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Don’t Ever Settle
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Gen. 15:1-6; Psalm 33; Hebrews 11:1-3(4-7)8-16; Luke 12:32-40
Hebrews 11:1-3, 8-16

1 Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen.  2 Indeed, by faith our ancestors received approval.  3 By faith we understand that the worlds were prepared by the word of God, so that what is seen was made from things that are not visible. … 8 By faith Abraham obeyed when he was called to set out for a place that he was to receive as an inheritance; and he set out, not knowing where he was going.  9 By faith he stayed for a time in the land he had been promised, as in a foreign land, living in tents, as did Isaac and Jacob, who were heirs with him of the same promise.  10 For he looked forward to the city that has foundations, whose architect and builder is God.  11 By faith he received power of procreation, even though he was too old—and Sarah herself was barren—because he considered him faithful who had promised.  12 Therefore from one person, and this one as good as dead, descendants were born, “as many as the stars of heaven and as the innumerable grains of sand by the seashore.”  13 All of these died in faith without having received the promises, but from a distance they saw and greeted them. They confessed that they were strangers and foreigners on the earth,  14 for people who speak in this way make it clear that they are seeking a homeland.  15 If they had been thinking of the land that they had left behind, they would have had opportunity to return.  16 But as it is, they desire a better country, that is, a heavenly one. Therefore God is not ashamed to be called their God; indeed, he has prepared a city for them. 


In the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit, one God, Mother of us all. Amen.


People love the word “faith.” We use it all the time. We talk about faith-communities, our President wants to fund “faith-based initiatives,” and at CTS the phrase, “faith-journey” crops up so often that I won’t let my students use it in their papers anymore. We like the word, apparently. But don’t ask for a definition. You’ll get almost as many answers as the number of people you ask. And some of the answers are horrendous. 

Dwight Eisenhower thought faith was a weapon to use against Communism. But when people asked him “Faith in what?” he answered that the “what” didn’t really matter, as long as you believed in something. That’s a great recipe for just about any kind of bigotry you might imagine, and I don’t think it’s an accident that he said this during the McCarthy era. 

Dorothy Sayers found popular perceptions of faith so appalling that she once cooked up a tongue-in-cheek catechism with the usual question-and-answer format. I can’t resist quoting the final exchange:

“Q.: What is faith?

“A.: Resolutely shutting your eyes to scientific fact.

“Q.: What is the human intellect?

“A.: A barrier to faith.

“Q.: What are the seven Christian virtues?

“A.: Respectability; childishness; mental timidity; dullness; sentimentality; censoriousness; and depression of spirits.

“Q.: Wilt thou be baptized in this faith?

“A.: No fear!”


Now if that’s what “faith” means, I’d just as soon not be baptized in it. Faith had better not be resolutely shutting your eyes; it had better not be an excuse to stop thinking, and especially not an excuse to stop questioning. That’s why I’m glad that today’s lessons give so much attention to Abraham’s faith. 


Obviously, I’m not thinking about the episode where Abraham almost sacrificed his son Isaac. To be sure, there’s a deep meaning to that part of the story that’s worth exploring, but not today.  There’s much more to Abraham’s faith than that one episode. Yes, Abraham believed God. So says our first lesson. He left his home and followed God all over the Middle East. But he hardly went quietly. Just look at today’s reading. God promises great rewards, but Abraham’s not impressed. “God, you keep promising to make my family into a great nation. Now how is that supposed to happen if I don’t have any children?” So, our lesson says, God makes another promise, an outrageous one—descendants as numerous as the stars—and Abraham believes, for now. Here ends the lesson, but the story goes on.


Later, God drops by, still with nothing but more promises, and Abraham’s so exasperated he laughs in God’s face. (So does Sarah a bit later.) Abraham doesn’t take anything for granted, doesn’t hesitate to tell God exactly what he thinks of all these postponed promises. And when God plans to punish a city for abusing its visitors, Abraham doesn’t hesitate to urge God to play fair. “Shall not the judge of all the earth do what is just?” (Gen. 18:24). And God gives in. So this is Abraham’s faith—not unquestioning obedience but a daring refusal to settle for anything less than what’s right: promises kept, justice for everybody, a God who deserves our trust.


I wonder why it is that most Christians over the past 2,000 years seem to have overlooked this restless, questioning side of faith. Abraham’s not the only example. Think of Jacob, wrestling with God, insisting “I will not let you go, unless you bless me” (Gen. 32:26). Think of Moses, refusing to cut any private deals with God that would leave his people behind (Ex. 32:10-14). Think of the Canaanite woman, praised for her faith, who by arguing convinces Jesus that he has to be as kind to her as to any of his own people (Mt. 15:21-28). What all these people have in common is a refusal to let anybody or anything put them in their place. They lived instead by “the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen” (Heb. 11:1). 

That’s faith. It’s an assurance, a conviction, so stubborn that you won’t ever settle for anything less than your God-given dignity as a creature in God’s image. It’s an assurance that there’s more to your life than you can imagine. You’re not just a victim of circumstance. Whatever your surroundings have made of you—you’re more than that. Much more. You’re part of God’s creation. Your origins lie not just with your biology, your family, your nation, but with God. Your final destiny lies with God, no matter what happens to you now. And right now, no matter how daunting or pointless things may seem, you are embraced in God’s arms and filled with God’s love.

Now how do you know that? Oddly enough, you know it precisely because there is something that won’t let you give up, won’t let you settle. I think the translation of Hebrews we heard today is a little weak. The words for “assurance” and “conviction” are not just words for feelings. For “assurance” try substituting “reality,” “presence”; for “conviction” try substituting “proof,” “demonstration.”
 Faith is the reality, the presence of things hoped for, the proof, the demonstration of things not seen. The stubborn conviction that won’t let you settle is itself the sign that you don’t have to settle for what life has dealt you so far. It’s a kind of sacrament: faith is a sign of the presence of God, a sign that God is really at work in your life, despite all appearances.

This is not gullibility. It’s a far cry from believing whatever you’re told. Abraham and Sarah, Jacob, Moses, the Canaanite woman, and a host of others—all of them found in their faith the audacity to challenge even God. If they thought God was not acting like everybody’s God, not acting faithfully and justly, they said so, and right to God’s face. They didn’t worry about whether that was the orthodox thing to do. Something drove them to settle for nothing less than promises kept, justice for everybody, and a God who deserves our trust.

Howard Thurman tells a story about his grandmother that puts her in the same company with these biblical figures. Born a slave, she never learned to read or write, and several times a week she would ask Thurman to read to her from the Bible. But she hardly ever asked him to read from Paul’s letters. One day he finally asked why, and this was her answer:

During the days of slavery … the master’s minister would occasionally hold services for the slaves. Old man McGhee was so mean that he would not let a Negro minister preach to his slaves. Always the white minister used as his text something from Paul. At least three or four times a year he used as a text: “Slaves, be obedient to them that are your masters … as unto Christ.” Then he would go on to show how it was God’s will that we were slaves and how, if we were good and happy slaves, God would bless us.  I promised my maker that if I ever learned to read and if freedom ever came, I would not read that part of the Bible.

Do you hear the echoes of faith here? Something told Thurman’s grandmother not to settle for anything less than her God-given dignity as a creature in God’s image. Somehow she knew that, and no amount of quoting even from the Bible would convince her otherwise. Some people would say that her answer wasn’t very orthodox, but there’s a deeper orthodoxy at work here, a profoundly biblical orthodoxy that says, “Don’t ever settle. Don’t ever settle for anything less than promises kept, justice for everybody, and a God who deserves our trust.”


I know that’s something we need to hear. This past week I’ve heard stories from friends who had to listen to humiliating, demeaning, and inaccurate attacks on their character, with no chance to respond. But today’s message is clear: Don’t ever settle for anything anybody says that would make you doubt your God-given dignity as a creature in God’s image. You are always more than anybody else can try to make of you. I’ve heard other stories of healing from a kind of cancer that looked almost untreatable. That’s something to celebrate! And the message is: Don’t ever settle for dismal predictions about how your life will end before it really does end. You don’t know what the next day will bring, but you know it will bring things that nobody can predict. So don’t ever settle.


Those are just two stories I’ve heard this week. But around All Saints you hear stories like that all the time. Part of our vocation, I think, in this city and in this diocese, is to be a safe place for people who won’t settle, people who yearn for a church that welcomes everybody and a society that meets basic needs, people who will settle for nothing less than promises kept, justice for everybody, and a God who deserves our trust. 

Now honestly, that makes for a pretty restless community. We’re more united, I suspect, by our restlessness, our refusal to settle, than by anything else. But that’s just it. Our restlessness really does unite us (even if it unites us restlessly). It unites us not just with one another today, but with the likes of Abraham, that Canaanite woman, Howard Thurman’s grandmother and countless others who make up a churning, billowing cloud of witnesses that includes even us.


That’s not easy to live with. It takes lots of patience, a willingness to listen, a respect for people who look stubborn to you, a readiness to see how stubborn you sometimes look. So maybe it helps to remind yourself: it’s that very stubbornness, that refusal to settle, that proves God’s presence in this place—the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen.

Let’s not settle for anything less.
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