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Habakkuk 1:1-4; 2:1-4

    The oracle that the prophet Habakkuk saw.

 O Lord, how long shall I cry for help,

        and you will not listen?

    Or cry to you "Violence!"

        and you will not save? 

Why do you make me see wrongdoing

        and look at trouble?

    Destruction and violence are before me;

        strife and contention arise. 

So the law becomes slack

        and justice never prevails.

    The wicked surround the righteous--

        therefore judgment comes forth perverted.

     I will stand at my watchpost,

        and station myself on the rampart;

    I will keep watch to see what he will say to me,

        and what he will answer concerning my complaint. 

Then the Lord answered me and said:

    Write the vision;

        make it plain on tablets,

        so that a runner may read it. 

For there is still a vision for the appointed time;

        it speaks of the end, and does not lie.

    If it seems to tarry, wait for it; it will surely come,

        it will not delay. 

Look at the proud!

        Their spirit is not right in them,

        but the righteous live by their faith. 

2 Tim. 1:1-14 

    Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God, for the sake of the promise of life that is in Christ Jesus, To Timothy, my beloved child: Grace, mercy, and peace from God the Father and Christ Jesus our Lord. I am grateful to God--whom I worship with a clear conscience, as my ancestors did--when I remember you constantly in my prayers night and day. Recalling your tears, I long to see you so that I may be filled with joy. I am reminded of your sincere faith, a faith that lived first in your grandmother Lois and your mother Eunice and now, I am sure, lives in you. For this reason I remind you to rekindle the gift of God that is within you through the laying on of my hands; for God did not give us a spirit of cowardice, but rather a spirit of power and of love and of self-discipline. Do not be ashamed, then, of the testimony about our Lord or of me his prisoner, but join with me in suffering for the gospel, relying on the power of God, who saved us and called us with a holy calling, not according to our works but according to his own purpose and grace. This grace was given to us in Christ Jesus before the ages began, but it has now been revealed through the appearing of our Savior Christ Jesus, who abolished death and brought life and immortality to light through the gospel. For this gospel I was appointed a herald and an apostle and a teacher, and for this reason I suffer as I do. But I am not ashamed, for I know the one in whom I have put my trust, and I am sure that he is able to guard until that day what I have entrusted to him. Hold to the standard of sound teaching that you have heard from me, in the faith and love that are in Christ Jesus. Guard the good treasure entrusted to you, with the help of the Holy Spirit living in us. 

Luke 17:5-10 

    The apostles said to the Lord, "Increase our faith!" The Lord replied, "If you had faith the size of a mustard seed, you could say to this mulberry tree, 'Be uprooted and planted in the sea,' and it would obey you. Who among you would say to your slave who has just come in from plowing or tending sheep in the field, 'Come here at once and take your place at the table'? Would you not rather say to him, 'Prepare supper for me, put on your apron and serve me while I eat and drink; later you may eat and drink'? Do you thank the slave for doing what was commanded? So you also, when you have done all that you were ordered to do, say, 'We are worthless slaves; we have done only what we ought to have done!' " 

Have You Seen It?

“O Lord, how long shall I cry for help, and you will not listen? Or cry to you ‘Violence!’ and you will not save?” These ancient words of the prophet Habakkuk have given voice to the cries of many generations, and they probably could have come from many of our lips, as well. We may not be so bold as to voice them aloud, but I would guess that many of us, at one time or another in our lives, have wondered whether God hears our prayers, or if he hears them, whether the answers will ever come. 


Now, there are certainly times when our prayers are, upon further reflection, perhaps a bit selfish, and we can understand why God may have been unwilling to grant our requests. But what about those times when our prayers, like those of Habakkuk, are simply prayers for help, and the help doesn’t come?  What about those times when we are feeling abandoned, alone, forsaken by God, and all we are asking is to feel his presence in our lives, all we need is a sign, a glimpse of his power and his love, just something to give us strength and hope, and there is nothing? What do we do when God is silent?


The first response, I suppose, is to assume that there is something wrong with God, that God is not acting like the benevolent, kind, always-present friend that we want God to be, or, worse, that God doesn’t even exist at all. We could, I suppose, conclude that the silence that comes in response to our prayers simply means that praying was a mistake in the first place, a waste of time and effort. I’m sure we all know people who come to this conclusion, and we have to admit that it is an understandable, though mistaken, response. 


Another response to God’s apparent silence is to assume that there is something wrong with us. Perhaps we are not praying the right prayer, or praying with the right amount of faith or humility. Perhaps we are simply not good enough to deserve a response, like Dorothy in the Wizard of Oz, who had to prove herself worthy of the wizard’s benevolence. Again, though I believe this response to also be mistaken, it is all too common, and I have heard people blame themselves, “If only I had prayed harder, this wouldn’t have happened.” Or, “I must have done something to deserve this.”

There is another response, of course, the response of faith and trust, the response that believes that nothing is wrong with those of us who are praying or with the God to whom we lift our prayers. If this is our response, we may well conclude that the only thing that has something wrong with it is our perspective. If we cannot hear or see God’s response, then perhaps we need to look and listen more closely, or differently. 

The first example of this arises when we think that we are the only ones who have ever felt abandoned by God; surely those with more faith never have these problems. Perhaps you have heard of the recent book that consists of letters from Mother Teresa of Calcutta, letters to her spiritual director. I have only had the chance to read a few excerpts from the book, but it details the spiritual loneliness she felt for much of her life. It seems that, the more she became involved in doing what she was convinced was God’s work, the further she felt from God. Her spiritual director tried to help her to see that this great spiritual emptiness allowed her to identify even more powerfully with the poor she was called to serve, those who had been abandoned by all. 
We also, of course, have company in feeling abandoned in Jesus himself, in his cry from the cross, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” He was not simply quoting a familiar psalm; I believe Jesus really was experiencing the agony of death and separation, and we can know that there is nothing that we can ever feel that Christ himself does not also feel with us. 
We cannot expect that our prayers for God’s presence in our lives will be met with an immediate feeling of warmth and spiritual connectedness. That may come, and it may not, and we cannot base our faith on the shaky foundation of our feelings. 

Another thing we cannot base our faith on is evidence. This might be difficult for some of us to accept, for it flies in the face of how we like to operate in this world. Whether it is an emphasis on the fiscal bottom line, a focus on improving test scores in our schools, or the demand for consistent and predictable results in scientific experiments, we are a people who like proof. We like to be able to see and hear and measure the results, and if they don’t add up, then something’s wrong and we need to change our approach. 
If we apply this kind of thinking to our faith life, we are bound to be disappointed. Not that God doesn’t act in our world in concrete ways, it’s just that our perspective is usually too narrow to measure them. For example: how many years did the people of Israel suffer as slaves in Egypt before God heard their cries and sent Moses to set them free? According to the book of Exodus, it was 430 years, and many generations of Israelites died waiting for God to answer their cries for help.
Just like our time perspective may be too limited, so, too, might our definitions of what constitutes God’s help. If we believe and trust that God is alive and well and working in the world, then there is no limit to the ways in which God can respond to our prayers, if God chooses to do so. A sermon illustration I can remember my father using in his sermons is the story about a man whose house was being surrounded by flood waters. A boat came by and offered to take him to higher ground. “No thanks,” said the man, “God will provide.” A while later, when the waters had filled the first floor of the house, another boat came by, offering help, and the man replied from his second story window, “No thanks, God will save me.” Finally, the man was on his roof, and a helicopter dropped him a ladder. But again, the man replied, “No thanks; God will save me.” Of course, the man drowned, and when he arrived in heaven, he asked God, “Where were you? I was counting on you to save me!” “What do you mean?” God replied. “I sent you two boats and a helicopter.” 
How many times have we been looking for a particular response from God, only to find that God has already answered our prayer, only in a way and through a means altogether unexpected? When someone is cured from cancer, we may call it a miracle of modern science, or we may call it a miracle from God, or we may recognize that God often works through doctors and nurses and medicines to bring about healing. 

But not always. We all know too many people for whom the healing never comes, and the apparent silence of God becomes almost too painful to endure. Why does God work this way? Why does God allow good and righteous people to suffer and die in painful ways? Why does God allow so many of his children to experience the brutality of war, poverty, racism and disease? 
To be honest, I don’t really know. I don’t know if it’s all a part of some large, benevolent plan that will make sense in the end, or if God lovingly grants us freedom, and this freedom has real and often painful consequences. I don’t know, when we cry out, “God, why don’t you do something about the pain and suffering in our world?” if God doesn’t ask us the same question. I don’t know if, or when, or how God will answer most of our prayers.
But this much I do know; or, I should say, this much I believe. I believe that God is alive, and well, and incessantly at work in our world. I believe that there is no pain that we feel that God does not also feel, no place that we can go that God has not already filled with his presence, no prayer that we can offer that God is not already answering. The answer may not be what we want, or expect, or think we need, but it will come. It will come because God is here, surrounding us and filling us with the signs of his presence.
Have you seen them? They are here, sitting all around you, in the people of this place, each one of us a marvel to behold. They are here, in the amazing wonders of creation. They are here, in the cries of pain and suffering that call us to compassionate action. They are here, in the simple gifts of bread and wine, the body and blood of our God, broken and shed for each one of us. The signs of God’s presence are here, they surround us and fill us, and they invite us to believe and trust that our loving God has never and will never ignore, abandon, or forsake us. 

This is the life of faith that we are invited into, a life in which we may not have all the answers, but we trust in the one who does. This trust gives birth to hope, and this hope gives us strength, the strength to live lives of compassionate witness to the God who is with us, no matter what. Thanks be to God; amen.
