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Now remember that it is Lent, because I am going to preach this morning on the doctrine of salvation by faith alone. I’m sure that the only thing harder than preaching on a theological doctrine is listening to such a sermon! But I do so for a couple of reasons. First, in one of our Wednesday evening Lenten discussions, the topic came up; and second, it just so happens that today we have before us one of the classical biblical texts on the subject, Ephesians 2:8-9, “For by grace you have been saved through faith, and this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God – not the result of works, so that no one may boast.”

What does it mean and why is it important? To get to the answer we have to truly wrestle with the difficulty we have really loving God the way God wants to be loved by us because as Lent begins to turn towards Holy Week we see with increasing clarity just how high God’s standards for that love are, we begin to see what is demanded of us and we rebel. We want to escape. For what is coming into clearer focus is, of course, the Cross. When Jesus speaks of being lifted up in today’s gospel, he is referring to the Cross. And we will hear the same theme next Sunday as well.
Yet the Cross for us is not the object of terror and shame it once was. Perhaps for the beautiful brass above the altar we may substitute stiff hempen rope tied in a noose. Or a bare wooden chair wired for electricity. Or a syringe filled with poison. Symbols of utter rejection and condemnation. Symbols for the power of the state graven upon the flesh of the human individual, upon our flesh. Such symbols are adequate and accurate translations of the Cross into our modern world. Of course we want to escape. And to me the most difficult and frightening thing of all is to hear the God of love say no, there is no escape, it is pointless to try, and in fact trying will only make it worse.
This is because the Cross is not God’s will for human life. The Cross is the symbol of the life we have created for ourselves across countless generations of fear, hatred, and violence. If we say that we didn’t choose this, well, that’s part of it isn’t it?  We are still participants. Everything we try to do to save ourselves, to spare ourselves some suffering, to preserve our dignity, will only end up hurting and demeaning someone else. But even more, what we need to recognize is that even when we are on our best behavior and strive to try to save others, we usually end up hurting and demeaning them as well. We have many resources. They have few resources. And even the unconditional transfer of those resources re-inscribes the fact that we have greater freedom to move and choose in this world than they. When we press a few dollars into the hand of a beggar on the street, there is a reason why we do not see in his or her eyes the gratitude we seek.
So it is hard to love God because that love asks us to see, without any attempt to escape or evade, very hard truths about our world and ourselves. And then it asks us to do what must surely seem impossible. It asks us to believe that there is another way. There is no proof to back up this call for faith. There is no rational argument that will be undeniably decisive. We are asked to believe that God loves all of humanity to such an incomprehensible extent that God would offer us not a way out of this world, but a way through this world in such a manner that not one of us will ever be lost. We are asked to believe that what we see in the life of Jesus of Nazareth is the God-intended form and purpose of all human life. Why should we make that leap? Maybe for no other reason than that the only way we know how to do things keeps making the situation worse. We need to stop trying and follow someone else’s lead down a path we could not otherwise discover.
This is what salvation means – not that we have an escape, not that we will never feel the weight of the world’s cross upon our shoulders, but that we will not be crushed and destroyed by that cross. We will not be abandoned or forgotten by the love which faith alone sees as the foundation of the universe, a love that will call us each by name through death into new life. “By grace you have been saved through faith, and this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God.”

And this is why it is important – because right here and right now we can stop living in a world of competitive others and start living in a world of compassionate brothers and sisters. Our very real desire to help can be transformed from a source of potential boasting and ego-boosting into an incarnate expression of God’s love for all of God’s children. I know that this is what we want to do and be, but we’ve also got to realize how much it will ask of us. My own experience has taught me that that beggar on the street will take our money, but what he or she really wants is our companionship and our compassion, and what he or she really needs is the faith that will keep his or her dignity and integrity intact. Only when we give ourselves to meet the want will we earn the right to provide the witness that will fulfill the need. So we must be so rooted in the love of God that we can lose ourselves trusting that we will never be lost, that every effort is worth-while, that we can give all and still have more than enough. Because we’re not the ones saving the world. It is God building God’s world in us and through us.
