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Today’s sermon is the first in a series of sermons that is a response to the questionnaires you filled out about scriptures on which you would like to hear a sermon preached, or a subject that you would like to hear addressed in a sermon.  The one thing that was mentioned more than anything else was the subject of faith.  Someone even wrote down on their questionnaire “Hebrews 11.”  Hebrews 11 is known as the “Faith Chapter.” Most people know that 1 Corinthians 13 is the “Love Chapter” in the Bible, but Hebrews 11 is the “Faith Chapter” in the Bible. 
One person, on their questionnaire, wrote: “How do we live with faith in trying times?” It’s easy to live with faith when everything is all right, when everything is smooth sailing.  It’s like being a “Sooner Fan.”  It’s easy to be a Sooner fan when your team’s always winning and your quarterback is healthy. However, when you lose to Brigham Young and your quarterback’s hurt, it’s not so easy to have faith in the team.  
So it is with our faith in God. When things are tough, it’s not easy to live with faith.  Most people are familiar with these words from Hebrews, “Faith is the assurance of things hoped for and the conviction of things not seen.” You have heard the phrase before that speaks of the great cloud of witnesses--all those persons of faith who are mentioned in the 11th chapter of Hebrews.  You might not realize this: in the 11th Chapter of Hebrews, the writer uses the phrase “by faith” 18 times.  Eighteen times he gives the examples of people who live by faith. The sermon today is about how to live with faith in tough times.  

Let me ask you this: if I were to ask you where you are in your faith journey right now, on a scale of 1 to 10, with 1 being very close to doubt and 10 being deep faith, being close to God, feeling close to God nearly all of the time, how would you rate your faith? What number would you give yourself? 
Here’s another way to look at it. If I asked everyone in the sanctuary to stand and those whose faith is strongest come up here and stand closest to the front of the sanctuary, then as your faith gets weaker, you stand accordingly away from the front; if your faith is more like a one, you would stand by the back doors of he sanctuary. Where would you stand in the sanctuary?  Some of you might be thinking to yourselves, “I shouldn’t even stand in the sanctuary, I should stand out in the foyer, or maybe even go out the doors and stand on the stairs, that’s how weak my faith is at times.  Where are you on your faith journey right now?  
If this is a time of doubt for you, you need to hear these words. In preparation for this sermon, I looked at what some great thinkers, scholars, and theologians have written about faith.  Paul Tillich said, “Doubt is not the opposite of faith, doubt is an element of faith.” Don’t you love that? Doubt is a part of faith.  The old preacher, E. Stanley Jones, said, “Faith is not only holding on to God, faith is God holding on to us.”  John Calvin wrote, “Faith is not a distant view of God.  Faith is a warm embrace by God.”  Don’t you love the idea of being embraced by God in faith?  
I would add this to what the others have written: “Faith is more than how we feel about it on any given day. Whether your team wins or looses, whether you win or lose yourself, whether you’re having a good or a bad day is not a barometer of faith. Faith is more than feeling.  Feeling, hopefully, is involved in faith. I want people to be passionate and enthusiastic about their faith, but faith is more than a feeling because faith is more than how we feel about it on any given day.  In fact, faith is a gift from God. If you have faith you can be grateful.  You can be grateful to parents, maybe Sunday School teachers, youth sponsors, or someone else who has shared faith with you.  Primarily, you can be faithful because faith is first and foremost a gift from God.  
Faith is a decision. Will we accept the gift? Will we live by faith?  Faith doesn’t mean that everything will always be wonderful.  Living with faith, living by faith doesn’t mean that we will always be wonderful.  I say that living by faith is like making sausage, sometimes it’s not very pretty.  Look at the list in the 11th Chapter of Hebrews. It is like an all-star team of faith, a Hall of Fame of Faith, if you will.  
Look more closely at the list and you will see some other names that aren’t as popular. Rahab, the harlot; if you were making a list of an all-star team of faith, would you want a prostitute on the list? How about King David? Do you remember the story of King David and Uriah? King David sent Uriah into battle at the front of the lines so he would be killed.  David could then have Uriah’s wife.  Is that what it means to live by faith? That’s what the writer of Hebrews says.  
Daniel is mentioned, not directly, but indirectly, as one who closed the mouth of lions. If you look closely in that 11th Chapter of Hebrews it also talks about others who were tortured, who were slain, and a strange phrase: “Some who wore sheepskins and goatskins.”  Do you know what that means? During the time of Nero, Nero would have a sheep or goatskin tied to a Christian’s back, then thrown to the lions.  Those were the people who the writer of Hebrews lists as great examples of faith.  

Living with faith, living by faith is not always easy.  It doesn’t mean that those persons of faith are always wonderful persons.  Through the years during my ministry, I have been inspired by people who sit where you sit.  There’s no rule that the minister is the one who has the most faith. Often I have depended on the faith of the people who sit in the pew and their faith has inspired me. Through the years, I have also been discouraged.  I have seen church members, people of faith, be unkind to each other. Living by faith does not mean that we will always be perfect persons.  
You need to understand this. Persons who have the strongest faith usually are those persons who spend the most time in prayer.  Prayer is the language of faith, not thees, thys, and thous.  It’s the prayer from the one who says, “God be merciful to me, a sinner.”  If you are feeling far away from God right now, if this is a time on your faith journey when you say you would be standing at the back of the sanctuary, or even on the steps outside of the sanctuary, ask yourself this question, “How much time are you spending in prayer?”  Prayer is the language of faith.  It was Emil Brunner who said, “As oxygen is to fire, so hope is to the soul.”  We could also say “As oxygen is to fire, so prayer is to faith.”  
What difference does this make? What difference does it make in how you live your life on a daily basis?  It makes all the difference in the world, because our faith in God affects all of our other relationships.  Think about this, if you can’t trust God, if you can’t believe in God, if you can’t have faith in God, how can you have faith in anyone else?  When we talk about a husband and wife and one of the members of a marriage has been unfaithful to the other, what do we mean by that?  If you can’t have faith in God, if you can’t trust God, if you can’t believe in God, you can’t believe your spouse or your parents, or your children, or your friends.  Our faith affects all those relationships.  
Living by faith means being a witness.  I don’t know if you noticed or not, but there is something missing in that 11th Chapter of Hebrews. All of those famous names--Moses, Abraham, Noah, Isaac, David, Samuel.  All of those names are listed, but there is not a single name from the New Testament that is listed.  Do you know why that is so?  We tend to remember the good ole days don’t we?  Some of you can remember people of faith who influenced you years ago and we think that their faith was somehow better than ours. If you want an example of a witness of faith I suggest you look around this morning. Look at the people sitting beside you, in front of you, behind you.  Those are witnesses of faith.

This past week I had lunch with two of our members, I’m not going to mention any names, but the subject of going to Heaven came up and I assured both of those men, good members of our church, good men, I assured both of them they were going to Heaven.  I could tell they didn’t believe me.  Part of the problem is that when we think about going to Heaven we think it depends on our goodness. No one, no one is good enough to go to Heaven. Going to Heaven doesn’t depend on our goodness. Going to Heaven depends on God’s goodness.  
What kind of witness of faith are you?  Norman Vincent Peale said, “I would rather attempt something great for God and fail, than attempt nothing and succeed.” I want to give an example now of a person who is a member of our church who is a witness of great faith.  She should be included in this 11th Chapter of Hebrews. Physically, she is the weakest person of anyone who is present here this morning.  Go over to 21st and Utica at St. John’s Hospital.  Go up on the 8th floor to Room 804. You’ll see Glenda Nulf.  She is an example of the tenacity of faith.  Year after year, for almost 40 years, she has come into this sanctuary, in pain, never complaining, with a smile on her face. I think she understands that as strongly, as tenaciously as she has held onto God, that even more God has been holding on to her.  I told Tom on Friday that I was going to mention Glenda in the sermon today. I want you to keep both of them, Chris, and their daughter Jennifer in your prayers.  
I also want you to remember this.  In the African-American Church, there is a tradition, a custom, that during the sermon if the preacher feels like the congregation is not listening he will say during the sermon “Can I get a witness?” Someone in the congregation will shout, “Amen. You say it brother.”  Then he will go on preaching again.  Being a witness means more than just saying “Amen” or “You say it brother.”  Being a witness means living by faith. Living by faith means being a servant, doing the dirty work, the sausage-making work of the church.  Being a witness also means this, and living by faith means this; do you remember what Paul said, “Be kind to one another, tender-hearted, forgiving each other as God, in Christ forgave you.”  That’s what it means to be a witness, and I believe the living Christ still says to us this day “Can I get a witness?”  Amen.
