Hello again, People of God!

Before I get to this week’s Sermon Update, I want to express to you all how encouraging it was to see everyone pressing-in to worship the Lord this Sunday! You all were beautiful to behold as you let no distraction present an obstacle to your praise and thanksgiving to our God! Also, “major props” to Pete for leading us all straight into the Holy Place, right through a storm of technical difficulties, and to Susan and Paul for tenaciously working with “sound-equipment-gone-wild(!).” A big, “Way to bring it!” to all of you!

Now, for the Sermon…

We prepared ourselves to celebrate FWC’s last family communion of 2011 by looking at the topic of Faith as part of current series, “Standards of Christian Excellence.”
Our approach to the concept of faith started with an exploration of the production of knowledge (or, knowledge formation). Many theorists in the philosophies of science, sociology and education have observed that knowledge is not intrinsic to reality; it is created (formed) when people apply understanding to reality. 
In other words, knowledge is not something that is “out there” in the world, waiting to be “discovered;” it is something that people produce as they try to discover the world. Knowledge is a way of making sense of the world, “connecting the dots” between the various parts of reality that may be “out there.” This means that knowledge and understanding are roughly equivalent terms. Both terms refer to an organization of perception, a way of seeing things. The term, faith, is an equivalent to both of these terms; it is a way of organizing understanding about reality. Faith is a way of knowing, a way of connecting the dots about reality.
It is important for Christians to recognize the nature of knowledge as understanding because our society tends to draw a false contrast between faith and knowledge. Within our culture, faith frequently is taken to be “mere” belief, while knowledge is taken as a perception of the ways things “actually” are. The trouble with this outlook is that knowledge is still a way of perceiving. Thus, even though this kind of a view may be popular, distinctions between faith and knowledge fail to take into account that all knowledge is produced as a form of belief.

For example, when we achieve knowledge about astronomical constellations, we learn to organize our understandings of them in a particular way. This kind of learning does not put the stars into place; it also does not grasp intrinsic relationships between the stars that have been “out there” waiting to be discovered. Our knowledge of the constellations is produced when we try to recognize them; it is a kind of faith that fits parts of reality together in a sensible way. Theories about gravity, orbits and physics are similar beliefs that “connect the dots” for us in our understandings about the stars.
However, all ways of “connecting the dots” are not equal. Different ways of “connecting the dots” can compete with each other or obtain simultaneously. On Sunday, we looked at different ways of connecting the following three dots:
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At first glance, it’s easy to think of the dots as a triangle, but we saw that there are a number of other ways that work just as well:
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The fact that we tend to make conclusions about how to connect the dots at a first glance, even when there may be other ways of holding them together, reveals an important aspect of faith. When it comes to forming knowledge and faith, our upbringings and experiences train us to prefer connecting the dots in certain ways over others. We form habits about how to produce knowledge.

In order to grasp this state of affairs in a practical way last Sunday, we played an old parlor game, the “Nine-Dots Puzzle.” The Nine-Dots Puzzle looks like this:
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The goal of the puzzle is to find a way to trace through all of the dots by using only four lines, without removing one’s pencil or pen from the paper. (If you didn’t make it to Sunday’s service, you can give the puzzle a try now – Just don’t peek below!). 
This puzzle has been used as an illustration in many psychological and leadership-development teachings, because it demonstrates the effect of conditioned thinking on creative problem-solving. This is because the puzzle requires the person drawing the lines to “think outside of the box” in order for the puzzle is to be solved.
Here’s the solution:
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Most people have a difficult time finding the solution because they are conditioned to limit themselves to “the box.” When we see the Nine Dots, we tend to think in terms of squares, and the framing of the dots suggests that the lines must be drawn inside of the square, even though the rules don’t require it. 

The same holds true for the ways in which we “connect the dots” as we “know” certain things. We tend to let old habits of thought or social norms dominate how we understand things, even when those things come to us as new experiences. When we do this, we push new experiences into old “boxes.”

This Sunday we compared the stories of Zechariah and Mary from the first chapter of Luke (1:5-37) in order to see how two people in the Bible demonstrated two different ways of understanding the same basic set of experiential “dots.”
 In the first story, the aged priest Zechariah is performing his temple duties when he sees the angel Gabriel standing beside the incense altar. The angel tells Zechariah that his prayers have been answered and that Zechariah will father an anointed child named John (the Baptist) through his formerly barren wife, Elizabeth.
In the second story, the virgin girl Mary is also visited by Gabriel. The angel blesses her and announces that she will bear an anointed child named Jesus who will be called “the Son of God.”
Although the appearances and announcements of Gabriel are nearly identical in the two stories, the reactions of Zechariah and Mary vastly differ. Zechariah is filled with fear when he sees Gabriel. Mary is perplexed. Mary can’t “connect the dots” and wonders about the angel’s greeting. Zechariah’s first glance “connects the dots” immediately by seeing the angel as threatening. 

Both Zechariah and Mary ask questions of the angel, but the focus in their questions also differs. Zechariah asks, “How will I know that this will happen?” Mary asks, “How can this happen?” 
The responses of Gabriel to each reveal that there is a significant variance between Zechariah’s and Mary’s questions. With Zechariah, Gabriel is indignant. He upbraids Zechariah for his unbelief and gives him the required sign by smiting him with muteness until the baby is born. With Mary, Gabriel gives a gentle explanation that God will overshadow her and perform a miracle by the Holy Spirit.
The key to understanding Gabriel’s responses can be found in the questions that Zechariah and Mary ask. Zechariah’s question is a form of challenge. He forwards it from a stance of suspicion. The question demands a reassuring satisfaction of Zechariah’s personal knowledge as a pre-condition before Zechariah is willing to believe the angel. It presumes to test Gabriel and his words in order that Zechariah’s own fear may be dispelled. His demand subordinates the angel’s words to his own doubts and treads over Moses’ command, “You shall not test the LORD” (Deuteronomy 6:16).
By contrast, Mary’s question is a request for assistance. She places her confusion before the angel and asks to be shown how to get arrange her understanding. She starts from a stance of willingness to organize her view in whatever manner she is told. By doing so, she subordinates her own understanding to the angel’s word.

Zechariah fails to believe the angel until he is forced. He remains stuck in a cynical and fearful outlook, expecting that the angel would meet his test in order to displace his doubt. Mary believes from the outset, even though she is confused. Zechariah is closed to faith. Mary is open to faith.
The Bible teaches us that having faith pleases God. Faith opens the possibility of knowing God when it starts from a position of trust that he is present and that he is benevolent. As Hebrews 11 puts it, 

Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen. 2 For by it the men of old received divine approval. 3 By faith we understand that the world was created by the word of God, so that what is seen was made out of things which do not appear… 6 And without faith it is impossible to please him. For whoever would draw near to God must believe that he exists and that he rewards those who seek him. (Hebrews 11:1-4, 6 RSV) 
The kind of faith that Mary demonstrated when she was open and trusting toward Gabriel sets the standard of excellence for Christian belief. This kind of faith willingly organizes its understanding of reality by incorporating “dots,” points of fact, that remain unseen and unproven to a materialistic outlook. It approaches the things of God with openness and willingness to believe in the miraculous, and it tenaciously holds to hope in a God who rewards those who seek him.
If we give place to the naturalistic habits of understanding that this world conditions us to use, we will experience fear, confusion and doubt in our lives. We will test God and those around us in order to try to dispel our fears and suspicions. We will challenge and demand satisfactions before we will allow our cynicisms to be displaced. The way of this world will compete with our religious convictions and we will become stuck in an unstable perspective. 

If we embrace Mary’s attitude of faith, we are still free to ask questions, but we can do so from a stance of trust, asking for assistance in framing our understanding. This is a position that yields peace, singleness of vision, and courageous hope.

The Epistle of James describes the kind of questioning that Mary did, along with cautions about the kind of doubt that undergirded Zecharaiah’s question:
But if any of you lacks wisdom, he should ask God who gives to all generously and ungrudgingly, and he will be given it. 6 But he should ask in faith, not doubting, for the one who doubts is like a wave of the sea that is driven and tossed about by the wind. 7 For that person must not suppose that he will receive anything from the Lord, 8 since he is a man of two minds, unstable in all his ways. (James 1: 5-8 NAB) 
As Christians, we can expect that the secular world will present us with alternative understandings that seek to challenge our faith by demanding proof(s). Society can and will scorn organizations of knowledge that challenge its habitual understandings, and people will seek to force the limits of their own “knowledge-boxes” on us in ways that exclude Christian belief.
In response, let us be people of goodwill, openness and steadfast faith. If we do so, I believe that we will shine a light into this dark and confused world and we will encounter God’s creative problem-solving in ways that we never anticipated or thought possible!

I look forward to experiencing this with you all!

Blessings on you! See you Sunday!

- Pastor Adam
