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What has our arrogance profited us? And what good has our boasted wealth
brought us? ‘All those things have vanished like a shadow, and like a
rumour that passes by; like a ship that sails through the billowy waitet,
when it has passed no trace can be found, no track of its keel in the waves
or as, when a bird flies through the air, no evidence of its passage is found,;
the light air, lashed by the beat of its pinions and pierced by the foite of
rushing flight, is traversed by the movement of its wings, and\aiitds no
sign of its coming is found there;
The Wisdom of Solomon 5:8-11

On my blog, Shuck and Jive, | am having a conversationawvithlleague
and friend of mine, Bob Campbell. | met Bob when we werk pastoring
congregations in upstate New York. We have been talkingt @blot of
things, and most recently we have been discussing edseaiftiaith.

What is essential about faith?
To put it another way what is the essence of faith?

Some in the church want to have a list of essentiafsel The Presbyterian
Church was divided over this issue in the 1920s. For many yeEgsning
in the late 1800s in response to and in anxiety over higteism of the
Bible, ministers were required to subscribe to five esdsrifdaith, at that
time, known as the fundamentals of faith, from whenceetehe term
fundamentalism or fundamentalist.

Those five fundamentals included:
1) The Virgin Birth and the Deity of Jesus
2) Substitutionary Atonement
3) The Bodily Resurrection of Jesus
4) The inerrancy of the Bible
5) The imminent return of Christ or the authenticity of imisacles




This conflict in the early twentieth century was callee
fundamentalist/modernist controversy and the Presbyt&tmnch was its
grand stage. To shorten the story, 1n 1925, the Prestny@hiurch

decided that ministers ditbt have to subscribe to these fundamentals. This
opened the door to the embrace of higher criticism ofdhptares and our
tradition. At that time, a new denomination thelitsine Orthodox
Presbyterian Church which required its clergy to subsooilbedse
fundamentals.

For the next 80 years, the main branches of the PexsaytChurch (since
reunited in 1983) have contained a mixed bag of folks. W#&hwe have
retained a tension under our large umbrella. You witl tlergy and
members all along the spectrum from those who hold thoskafentals in
some form or another to those who do not and embrace higtieisorj the
sciences and so forth as sources for Truth in additidmetsgiritual wisdom
of our tradition.

The Presbyterian Church has thus far said that we éssentials but no list
of them. We have Book of Confessionsontaining eleven historical
confessions. The most recent approved in 1989. It readddtetently
than the Westminster Confession or the Apostle’s Crae@d.they are all
there.

We do not have a list of subscribed beliefs. Some are awnfortable
with that ambiguity than others. We have, to put itdymsome who want
us to have a list of essential beliefs and some whddilspeak of the
essence of faith. | wish to speak about the esserfaélofor the next
several weeks as a starting point rather than eskeeliefs.

What is the essence of faith? There are many wgyssi® that question.
Whatis the essence of spirituality or the essence of life?

What is theessenc®f Christianity or theessencef the Reformed
Presbyterian tradition?

Today and for the next several weeks | am going to offieresideas not in
any particular order. Just because | mention it first, dloes mean it is
necessarily the most important.

An essence of faith, an essential of faith, if Yigg, is, in my view,awe.




A synonym is wonder.

This is the experience of transcendence. It leadsoothe feeling of
“Yes!” Or “Wow!”

Traditional Reformed language might call this the sogatgiof God.

The universe and God are so much larger than | am.
| am overblown.
Like Job who experiences YHWH in the whirlwind, | am speeshles

This means that my problems, even Earth's problemsgeayeshght in the
sight of the Universe and God. It also means that my @stuopinions, and
accomplishments are dwarfed by God's light and wisdom.

Today'’s text is from the Old Testament Apocrypha, thed®m of
Solomon:

What has our arrogance profited us? And what good has our boasted wealth
brought us? ‘All those things have vanished like a shadow, and like a
rumour that passes by; like a ship that sails through the billowy waitet,

when it has passed no trace can be found, no track of its keel in the waves
or as, when a bird flies through the air, no evidence of its passage is found,;
the light air, lashed by the beat of its pinions and pierced by the foite of
rushing flight, is traversed by the movement of its wings, and\aiitds no

sign of its coming is found there;

For me, my faith requires humility which is expressedwe and Wonder
before life and the author of life.

There is a sense of cynicism that creeps up on us ifevet @areful. A
cynicism that tells us there is not much out ther&lwth to be in awe or
wonder. “Been there, done that” is a phrase so oftenteghehhave seen
it all, done it all; there is nothing new. The poenfrEcclesiastes wrote:




8All things are wearisome;
more than one can express;
the eye is not satisfied with seeing,
or the ear filled with hearing.
9What has been is what will be,
and what has been done is what will be done;
there is nothing new under the sun. Ecclesiastes 1:8-9

We may think that way about our own lives on occasion.relisenothing
new. Nothing we haven’t seen. Nothing else can be ddinee are not
careful this cynicism can take us over. Our world becommedlesr. We
become more and more focused on ourselves. We don't wengnve
have not seen before.

But that does not mean there is nothing new to seeedhswe have
allowed our vision to become clouded so that we do not 3&at is why |
suggest that wonder or awe is an essential of fatthen we allow
ourselves to be amazed again, to wonder and to marvel weewithings we
have not seen even though they were in front of usa@ilg.

This takes some practice.

A couple of weeks ago one of the English teachers dbiligger Middle
School across the street brought her students to our chiudebive in to the
parking lot and | saw these students sitting around the graunads trees,
on the grass, each with a pen and paper. Every ye#érisige them over to
our church to sit and to write. They write what they seay, touch, smell,
maybe even taste.

She may not say it isspiritual practice, but she is teaching them the
spiritual practice of wonder. In an age in which wefdlied with images
from television, music on our ipods, and text messagmguo cell phones,
these students are learning the task of noticing this lhelaareation.

My hunch is that it probably isn’t easy for them attfir$hey have to sit and
listen and watch without being entertained or by havinthall senses
flooded with advertising. But if they sit long enough,rgdbey begin to
notice things that they have not noticed befofmd they write.

Wonder is an essential of faith.




| have not been in the South long enough to be cynical @adas. | had
never heard them before | moved here. | am still impesSometimes | sit
on my deck and | pretend to direct them as they crescendiearescendo.
That is their purpose--to entertain me on my deck!

Sometimes when | drive home from church | will take the Elizabethton
Highway. As | turn onto my shortcut onto Hilltop Road, thera tree next
to the building on the corner that has the hugest ldavage seen yet. They
must be a foot and a half long and a foot wide. “Why do wmdreaves so
big, Tree?” | wonder.

| would like to wonder more about things. | tend to get ndyrdecused. |
focus on my problems or my accomplishments. Maybe you dekhs A
spiritual practice might be to allow yourself time to siaime at what is
around you. Isn't it funny that a squirrel’s tail is longjgan its body? Why
is my grill so interesting that a huge blue butterftg sin it for twenty
minutes opening and closing its wings? It is the spirittedtce of
observation, listening and wondering that can soothe ous tenses.

For the next three Thursdays we are going to read Rewckl@. Atwater’'s
book, Incidents of a Southern Tour or The South as Seen Through Northern
Eyes Rev. Atwater was the pastor of this congregation ft8@0-1877. |
preached one of his sermons two weeks ago for Heritage Suriday book

of which | am speaking was written in 1857, when heaakée, was touring
the South. He was filled with wonder.

From October till April | can testify from experience,gtall that heart can
wish. It is just that medium between heat and cold, that makesjdaytiof
one’s life to be abroad in the open air. Out in the glorious sunlight, where
God intended we should be, if we would enjoy health; rather than within,
breathing the vitiated air of our closed rooms, as is the custom wittodut
many, in our bleak New England clime....

The South is the land of fruits and flowers, sunshine, and song. From July
till December, the most delicious peaches are ripening. Figs abound, of a
flavor so rich that when once eaten, they can never be forgotten. June, the
month of roses with us, flies quickly past, and leaves only a pleasardmn

of itself. But there, this queen of flowers may be almostsaday her
sceptre for the entire year. In the beautiful city of Vicksburgyovember,




the sidewalk was literally strewed with roses, which, in timgnaway the
luxuriant growth, had been cut off, and thrown into the street. In Natahes,
Christmas, the finest and fairest of flowers were blooming, asafting the
hand of beauty, to weave them into crowns and chaplets, fit ornaments for
the temple of the living God.

The grounds of a gentleman, whose hospitalities | enjoyed, were adorned
with more than one hundred varieties of roses, with an uncounted number of
other beautiful flowers, easily cultivated in that clime, whergewx is

unknown. But which few northern eyes are allowed to rejoice in the
beholding. At Baton Rouge, the Capital of Louisiana, on the first Sabbath of
the new year, one of the fair worshipers brought and placed upon the
communion table, in front of me, a splendid bouquet of flowers, gathered
fresh from the garden. And, certainly, it would take a sterner &uthan

myself, to condemn or declare out of taste or place the beautiful, the
fragrant offering. Nor would we dare deny, but that some of the inspiration
of the hour, was derived from that splendid gift. (pp. 13-16)

That is wonderful writing from an author who knows how tarbpressed.
He is not afraid to rejoice in the wonder of it all—to @ebh& what he sees—
and to regard what he observes as “fit ornaments fdethple of the living
God.”

It is our arrogance, cynicism, and obsession with our patgmssessions
that clouds our minds into narrow self-centered thinking. artelote for
that arrogance and cynicism is awareness of the majéstyranscendence,
the awe of Creation. We have not “been there and tthatieby any means.
We can learn from watching the birds. According tosthedom of
Solomon:

What has our arrogance profited us? And what good has our boasted wealth
brought us? ‘All those things have vanished like a shadow...as when a bird
flies through the air, no evidence of its passage is found; the lighasired

by the beat of its pinions and pierced by the force of its rushing figght,
traversed by the movement of its wings, and afterwards no sigrcomiag

is found there;

The strong poets, such as the author of the Wisdom ofrfewl, or even
Rev. Horace Atwater, can inspire us to open our sdnsesd awe and
wonder. This sense of wonder can strengthen our faitteigoodness of




God and of creation. It can make us more lightheartecanl increase our
trust. It all will pass. Good and bad alike. So will yow I. While life is
here, while we are here, while we have breath, leixpsrience the wonder
of life to its fullest.

' http://dixs.library.cornell.edu/cqi/t/text/pageviewer-
idx?c=mayantislavery:;idno=06837301;view=image;seq=1




