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    Preacher: Jennifer Potter
HYMNS:
662
“Author of faith, eternal Word”



668
“Blessed assurance, Jesus is mine”



685
“O Love that wilt not let me go”



673
“Dear Lord and Father of mankind”



  46
“What shall I do my God to love”

READINGS:
Hebrews 11: 1-3; 8-16



Luke 12: 32-40

THE EYES OF FAITH
This week a mini-storm has been raging on the airwaves and in the press as a result of the “Thought for the Day” slot on Wednesday on Radio 4. It was Giles Fraser, a Canon of St Paul’s Cathedral who set all this off. What is it that he said in a mere 3 minutes at 7.45 in the morning that has caused such a furore? Well he went in for heavy criticism of the modern way of weddings. And his language was strong, so strong in fact that it is a wonder that it got past the BBC’s editorial police.
His criticisms were basically twofold: Firstly that the cost of weddings had gone completely out of control. No doubt Chelsea Clinton’s wedding was one of those in his mind. He was of the opinion that celebrity weddings have also been very influential in settings the trends for ordinary people to emulate.

I don’t know how they get the statistics on which to base the statements, but it is said that the average cost of a wedding in Britain is £20.000, with the average cost for each person attending a wedding coming in at £500.

Giles Fraser’s second criticism was of the way in which weddings these days are over-focussed on the bride – ‘overblown narcissistic productions’ he called such weddings and ‘bridal mania’ is another term that has been used by other critics pointing to the belief on the part of the bride that the world revolves around her, her dress, her floral design choices etc, etc.
One of Giles Fraser’s most damning comments was, and I quote, ‘I’d even say that weddings are becoming a threat to marriage itself.’
At the heart of Giles Fraser’s diatribe, of course, was a criticism of the forces of commerce and marketing, which conspire to convince couples that only with all their advice and accoutrements can their wedding be considered proper or successful.

We have had many weddings here over the past few weeks – the latest, as you have probably noticed from the confetti - that of Shea and Daniel was yesterday. I am happy to say that the couples who come to marry here are usually rather practical and balanced – wanting a lovely wedding and a good party with their family and friends while not losing sight of the importance of the commitment at the heart of the ceremony.

No helicopters were enforcing a no-fly zone over Wesley’s Chapel yesterday not did I see any paparazzi from ‘OK’ or ‘Hello’ magazines amongst the wedding crowd in our forecourt.

Why have I taken so much time in talking about weddings and Giles Fraser’s comments on the their modern manifestations? Well it is because I think marriage has much in common with the life of faith as spoken of in the words which began our first lesson,

“Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen.”

If consider marriage, perhaps we can gain some insights into what faith is and can be in our lives.

When a couple ‘fall in love’ and contemplate spending their life together, however long they have known each other, however much they think they know each other through and through – in taking the step of marriage, they are taking a step of faith. They are entering into a relationship in hope of a wonderful life together into the future and they are doing so in the conviction that things they cannot at that moment know, will all work out for good.

When I conduct weddings here I usually use these words in my address to the couple, ‘there is no greater compliment that one person can pay another than to risk and desire a lifetime spent in the other’s company.’ And at the end of his ‘Thought for the Day’ Giles Fraser added the words,
“When two people overcome their fear and instinct for self-protection and place their heart into the hand of another for safe-keeping, then a mini-miracle occurs.”

Such relationships need continual nurture for, in reality, a whole series of mini-miracles are needed throughout life.
“Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen.”

The meaning of the word ‘faith’ is elusive and often misunderstood – even more so these days as it is used increasingly as an adjective – ‘faith schools’, faith organisations, etc. I don’t like ‘doing the negative’ but perhaps it can be helpful for us to consider what faith is NOT.

It is not just saying ‘yes’ to various doctrines, statements or ideas about God, Jesus Christ, the Holy Spirit or the Bible itself. Faith is not to be equated with agreeing to the Creed or any other statement of belief.

It is not accepting ‘on authority’ what we cannot experience personally and feel, in our bones, to be true. Faith can be caught and nurtured but not imposed.

And faith is not just a vague spirituality. We live at a time when many people claim to be ‘spiritual’ but not ‘religious’. Often this is code for being fed-up with the institutional church and its priorities – justifiable at times. Yet faith is much more than a spirituality floating around in space unearthed in the reality of God.
Faith is much more than a generally positive attitude to life or an acknowledgement of a transcendent power.

So let us try to move from the negative to the positive. What then is faith?

Faith is trust, a trusting relationship with God. In trusting a person goes beyond what they ‘know’ with their head. Trusting involves decision and risk, not just one decision at one time, but a lifetime of decisions allowing for renewal and growth. People of faith are on a lifelong journey towards deeper and deeper understanding and commitment. So while faith may come to us in an instant, its maturing is a lifelong process with doubt and questioning being integral to that process.

And most important of all, faith is a gift, a gift from God which we can accept or reject. Just as one person cannot force another to love them, for that is a contradiction in terms, so God can offer us his grace, offer us faith but the initiative to accept or reject it lies with us.
Our passage from Hebrews is full of encouragement because it gives us examples of people who have lived by faith.

Abraham – setting out on a long journey in old age not knowing where he was going. Sarah - having a child though she was far beyond the normal age for child-bearing.  Noah – building an ark at God’s prompting before even a drop of rain began to fall.

And I am sure we could add to this list people of faith whom we have known, whose lives have inspired us and enlivened our faith.

Now some of you will say to me – you have drawn a close comparison between marriage and the life of faith, what of those among us whose marriages have broken down or whose valued relationships died even before marriage? First of all, let me assure you that I am in no way critical of people whose marriages or relationships  have broken down, nor am I doubting their faith or commitment.

We human beings are weak and fallible. The things that we dearly wish to be and to do, we fall short of doing and those things which we know we should not do or think – we do, often repeatedly. All manner of factors in our lives can erode the commitments we make. Many marriages that continue fall far short of that ideal of trust and love expressed at the wedding service.
But the faith we are talking about today is not faith in another human being but faith in God, the God who we believe was there at the beginning of the world and who, in his own time, will bring everything to fulfilment.

Faith, hope and trust are not easy to sustain especially if one’s life has been punctuated by episodes where trust has been betrayed or hopes have been unfulfilled. But with the eyes of faith we are enabled to see beyond what we have experienced in our own lives and to catch a glimpse of God’s future, God’s purposes and will for us. We are able to hope and trust in God because God undergirds our lives and offers us the gift of faith. It is a gift which allows us to see our lives in the perspective of God’s kingdom, not by the standards of human society in our time and place.
Today we baptised Moriah, born prematurely, weighing only 3 lbs. His name recalls the mountain on which God asked Abraham to sacrifice Isaac, his only son – the only hope for the great nation that God had promised to him.Moriah’s life hung in the balance as Isaac’s had done and Moses and Harolda had faith in God just as Abraham had had – without knowing what the outcome would be.
As we heard towards the end of our Hebrews reading, ‘all of these (referring to Abraham, Sarah, Noah and countless others) died in faith without having received the promises but from a distance they saw and greeted them 

May God bless us today, give us the eyes of faith to see the kingdom from a distance and live out our lives to bring it closer. And we should not forget that we do not have to do this alone but in the company of all faithful people as we sing with Charles Wesley,

“To thee our humble hearts aspire,

And ask the gift unspeakable

Increase in us the kindled fire

In us the work of faith fulfil.”    Amen

