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Psalm 146

I Kings 17:1-16

Providence

You are making some impossible promises this morning. Today in the 9:30 service Lowell Emerson Hoffman, and at 11 Opare Sefah Ahima will be baptized. You, as this congregation promise to welcome these two children in your life of worship, support them with love and prayers, and provide for their nurture in this community of faith. These are impossible promises if they depend on you, but you made these promises in faith, not fear. You live in faith that members would emerge from your pews to teach Lowell and Opare in Sunday school. You live in faith that any church will exist for 10, 20, 30 more years to provide a place of worship. You live in faith, that as these two little ones grow up and away from here and that the claim of the living and moving Triune God goes with them. You made daring and risky promises, not alone, but knowing that you make these promises in a covenant with God. For you have faith that God’s hand holds these children, that God is living and moving and will provide a way for these children to learn about faith and one day claim it as their own.

Living by faith, not fear you take a risk to welcome the most vulnerable in your midst. You don’t know the outcome; you don’t expect these little ones to contribute so that you can receive something. They will not pledge, in fact, as these children grow they are a drain on your resources requiring education, requiring mission experience. They will want to wash your cars; they will ask you questions that you will not know the answer to. You live by faith, trusting in God’s providence, that God is working to shape and form Lowell and Opare, and that they as you will experience the grace of God in an often invisible way. You risk of yourselves, pouring your love and care into these little ones and their families…into your children, into your youth, into your adults in response to God’s abundant grace at work.

You, as the people of God choose to live by faith, not fear.

Elijah too finds himself in a challenging circumstance with some impossible promises. I always picture Elijah as larger than life. He was the prophet who will later on in I Kings directly challenge Jezebel and confront all of the prophets of Baal. Talk about a person of tremendous faith, courage, and chutzpah. 

As a prophet, one who is called to be the voice of God and deliver sometimes challenging messages he was incredibly effective, but not so popular. Approval ratings among the powerful like King Ahab and Queen Jezebel were at an all time low at this point in the passage.
Because Elijah simply followed God and took risks, he finds himself in the wilderness, all alone with no entourage and nowhere to go. While in the wilderness, God commands him to live in a wadi…a dried up river bed. Elijah is asked to live on faith, to go and God ends up providing food and drink for him in surprising ways. Ravens, those dirty birds that pick at carcasses, bring him three square meals a day of not just bread and water, but of meat as well. While many were starving during the draught, Elijah was well fed and cared for.

Before Elijah got too comfortable in the wadi, God sends him to a small village in search of a widow. The solitude is broken, and Elijah carries his experience into community. Seeing the widow at the gate, and knowing of the draught, Elijah asks for just a bit of water and some bread. The water was barely there, but the bread was not. In fact, the widow pushes back with honesty, stating she has no bread, and in fact she is gathering these sticks to build a fire as she has just a bit of flour and oil left to make one last cake. Scarcity. Elijah knew this himself from his time living in the wilderness. Living in faith, Elijah also knew something of God’s providence.

In their scarcity and in their faith, the two encounter one another…not knowing the outcome, but knowing very well what it meant to live on faith and prayers. The widow doesn’t shy away from stating reality and telling the truth, that she doesn’t have anything extra to give. It was bold for her to address a stranger in that way. She could have made up her last cake for Elijah and given everything, she should have done this given the power difference and cultural expectations. But, instead she chooses to share her reality of meager ingredients in faith. And in turn Elijah does not shy away from sharing in faith. Given his recent experience, he has faith God will provide for the woman, and proclaims this. He is not fearful about the scarcity; he does not practice resource or fiduciary responsibility. But Elijah is confident about God’s presence, knowing God will sustain and provide a way through the dry time, through death toward new life.

And, the woman responds in faith, baking bread, choosing to give of herself and her resources. She chooses faith not fear. Again, she could have pushed back to Elijah’s grandiose claim with skepticism or denial of her resources, but she steps forward and gives in faith. And indeed, God does provide her daily bread throughout the remainder of the draught. In fact, God has provided invisibly all along, sustaining her, sustaining Elijah, bringing them together.

Living by faith not fear.

Mountain climber turned activist Greg Mortenson describes this posture of living by faith and not fear in his book Three Cups of Tea. A bit of a risk taker, Greg decides to climb K2, one of the toughest mountains in the world, to honor his sister. It is a treacherous climb in the high mountains of Pakistan. There are no park rangers to rescue if something goes awry, and the blizzards are thick and the path full of razorback turns and whiteouts.

Greg is separated from the rest of his group, and more critically from their porter who is carrying his bags and tent. Faith not fear is the mental state. For a climber if they succumb to fear all clarity will be lost and paralysis will set in. Greg burrows in the snow, knowing he might not wake to see another day; he forges ahead on faith and stumbles into an impoverished Pakistani village. Greg’s life is spared and his needs are provided by the community who nurses him back to health.

Greg continually lives by faith, looking outside of himself, risking with hope as he gets to know his Pakistani rescuers in the midst of Taliban occupied territory. Living by faith, Greg is present to their context, seeing their need for education for their children.  Greg is so moved by their radical hospitality that he vows to return and build a school. In the midst of scarcity, Greg encounters providence, and responds with gratitude.

Greg is an unlikely candidate to build a school. He is a nurse and mountainc limber, a bit of a drifter, with no background in philanthropy and no independent wealth.  As the story unfolds there are many more instances of Greg living by faith as he forms a plan and a way to fulfill his promise…saving up money, sending letters, and through many trials and errors persisting in faith, oftentimes working from meager resources.

The book Three Cups of Tea is a bestseller and Greg has been nominated for the Nobel Peace Prize because of his radical life of faith and risk.  Overflowing with gratitude, he seeks to live by faith and not fear…slowly but surely fulfilling his promise to build a school, not knowing how he will fulfill it, but giving of himself and living in faith.

Individuals like Greg are compelling characters in our culture. He is an aberration, some would even say foolhardy. Yet, it is the Greg’s of the world that function as contemporary prophets, showing us a way through the impassable mountain. Living by faith, not fear.

Living by faith, not fear defines us as the church. 
There is a line in our book of order that describes the mission or great ends of all Presbyterian churches it says: “the Church is entrusted with unique tasks. We are called to proclaim the gospel for the salvation of humanity; to shelter, nurture, and provide spiritual fellowship for the children of God; maintain divine worship, preserve the truth, promote social righteousness, and exhibit the Kingdom of Heaven to the world. The Church is called to undertake this mission, even at the risk of losing its life. “
Living by faith, undertaking this mission at the risk of losing your life…

Living by faith and not fear. 
Living by faith, pointing to God at work in our midst requires risk.  Like the widow, there are many congregations in our Presbytery that are struggling for life.  Arch Street Presbyterian Church is one of those congregations. Arch Street was once a landmark congregation at the center of the Fundamentalist and Modernist controversy. Arch Street has dwindled in active membership. Worship attendance has stayed around ten for nearly a decade. The building was preserved because of a generous endowment, but everything else was dead as there were no children, no youth, and no mission. Some thought Arch Street had died. Yet, the Presbytery and those ten active members were willing to take a risk and let their old vision die. The congregation chose to risk and spend the interest from their endowment on salaries for three part time pastors.  Three part time pastors for ten members, that’s ridiculous! One of the pastors, your very own former resident Rev. Becky White Newgren is the pastor for Family Ministry. One year ago her daughter and Rev. Bill Golderer’s two sons were the only children. That’s ridiculous and risky! Living by faith, with Becky’s leadership folks turned a side room into a nursery. The space and her position were created in faith that an intergenerational body might worship at Arch Street again. 
Living by faith, Arch Street and new pastoral team have committed to risk and re-envision what it means to be a church in s changing context. The congregation and ministry are not solely focused on Sunday morning. Sharing a wall with the Comcast center and near many of your offices, the church has realized she has a calling to minister to working people primarily during the week. They have sought to build up their community by offering worship and Bible study mid-week during lunch. They see themselves not only as a traditional Sunday worshipping body, but also mid-week space and community where people can drop in during the week. They don’t want to compete with Bryn Mawr, but partner, providing a mid-week sanctuary for you and others to be fed and challenged. Partnering with other Presbyterian congregations, they are forging ahead on faith, not fear, seeking to risk and explore what it means to be a congregation in a new way.

Living by faith not fear.

Bryn Mawr has a history of living by faith. I remember preparing to come here and being surprised to learn the story of this sanctuary. The congregation had outgrown its space and began making plans to build a larger sanctuary. This was during the Great Depression, and in spite of the market crashing and scarce resources, folks lived by faith and gave sacrificially what they could to build this beautiful space. In addition, the congregation built the space twice as large. Some would call that foolish, especially in light of the scant resources at the time. But the Session had faith that God was moving in a powerful way, and the congregation would grow to fill the space, and they did. 
The Session took a risk, using their bit of oil, flour…trusting God would provide. God knit you together as a community. God was faithful, providing food and nourishment in the form of strong lay leadership, mission and outreach, and community leadership.

Living by faith not fear.

Knowing your history, you built on this when you undertook your capital campaign nearly ten years ago. You raised twice as much money, you took a risk. In your desire to turn inward, you wanted to turn outward and give half of the money toward outreach.  You launched a partnership in West Philadelphia, not knowing the outcome, but willing to learn. And, you have learned along the way, you made some mistakes as you encountered racism and white privilege. But, you learned from those mistakes, taking risks to start non-profits, stepping outside of your comfort zones to remain a presence in West Philadelphia.
And now you find yourselves in times not unlike those of our forebears in the great depression…this has been described as a scarce time as markets are in flux. In my two years here, you have experienced much change and chaos. And again, you are invited to consider anew what it means for you to live by faith and not fear. Just as God was with you in the past, so the living God is with you today. With fewer resources, God is inviting you to come together in a new way. 

The challenge is in being open and willing to risk change in hope that something different and whole will emerge. God is providing a way, walking with you through this wilderness, forming you, shaping you in ways you have yet to know or understand.
Living by faith and not fear.
You also risked welcoming young pastors as Pastoral Residents for two years. You have shown me what it means to be the Body of Christ in transition. You have welcomed Graham, Elizabeth, and me as your pastor, allowing me to minister with you in death and life, welcoming me to baptize your children, and preside at the Lord’s Table. I have seen you wrestle with perceived scarcity and real abundance. I have heard you challenge one another to step up and step forward in faith. 
As I head toward a new call in the coming weeks, and speak my last words to you from this pulpit as your preacher this morning, I go with gratitude. Together we have experienced a season of ministry where we have been challenged to live by faith and not fear. Whether you are lost while climbing a mountain, or tasting the daily bread that God provides, whether you celebrate a baptism and pointed to God’s claim on the lives of your people, I have seen tremendous faith.  I have also seen God’s hand, providing for you during this interim season of wilderness. God continues to call new pastors like Dr. Grant and Rev. Lovell in your midst, God continues to raise up new Elders and Deacons to lead you, serving with energy, imagination, intelligence and love. God has continued to hold and sustain you and me during this time, providing us with just enough bread each time we gather here for worship to feed us for the week to come. Thank you for your welcome. Thank you for your hospitality. Thank you for sharing with me your faith. I go to my next congregation filled with gratitude, forever shaped by you, knowing God will continue to provide in surprising and abundant ways.
In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.

