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This text includes lines that sparked centuries of theological debate. Even debates that 
reached their zenith 400 years ago at the Synod of Dordt. I left those debates alone and 
picked up on something more existential. This is a sermon that doesn’t feel like it found a 
landing place…. 

 
I felt him before I saw him. He was lurking at my office door – sort of awkwardly shifting his 
lumpy frame from side to side. Earnest and eager to please, he was waiting for an invitation to 
come in. I asked him what was up, he plopped down, and blurted out:  
 

I’ve been a Christian my whole life. It is all I’ve ever known. But, my faith isn’t what it 
should be… I always have doubts. Even with church and Christian schools and my great 
family, I don’t have a strong faith. And now I don’t know what to do; I don’t have enough 
faith. Other people have better faith than me…. My faith isn’t what it should be.  

 
It was familiar territory. In my ten years as a teacher at two Christian high schools I had 
countless conversations with kids who found their faith wanting and felt like it was their fault. 
They were convinced that there was some feeling they were missing or some standard that they 
failed. And their solution was often more effort, more rigor, more work. This young man came to 
me wondering how to muster-up, shoulder-on, and press-ahead. He always had. That’s what you 
do as a Christian: You ask God to help and then you try harder. 
 
A few days ago, I heard a Korean pastor – with great dignity and drama – call those listening to 
love more. The path to loving more was morning prayers. And, if you didn’t feel love then you 
should get up earlier and pray longer. Pray until you feel more love….  
 
Dear friends, despite the trustworthy saying that Jesus came to save sinners, 

despite that “mercy was had upon” us,  
despite abundant evil being met by more abundant grace,  
despite being neither able to add nor detract from the love of God in Christ, 
despite that our beginning place is grace…. 

there is often the nagging notion that we aren’t doing enough,  
there is the far too familiar feeling that our faith isn’t enough. 
 

My English grandmother lived well into nineties. It may have been the afternoon tea and 
shortbread, or maybe the occasional little snort of Mogen David, but she was clear thinking and 
healthy right up to her death. She was a nurse, a remarkable Christian woman, and the matriarch 
of a big brood. Yet, just a few weeks before her death, she held my mom’s hand, and with a 
fearful-tearful-quiver in her voice, she prayed, 

 
O Lord you saved the thief on the cross, please, please, will you save a sinner like me? 



 
Somehow after a lifetime of being a Christian she was still worried that she hadn’t done enough, 
that she hadn’t been enough, and that her faith wasn’t enough. 
 
Is any of this familiar to you?  
Does any of this resonate you?  
Do you know the same unease? 
Do you vacillate between envy for those who appear to be full of faith, the earnest effort to do 
the best you can, and the longing for something more?  
 
Well…. 
I’d suggest that Paul’s letter to Timothy offers a way to live in this tension.  
I’d suggest that in Paul’s letter to a young Christian there’s encouragement.  
 
Paul begins with God’s love expressed in Jesus Christ. As we read last week he proclaims, 
“mercy was had upon me.” You are finally and fully, signed, sealed, saved, and safe in Christ.  

Therefore, Paul urges, first of all, pray. Pray. Make supplication ~ those are petitions for 
certain needs which are keenly felt. Bring your humble requests before God. Actually, 
bring all your prayers, every form of address that you can find. 

Intercede ~ plead for the interests of others without holding back. The Greek word 
here for intercession has the sense of “falling in with.” Fall in with the concerns of 
others.  

Finally, do all this with thanksgiving, express your gratitude. It completes 
the circle; it starts with the grace of God and it returns to God in gratitude. 

 
Oh! And, pray for everyone – especially kings and all those in authority, even if it’s 
Nero, the same Nero who dipped Christians in tar, and as legend has it, lit them as 
candles to illumine his garden. Pray. 

 
There it is again….  

Even as we are freed by grace the first urging is to do something, the first breath is 
obligation. As Paul pulls Timothy aside to offer a primer in faith, the opening salvo is 
grace, but the first order of business is duty. And that’s where we clutch, that’s where we 
catch the weight of effort, assessment, struggle, comparison, and failure.  

 
But, what if all of this is simply the reality, or the consequence, or the gift of being in 
relationship? Rather than assess the quality or quantity of faith can we acknowledge that we all 
live in relationship to God? We all live with an I-Thou relationship.  
 
Nicholas Wolterstorf, philosopher at Calvin and Yale, was asked about the “life-style” of being a 
Reformed Christian, and he responded this way, 
 

It’s a style of life that gives prominence to the conviction that God is creator; hence it is 
that we give thanks to God for the goodness that surrounds us. Secondly, it incorporates 
a deep and powerful sense of the fallenness of all things, understood in such a way that 
there is a strong impulse to resist all attempts to draw lines in the sand, with the 



explanation that human fallenness occurs on this side of the line and not on that side of 
the line. Fallenness runs through our whole entire existence – indeed, through the 
cosmos. Corresponding to this comprehensive view of sin is then an equally 
comprehensive view of faith and salvation.  

 
In short, I think the heart of the Reformed tradition is a passion for totality, for 
wholeness, for integrity, for not allowing life to fall into bits and pieces but to constantly 
ask, “What does my faith – what do the gospel of Jesus Christ – have to do with this and 
what does it have to do with that?” And then never being content with the answer, 
“Nothing.”  

 
Evangelicalism and a brand of pietism have robbed the language of “relationship” and made it 
into something personal with certain expectations. And as that is helpful – so be it. But, the truth 
is: you and I are all in relationship with God. And that relationship, no matter where you think 
you are with it, is the life-long dialogue of living all of life before God.  

And sometimes we will struggle with it,  
and sometimes we’ll ignore it,  
and sometimes we will find it sublime,  
and sometimes barren,  
and sometimes perfunctory,  
and sometimes difficult,  
and sometimes comforting.  

But, whether we are conscious of it or not, all of life is lived in relationship to God.  
 
Therefore, Paul’s first urging is to be conscious of it through prayer.  

And, in praying there will be a sense of dependence, and interdependence, and mediation, 
and thanksgiving, and longing. As we “fall in with” the needs of those around us we will 
naturally carry those into our ongoing dialogue with God. Or, maybe as we “fall in with” 
the needs of others we’ll begin to see them not only through our lens but also through the 
lens of the gospel. We will see them as God sees them.  

 
Now. I’m lousy at prayer. Rather than mountaintop experiences with God more often than not I 
get lost in the foot hills. Usually my prayers are like shots of courage before I get up to speak, or 
start a race, or go talk to somebody. I’ve never heard God speak back in any identifiable 
discernable way. And I don’t know what to make of how much my mind wanders. I’m grateful 
for the prayers that are spoken here. I am grateful for written prayers (like in the Book of 
Common Prayer) by those more spiritually sensitive and gifted than I.  

But, while what I experience rarely “feels” like enough, I do try to live all of life 
(emotional, political, sexual, economic, racial, etc.…) in relationship to God – and that 
ongoing dialogue takes all sorts of shapes. Prayer is not limited to hands folded and eyes 
closed. There are all sorts of ways that we plead, intercede, wrestle and express 
thanksgiving. It is all part of living in relationship to God. And at sixty, after being a 
Christian my whole life, after not knowing myself outside of being a Christian, I am not 
going to pretend that it is any different than it is.  

 
 



 
Flannery O’ Connor puts it this way: 
 

When we get our spiritual house in order, we’ll be dead. This goes on. You arrive at 
enough certainty to be able to make your way, but it is making it in the darkness. Don’t 
expect faith to clear things up for you. It is trust, not certainty. 

 
If the beginning place is grace – let the next thing, the next urging, be not a burden that is beyond 
our bearing, but let it be the experience of relationship - of living all of our lives in relationship 
to God. Not in certainty or accomplishment, but in trust and dialogue.  
 
Can that be enough?  
Is that gift enough?  
 
In the name of the one mediator between God and humanity,  
Amen. 


