“For my thoughts are not your thoughts, nor are your ways my ways, says the Lord.  9For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts than your thoughts.”  Today’s words from Isaiah might not be particularly easy to swallow.  I know they’re hard for me.
As a child, I was more than just a little precocious.  I bet that’s hard for you to believe.  I was the kid who was always asking why or how or who.  I was curious about almost everything, including questions of faith.  As a junior high student, I remember spending Wednesdays in confirmation classes – yes kids, even I went through confirmation, and I survived! – learning about a million different questions of faith.
At the end of every confirmation class, we were supposed to spend some time writing in a notebook.  We could reflect on the lesson, ask a question, or just say whatever was on our mind.  The pastor had said he’d read all of what we wrote, and even comment on it.  I wasn’t going to let an opportunity to ask more questions and possibly get some answers go to waste, so I wrote down about a million questions in my notebook.  How did the Bible get written?  How could Jesus be God and a human at the same time?  How does baptism forgive sins?  Did God really make the earth in seven days, or is the Big Bang theory right?  Question after question, and my poor beleaguered pastor did his best to answer them.
I remember the last question he answered, because I think it was the last one I asked in that notebook.  I asked, “How could Mary be a virgin but have a baby?” – I was starting to get a little scandalous, I admit.  But my pastor responded so poignantly.  He wrote, “Megan, it seems most of your questions are about how things happen.  Some things we can’t understand.  Sometimes we just have to have faith.”

At the time, I thought it was a pretty miserable answer.  Stubborn, precocious me thought it was a real cop-out of an answer.  But that response has stuck with me.  What if it’s not all about answers?  What if it’s not about understanding everything, but having faith in the face of everything?  With every year of my life that goes by, the more I start to believe that so much of life and faith is a mystery, and we are called to faith in God’s promises.
Now confirmation students, don’t think that means that we’re not supposed to learn about our faith.  Believe me, I’m far from calling off lessons.  We really are blessed to be part of a congregation that knows that children and young people are a priority.  It is essential that we continue to help our youth learn about their faith.  It is in hearing and learning about God’s word that we are freed to ask tough questions, even those that don’t have answers, and to learn about the incredible God that we love and serve.
And God is pretty incredible.  We get just a taste of God’s abundance in the reading from Isaiah today: “everyone who thirsts, come to the waters; and you that have no money, come, buy and eat! Come, buy wine and milk without money and without price.”  God offers us this abundant wealth – food and drink and security and pardon – gracious, overwhelming gifts that we could not possibly earn on our own.  God is so good, good in ways we couldn’t possibly imagine, forgiving in places we can’t even forgive ourselves, merciful in more ways than we could ever count, loving beyond all boundaries of the human imagination.
But how would we ever know that if we never heard about it?  How could we come to trust in God’s promises if we never hear them?  Isaiah tells us, “Incline your ear, and come to me; listen, so that you may live.”  God’s life-giving promises are ours for the having, but we have to hear them to know that they’re true.  This is why it is so vital that we teach God’s word and tell each generation about the richness of God’s promises.  We have to be vigilant about preaching and teaching God’s word, never staying quiet about the incredible things God has done in our lives, sharing the richness of God’s love with those around us.

We need to be reminded of God’s promises, because the mysteries of life can be so overwhelming.  I heard recently from a theologian who talked about the depth of the unknown in life – how more and more people feel lost and alone.  Ironically, this aloneness, this sense of confusion and fear, has not drawn people closer to the church.  Instead, it has driven them further away from the church.  The church is seen as the place that is overly full of answers, and would rather give you a million reasons why life is fine and everything happens for a reason than listen to you, be with you in your suffering, remind you that God is near even when life is shrouded in mystery.
It might sound like a strange thing to say, but I believe it is time to reclaim the mystery in faith.  “My thoughts are not your thoughts, nor are your ways my ways, says the Lord.”  Life is filled with mystery, both in matters of faith and in matters of day-to-day life.  But it is those same mysteries that drive us to God.  When we finally become aware of the width and breadth of all there is that we could not possibly understand, we are forced to rely on God’s promises.  
God says that our sins are forgiven – so it must be true.  God says that we will be provided for – so it must be true.  God says that we are loved beyond measure – so it must be true.  These promises are wonders in themselves, assuring us that there is no mystery greater than our God, who is higher than our ways and thoughts just as the heavens are higher than the earth.  We can trust in this God, even in the face of mysteries that we’ll never understand, because we know God has promised us so much – and we can believe those promises.
May your ears always be open for God’s words of promise.  May you be quick to share God’s presence with those who are lost.  And may the incredible complexity of all God’s mysteries drive you to trust our God more and more every day.  Amen.
