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[ love the tenderness of Paul in his writing to Timothy. “To Timothy, my beloved
child: Grace, mercy and peace from God the Father and Christ Jesus our Lord (vs. 2).
There is obvious affection between Paul and Timothy that takes on a quality of an
older mentor handing on his wisdom to a younger protégé in the hopes that the
work of the Gospel will continue through him.

”

Paul is full of encouragement, “I am reminded of your sincere faith, a faith that lived
first in your grandmother Lois and your mother Eunice and now, [ am sure lives in
you.” It’s beautiful description of the relational nature of faith that has been passed
on to Timothy through the lineage of faithful women in his life. Paul is being very
Jewish here, locating the line of faith with the matriarchs in Timothy’s life. 've heard
people say that “Faith is not so much taught as it is caught.” Which I take to mean
that we learn a great deal by the example of others who are trying to live as faithful
people.

It is interesting how you hear scripture differently depending on where you are in
your life and what is occurring. This past week was my mother Jean'’s birthday and
also my mother-in-law Lynette’s birthday. They are two women of faith that nearly
share a birthday and both have loomed large in my life as examples of faithful living
and service, of prayerfulness and compassion, of truth-telling and forgiveness. Both
passed their faith onto their children. They wanted their children to know God and
to be grounded in a saving story of God’s creative power to transform people and
the world. [ wonder if you might take a moment to reflect on who nurtured a
curiosity for the sacred that within you, that life was more than what you could see
with your eyes or touch with your hands; that there were deeper dimensions, things
seen and unseen. Who is important in your autobiography of faith? Pay attention to
the faces and stories that spring to mind? Who helped you to realize that you are
beloved of God? There is a story to how you were drawn here today and God’s work
is continuing in your life here and now.

The church, the gathered people of God, right here in this place, that means all of us,
is a kind of laboratory of faith, a kind of incubator of kingdom people. We gather
here each week to encourage one another in this peculiar life of faith.

Each one of us needs people in our lives that help us to grow spiritually. Every one
of us needs to cultivate spiritual friendships. We need help keeping our spiritual life
alive, because all around us the hatchet work of our culture is busy Kkilling spirit,
spreading cynicism, reducing life down to markets and competition. What we really
need is, to find places and people that will nurture our souls.



Paul knows this to be true, he himself has known discouragement in his faith and
has seen others fall away. So as he writes to Timothy from prison, he says something
that has always attracted me, “I remind you to rekindle the gift of God that is within
you through the laying on of my hands: for God did not give you a spirit of
cowardice, but rather a spirit of power and of love and of self-discipline (vs. 6,7).”
Rekindle the gift of God this is within you. I love this advice. Don’t allow you faith, no
matter how besieged to die. Feed your faith.

In the gospel story today the disciples implore Jesus, “Increase our faith!” It sounds a
little desperate. Maybe you are feeling like this too? “Give us more faith, Jesus! The
life you are talking about is so hard. Jesus, you want us to care for the “little ones,”
the vulnerable ones, those who have vast needs or are not yet mature in faith. The
“little ones” among us are to be cared for and nurtured in such a way that they grow
and become strong in the faith. And as if that were not enough, Jesus also has told
them that they must be endlessly ready to forgive whoever offends them. “If the
same person sins against you seven times a day, and turns back to repent, you must
forgive.” (17:4) Jesus wants them to live a persistent and peaceful life in an
increasingly violent world and they are feeling overwhelmed and in need of more
faith. They are struggling within themselves about the foolishness of the gospel. The
gospel goes against so much of what we understand as our primal instinct to protect
and defend one’s self. Revenge and retaliation are such ready responses. But Jesus is
opening up a new way of life, the Gospel way of life that involves new behaviors of
deference and forgiveness that are the hallmarks of the kingdom of God. The
disciples are not sure they are ready for this way of life. They don’t think that they
can carry it out. So they ask for more resources. “Help!” This is such a timely
message for us today. We need more spirit, more power to live differently: to be
caring toward the weak, to protect the vulnerable, to live without harming others
and to forgive whatever harm is done to us. Like the hapless disciples we need more
faith too!

Jesus’ response is surprising. He agrees that they need faith. However, he challenges
the notion that a greater quantity of faith will help them. Strangely Jesus says that
they do not need more faith. Instead, they need to be reminded about what faith is
and assured that they have all that they need to live out the Good News.

So what is faith? Faith comes from people opening themselves to God and
responding to God’s initiating action. Faith is simply responding to God’s initiative.
Trusting that God’s ways are ways that lead to life that is really life. Remember, God
first loved us, that is the good news of the Gospel. Faith allows us to cooperate with
the divine energy and to help bring about the world God envisions and desires. Faith
is not about our own isolated powers. Faith is about joining our human abilities with
God’s ongoing saving activity and intentions for the world. Faith is our partnership
with God in repairing the world.



As Fredrick Buechner said, “Faith is better understood as a verb than as a noun, a
process than as a possession. It is an on-again-off-again rather than once-and-for-all.
Faith is not being sure where you're going and going anyway. A journey without
maps. Tillich said that doubt isn’t the opposite of faith; it’s an element of faith. (A
Theological ABC, Buechner).

You may remember that Jesus told his disciples a parable about the kingdom of God.
“It is like a mustard seed that someone took and sowed in the garden: it grew and
became a tree, and the birds of the air made nests in its branches. (Luke 13) This is a
parable about faith. Once the mustard seed of faith is sown in the human heart
where God can nurture it - it grows into a tree of welcome. All people can nest in its
branches. That is what Jesus is reminding them of. This is what Jesus is proposing to
them. Those who would be disciples of Christ are invited to make within themselves
a place, a home for all of humanity from the weakest who must not be injured or
caused to stumble to the strongest who must not evoke from them violent or
harmful actions. Jesus wants his followers to become trees of welcome and he is
confident that their faith the size of a mustard seed is enough. They are able to live
out the kingdom of God with what they have. They have all they need. What they
need is within them already. What we need is here!

Jesus says that if you have faith the size of a mustard seed you can say to the
Mulberry tree be uprooted and cast into the sea. Human relationships have always
been characterized by the strong trampling on the weak and the first aggression
calling forth another aggression until the only way imaginable is reciprocal violence.
The oppression of the weak and spiral of violence is the constant under-belly of
human history. Just as the roots of a mulberry tree are deep in the earth, the roots
of this way of human existence are deep in both our human psyche and our social
structure.

But faith gives people access to a different way, a way that overturns how it has
always been. What looks unmovable, a mulberry tree or the way of violence and
retribution is not. Faith is powerful, even in small amounts. Intransigent problems
will yield to the power of faith. Those who follow Jesus are encouraged to
believe that faith can move the world, that a small seed-sized faith can have an
outsized uprooting affect. Jesus is giving them confidence that what they have is
enough. He is rekindling the faith that is already within them.

So what are you supposed to do with this sermon? [ once heard a person say, “The
more | thought about it, the more [ became determined not to live an unlived life.”
The first step to living a life that rekindles faith is to make a commitment to live
spiritually.

Make friends with people who are not only spiritually surviving but spiritually
thriving. Find people who are receptive to your spirit and willing to share the



activity of the spirit within them. It really is quite amazing when we take the risk to
tell people where God is at work in our lives.

Think back over your own spiritual autobiography, when were you most alive
spiritually? What was happening in your life? How were you nurturing your spirit?
See if there are clues there for how to rekindle your spiritual life. If you learn by
journaling or writing, take the risk to bend words around your own spiritual
journey thus far.

Make sure that you are part of a spiritual community. A community of spiritually
curious people can help you to grow and can help to identify the threats to the spirit
that are around us and help us to ward them off. I'm not saying to find people who
are so serious that they have no joy in their lives. Deeply spiritual people are alive to
the hilarity and laughter of life. They exhibit a kind of joyous imperfection, serious
about growing into God’s person in the world but not anxious or harsh. They can
celebrate their own flawed humanity both in its beauty and its brokenness. They
know that there is a kind of intensity of faith that yields often to amusement and
laughter even in the most difficult of times.

Listen to your spiritual friends. They often see what is happening in your life before
you do. Growing in faith, growing spiritually often means keeping the right company
and heeding what they say. Beware of people who keep telling you that everything is
“God’s will,” who are always filling the air with religious platitudes, “he’s in a better
place” or God needed another angel,” or “God never gives you more than you can
handle” Geez!!. The spiritual life is not about looking for easy answers.

Avoiding the messiness of life and the wonder of humanity is not spiritual. The
spiritual life is found in the depths of the human condition because that is where we
find Jesus who joined us in the flesh that he might lead us into newness of life not by
escaping the human condition but by journeying through its dark waters with us.

Do you want to rekindle the gift of faith within yourself? Are you doing any
substantive spiritual reading? I love good novels and adore mysteries but it is
important to read deeply in the Christian tradition if you want to be a deep
Christian. Don'’t be afraid to ask someone you respect for a recommendation or
decide to read a book with someone so that you can explore it and grow together.
Shift your patterns after coffee hour and attend spiritual formation opportunities at
St. Mark’s where you can learn and become more connected to the community of
inquiry here.

Spend time reading scripture, especially the gospels. The scriptures kindle our
spiritual imagination. The Scriptures are the wine cellar of the Spirit. The scriptures
are like a vast sea that a lamb can paddle in and an Elephant can swim. Set aside
some time in your day to nurture spirit, to sit in silence, to say the daily offices, to
read the psalms. Schedule an individual meeting with someone you are curious



about and ask them, “Where is God at work in your life?” Try to answer that spiritual
question yourself. Where is God at work within you?

Does music feed your soul? Buy a hymnal, heck steal one from the pew today, take it
home with you and sing your lungs out. Singing is a spiritual practice. Singing is
immeasurable. One day in my freshman philosophy class Professor Talbot revealed
to the class that although he was the child of clergy person, he was not a person of
faith. He confessed that he didn’t believe the Christian story except when he was
singing the great hymns of the church; when he was singing he believed. I had a
smile on my face in the front row of his lecture hall. He noticed and said,
“Christopher what are you thinking,” to which I replied, “I think you should sing
hymns more often!” He laughed and said, “You're probably right about that!”

God is at work within you. You already have a mustard seed of faith inside of
you. You have the faith you need. What remains is to become open to God’s
action within you anew, to step out in cooperation with what God is already
doing. Rekindling the faith that is within you is the adventure that all of us are
longing for and together that is exactly where we are headed.

The Sufis have a saying about Jesus. He stands by the river selling river water. He just
saw what was there and what was possible, he struggled mightily with all the art at his
command to have other people see what he saw. What Jesus saw were mulberry trees,
one after the other, on their way to the sea. (Sufi stories)

“I remind you to rekindle the gift of God that is within you through the laying on of
my hands: for God did not give you a spirit of cowardice, but rather a spirit of power
and of love and of self-discipline (vs. 6,7).”

Note: I am grateful for the commentary of John Shea on this particular passage and his
definition of faith as our ability to partner with God in repairing the world. I'm also
thankful for Frederick Buechner’s, A Theological ABC and his discussion of faith.



