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Let us run with perseverance the race that is set before us, looking to Jesus the pioneer and perfecter of our faith.  Amen.  

There are no guarantees in our life on earth.  We have examples of faithful followers who “through faith conquered kingdoms, administered justice, quenched raging fire, won strength out of weakness - others who by faith were tortured, mocked, imprisoned, stoned, and sawn in two! I’ll take group A, please… God? This division is one of the hardest questions I wrestle with regularly; seeing individuals, families, and communities, full of incredible faith, who face hardship after hardship, suffering after suffering.  While others who with the same faith, make it through life with less struggle or strife.  What? Were you expecting a more upbeat sermon after the flogging and torment in Hebrews and being yelled at by Jesus in the Gospel of Luke, calling us hypocrites and demanding division not peace?!  So here we are.    

I shared a story with the 7:30 service last week that exemplified what we heard from the Letter to the Hebrews – that faith is “the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen.” A very good friend of mine, named Delaun, came to me in need of prayer a few summers ago.  She was living in San Francisco and was celebrating her 30th birthday.  
Her cousin Missy, came up from Southern California to be with her for the big event.  At the time Missy was 23 years old and was suffering from epilepsy.  The day of Delaun’s birthday they were all hanging out in Delaun’s apartment getting ready to go out.  Missy told them that she was going to go take a shower.  As time passed Delaun felt a need to go and check on her cousin and when she did, she discovered Missy face down in the water with no pulse.  She and her friend pulled her out and performed CPR until the paramedics arrived.  Upon arrival, the paramedics pronounced her flatlined, but were able to get a pulse after 8 minutes.  Missy had suffered a seizure while in the bath and had been without oxygen for at least 10 minutes.  
When Delaun called me for prayers, Missy was in the hospital in San Fransisco and had not been able to come off of sedation due to repeated seizures.  While the outlook for her cousin was very bleak, Delaun needed to believe that her family would fall into the group of believers who would write histories of success and stories of triumph.  She had faith that a community of prayer could surround Missy and her family with such strength that their story would be like the stories of prophets who could shut the mouths of lions and escape the edge of the sword.  I ended my sermon last week with just that – the picture of a community of believers being the body of prayer, the faithful assurance of things hoped for. This week, I am telling the rest of the story.  After a few weeks of being in a coma, Missy passed away.  I was ready to field questions from my friend about the failure of prayer, about why would God let this happen, about the how can I believe again? Well, my expectation was slighted when my friend called me and told me how thankful she was for all the prayers.  Her family felt great loss, but the other feeling they felt was compassion and peace from the unifying presence of the Holy Spirit found in the prayers of people all across the country for Missy.  Delaun was living the lesson we learn from the Letter to the Hebrews, that faith does not always result in a cure.  She was learning the hard lesson that death does not mean that our prayers did not work or that our faith was not strong enough.  

Those were two lessons I struggled with every day when I worked as a hospital chaplain for a summer while I was in seminary.  I was a chaplain on an intensive care unit and I could not figure out how to explain to someone who asked me why when two people who have complete faith pray, one may miraculously be healed while the other may not.  I still struggle with this.  But through my time in parish ministry, I have a more complete picture.  For the faithful believer, the assurance of things hoped for and the conviction of things not seen, play their most important role in a life none of us know yet.  

That assurance, that conviction is the communal faith that we are baptizing Brittain Andrew Jura into today.  We are being called as his community, to be the great cloud of witnesses.  It is not always about being witnesses to the miracles in life.  Sometimes it is about being a witness to pain and suffering.  But the hope during those trials and tribulations is that we are able to point to those who hold us up during that time.  This congregation has incredible ministries of prayer and I believe that each of these ministries add a thread to the fabric that will catch us when we fall, embrace us when we are lost, and feed us when we are weak.  We have people who knit, people who pray, people who cook, people who teach - witnesses who shine as examples of what it means to be faithful.  

We may not feel like we are called to shut the mouths of lions or quench raging fires.  And perhaps we disassociate ourselves from the stories we hear in the Bible, thinking we are not the people who God specifically called upon.  But these stories are our reminder that it is us that God is calling.  The examples we have from the prophets in the Letter to the Hebrews are not examples of perfect individuals with perfect faith.  They are examples of imperfect people trying to live a life a faith.  And it is our invitation to follow the footsteps of adventurers in faith.  Amen.  
