“I BELIEVE”

Genesis 12:1-9

***

Introduction
In the recent movie DOUBT, it’s 1964, and we find ourselves in the St. Nicholas Parish in the Bronx. A vibrant, charismatic priest, Father Flynn (played by the actor Philip Seymour Hoffman)  is trying to upend the school’s strict customs, which have long been fiercely guarded by Sister Aloysius (played by the actress Meryl Streep), the iron-gloved Principal who believes in the power of fear and discipline. The winds of political change are sweeping through the country.  The heart of the movie deals with suspected abuse of a student, a young black boy.  Sister Aloysius has her doubts about Father Flynn, but what I want to share is a story Father Flynn shares with his congregation to set the scene of the movie.  It is about a sailor whose cargo ship goes down in a fire in the ocean and he alone survives in a small boat with a sail and rudder.  The question is:  What now?  And so, he falls back on his nautical skills and at night reads the stars and constellations and begins to move in the direction that should lead him home.  But as he watches the stars, clouds descend and obscure his ability to see them.  He keeps going in the direction the stars pointed when he could see them, but the longer the clouds remain the more he begins to doubt if he is moving in the right direction.
Father Flynn relates that story to our lives of faith.  How do you move in the right direction when the clouds of doubt fall over us?  That’s a good question.  One we want to talk about today as we begin a new sermon series entitled”  “I Believe”, a series on the Apostle’s Creed for our lives today. 

We are living in an era of uncertainty.  In fact it is a day when we are certain about one thing:  Nothing is for certain.  There is a cloud over our land.  We can see the stars no more.  Nothing is for certain.  We float around in the water letting the wind blow us where we will or steer in one direction or another as we feel we want to go.  Is this the way it is?  Is this the way to live?
There is a life of faith, a life of belief.  But you have to catch sight of it.  I’m reminded of a story where a group of hunters were out with their dogs.  A rabbit sprang from the brush and one dog, seeing it, began the chase.  The other dogs followed.  Not long after that all the dogs returned except the first one.  The hunters were talking about the fact that they were all back except the first one.  Then one hunter asked the question why the others returned when apparently the first one was still chasing the rabbit.  The answer of one hunter was this:  “The first dog was the only one who saw the rabbit; the other dogs only saw the first dog chasing him.  They were chasing the dog, but he was chasing the rabbit.”  He had caught sight of him and even though he couldn’t see him all the time in the chase he knew he was out there and search for him he would.

There is a life of faith, a life of belief, and it begins and continues when we catch sight of God, when we hear his voice, see his love, experience his kindness.  Like the man in the boat and the dog in the rabbit chase, we have experienced him and  it effects our lives today.  It was probably about 50-60 years after the effect of Jesus upon the Apostle John that he wrote in I John 1:1 these words:  “That which was from the beginning, what we have heard, what we have seen with our eyes, what our hands have touched – concerning the Word of life…”  What we don’t see is that the words ‘heard’ and ‘seen’ and ‘touched’ are all in the perfect tense.  That means the past is effecting John’s present.  What he saw, heard, touched – is affecting him now.  John has discovered a life of faith.

Let me share with you three examples of people who  lived that life of faith, that life of belief:

1. The first is Abram himself.
Abram had heard the Lord say to him “Leave your place, your family…Go to a place I will send you, to a place I will show you…There I will bless you and you will be a blessing so that others may bless themselves because of your faith and trust in me.”

So Abram left.  His name means “Father of elevation.”  Soon it would be changed to Abraham “Father of a multitude.”  All from a life of faith, a life of belief, a life of trust.  Abram leaves with what he has and plants himself in the midst of Canaanites and sets up an altar to the God who called him.    Through trials and errors and success and failure, Abram eventually is blessed with two sons and great wealth.  
There is one particular scene where he argues with God that the promise of that son has not come, but God has him count the stars.  He has him look up.  Like the sailor in the boat Abram is reminded of what he has heard, seen and experienced and he continues his walk of faith.  You and I sitting here today are those stars he counted that dark night thousands of years ago.  That is the example of Abram.
2.  The second is Rev. Walter K. Piner.
Now that name may not ring a bell to you, but because of the life of faith of Rev. Walter K. Piner in 1894 we are in this building in which I preach today.  The congregation called ‘Methodist’ which had started in Bowling Green in 1809 in, of all places a bar (Vance’s Tavern on Public Square), had begun with a religious service which was almost broken up from the ringing of a large bell by the proprietor because his wife had asked the group to pray for her.  But now the church and country were trying to recover from a depression which began in 1893.  .  They needed a new facility, but could they pay for it?  Money was tight and the contract price for the building was not inconsiderable.  But people had seen God.  They had heard God.  They trusted him.  Most pledges came in small increments.  Even $1.00 pledges were made.  On Sunday, June 9, 1901 Bishop H. C. Morrison preached the sermon and dedicated the place.  That sparked a revival that lead to a growth of over 900 members by WWII.  The stained glass window of the tree makes the statement.  It is an apple tree.  It sat where you sit.  The fruit of Rev. Walter K. Piner’s faith is still bearing fruit in our lives today.  

3. The third, and last, is the father of Gayle D. Erwin.
Erwin is a preacher and evangelist.  Some of you have heard his radio program that airs weekly here in Bowling Green.  When Erwin was 6 years old, his father was severely injured in an airplane accident and was left partially paralyzed and brain damaged.  His mother became the breadwinner of the household.  Listen to what he writes about his difficult time of growing up with two parents that were ‘not there for him’ in the usual way:  “Since my mother was often “not there” as she attempted to make a living and my dad “not there” physically or mentally, the stage was set for family failures.  But our family did not fail!  Through difficult times, both parents stayed faithful to God and to us.  Prayer, belief, steadfastness and love surrounded us – money and fine homes didn’t.  When my father died, my two brothers and I stood in front of his casket and made the following statement to the friends who had gathered for the funeral service:  “Our father did not leave a financial empire for us to carry on.  Many things that a dad normally does with his sons, ours was unable to do.  He was unable to teach us many things that a dad normally teaches.  But he did leave us something that he had.  He left us with a love of God, a love for the Bible, a love of people, an understanding of worship and an inability to hate.  We feel that he has left us only those things that will last.  So we stand before you as his sons and declare publicly that we will follow his God.”
Their father had seen God, heard God, experienced God and because of that life of faith they would be wanderers of faith too!  What greater legacy could you leave?  What greater legacy could you leave?

Conclusion
T. S. Eliot once wrote, “Only those who will risk going too far can possibly find out how far one can go.”  Fred Rogers, nationally known for his children’s program Mr. Roger’s Neighborhood, got to know many of the children for whom his program was intended.  One of them was a young man who was terribly abused as a child.  His parents wouldn’t even give him a winter blanket or a bed to sleep in.  But he would watch Mr. Roger’s Neighborhood.  He watched it religiously.  His parents abused this young man so severely that they were finally reported and both of them were sent to jail.  This young man, following a call to an abuse hotline, was taken out of that abusive situation and adopted by a more loving family.  Fred Rogers learned that this young man watched his show and that it had helped him through this abuse.  “How did the Neighborhood help him?”  Fred asked.  The response was interesting.  Someone replied to Fred’s inquiry by saying, “He said that it gave him hope.  He never knew that there were such kind people until he tuned into the Neighborhood.”  What he saw on that show was people treating other people with respect.  People showed care.  People showed love for one another.  And this young man thought:  “If it can happen here on this show, maybe it can happen someplace else.”  That carried him through difficult days.  It carried him forward.   He had seen the star and steered his life toward home and hope. He became a believer that day.   

If it can happen here, maybe it can happen someplace else, like in my life.  If Abram did it, so can I.  If Rev. Piner did it, so can I.  If Gayle Erwin’s dad could do it, so can I.
I want to become a believer today!  I want to catch sight of the Lord, His word, His direction, His love.  I want to catch sight of Him and steer in that direction despite the clouds of doubt that surrounds us!   I want to go too far and see how far I can go.  Will you go with me?
