
A few weeks ago, I heard that there was a psychic coming to town.  I had heard this particular psychic on the radio before, and when I heard he was doing a life show nearby, I took a couple of friends and we went to go see what all the fuss was about. This is not a very pastorly thing to do, I realize, but I was curious about what it was like and what would happen.

As soon as we got there, I realized that we had showed up to a circus.  The guy was a real showman.  He had an attention-getting outfit and a dynamic persona to match.  He very pointedly informed the crowd to ask him about anything, anything at all – and it was particularly clear that he really wanted the scandalous, provocative, deeply personal kinds of questions that would make for a really entertaining show.  The atmosphere in the room was charged with excitement and the expectation that it would be pretty incredible.

But as the show went on – and it was a show, let me tell you – I realized I was not entertained.  I was actually sad, even depressed.  Question after question that people brought to this psychic amounted to the same thing: “How do I know?”  How do I know my loved one is in a better place?  How do I know my mom’s going to be okay?  How do I know I will get a job?  How do I know that my life is worth something?  How do I know that there is a God, and that God cares about me?


These are huge, life-changing questions – and who were these people bringing them to, but an entertainer.  They were searching for meaning, and they were coming up short.  They were so desperate to find out what their life was for that they had turned to a guy who was charging $20 a head just to get in the same room as him, with no promise that you’d actually get to talk to him, with no guarantee that he even had the skill or ability to give you answers.  These people deeply, desperately wanted something to believe in, something to give their life meaning, and they would turn anywhere to find it.


We are each of us drawn to the search for meaning, for purpose, for something to believe in.  I have heard this desire described as a “God-shaped hole” – the piece of our lives that yearns for the other, seeks out the holy, needs to have meaning.  We will turn anywhere to find it.  We believe somehow that our lives are for something, that we have purpose on this earth, that we are more than the cells of our bodies and the days that we fill.  We want to believe in something.  We want to believe in something, anything, so much that we will turn a million different places – even to a sideshow psychic – to find it.  We really do want a life of faith.  

It is very, very easy to believe that it’s hard to understand what our life is about – after all, we are surrounded by suffering, loss, and death.  It is tempting to think that God is absent, or doesn’t care, or was never involved in the first place, and turn instead to a million other desperate places and things to make meaning for ourselves.  We so easily forget that God has promised to always be with us, even during the times where God seems far away, and that God is constantly revealed even in the small day-to-day parts of our lives.  You don’t need a psychic – you only need eyes to see that God has been at work and will always be at work.

In our first lesson today, we hear about the God’s people coming into the chosen land.  God’s people have come through so much: struggles as slaves, as strangers in a strange land, of plagues and sufferings and death and loss and war and wilderness wanderings and a million other painful, horrible things surrounding them.  They even state these things as a confession in this text, listing all they’ve been through.

But in spite of it all, they remembered God’s promises to their ancestor, that wandering Aramean Abraham.  God promised that no matter what, they were important.  They were much beloved.  They would be saved.  Even after generations of oppression and suffering, God was working.  They were not alone.  They were called to a life of faith, even when it seemed there might not be anything to believe in.


And when they had reached the land they had been promised, when they had finally seen the goodness of the place God told them would come, what was their response?  They gave back to God what was God’s.  They recognized that this is what a faithful person does.  A life of faith is marked with difficulty, but it nonetheless sees that God is at work, sometimes quietly, sometimes dramatically, constantly active and always working to be revealed, to be made known, to save, and to love.  Even in the face of loss, or temptation, or wilderness wandering, God is at work.  And when God’s work brings us to a place of security, of joy, of abundance, it is our great joy to take what God has given and give it right back to God.  A life of faith finds meaning not just in receiving, but in giving back.
Don’t be fooled: a life of faith is not without struggles, trials, confusion, loss, or temptation.  Just because you have questions in life about the whys and hows, doesn’t mean that God isn’t somehow a part of things.  As we hear in the gospel today, even Jesus himself faced temptation and struggle; should we expect any less in our faith journey?  It is not a reason to lose hope, to desperately start searching down a million dead ends to fill that God-shaped hole.  Instead, like our mothers and fathers of faith did before us, it is a time to remember what God has done, what God has brought us through, and to live in faith and hope for God to do it again.

Our God is faithful, sisters and brothers.  God will always be faithful.  A life of faith is one marked by trust in God’s promises in the dark times, and celebration of God’s abundance in the rich times.  You don’t need to go searching to find evidence of God’s work, because it’s all around you.  Even in hard times – especially in hard times – God is working in your life to bring things right.  For this, and for all God’s blessings, thanks be to God.

