile religious figures like David, Peter and Paul. Yet, it is they whom we consider as the rocks on which the faith communities are organized and built.
So, such reasoning, though very enlightening, does not really help us fully understand how we made this journey from the childhood days of Ellie Casey to this day when Merry Christmas is Happy Holidays, the Gospels are mere books, in God we do not trust, and to speak of Jesus in public domain just may be considered offensive. 

Yet despite all this uncertainty I remain very hopeful. Why? Because this age is not a unique age; many nations have gone through such phases before. We cannot ascertain if we have anything in common with such nations or not, this is perhaps a question that can never be answered. However, if we were to read the Scriptures, we would find that the story of Israel is not much different from our story. The temptation to reject God, or to find an alternate to God, by giving into the surrounding popular culture has been an ever present temptation.  It really is nothing new.

With that said, I wish to bring your attention to the very first words the Lord says to Abram in his vision, “Do not be afraid”!  These words are repeated over and over again, all through ages when God engages God’s people in a conversation.  What do these words mean?  
But before that, let me also tell you that one of the major reasons I am so positive about the future of our faith community is that I have had so many conversations with people right here in this congregation who have shared with me their very private and individual experiences of being in conversation with God or having a very divine moment.  Those experiences were no less significant than Abrams vision or Paul’s vision on the road to Damascus.  So today we read about the faith of Abram and Paul and make such a big deal about it but pay little to no attention to the encounter with God that we may have had.  We forget that Paul essentially had only one experience of call. We forget that Abram was essentially made only one promise, which too took over four hundred years to realize. So why is it that our encounter and the promise that we may have heard is not sufficient reason for us also to believe in God like Abram and Paul?  

“Do not be afraid!” Yes friends we live in fear.  We live with the fear that if we vocalized all the experiences we have had of God we would be termed a weirdo by the popular culture.  We fear each other’s approval.  We fear the earthly dynamics, just as the bureaucracy of Jerusalem feared public approval, or approval of the authorities, we give our assent in killing the bold voices that proclaim the good news of salvation.  In Paul’s words, our minds get set on earthly things.  
Yes friends, “Do not be afraid!” God’s promise is eternal; His deeds of love more innumerable than the stars in the sky. “Do not be afraid!” and say openly, “Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord”. “Do not be afraid!”  Stand firm in the Lord in this way, my beloved! “Do not be afraid!” Amen.        
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