                      “Mountaintops and Valleys”
a sermon preached by the Rev. Linda Kuhn, interim minister

Emmanuel United Church of Christ, Oshkosh, WI    2/22/09

message: The father replied, “Lord, I believe.  Help my unbelief.” For many of us, our journeys in faith involve both mountaintop highs of certainty and valley lows of doubt and questioning.  

scripture reading: Mark 9: 2-10, 14-29 (p. 820-21)
This Bible passage begins with a mystical spiritual  “high”  -- a mountaintop experience for a select number of disciples - Peter, James, and John.  It’s the story we traditionally call the Transfiguration, where Jesus was mysteriously transfigured, or transformed before their eyes and they knew beyond a shadow of doubt the significance of Jesus and his connection with God.

Contrast this with the second half of the scripture reading, where the disciples and Jesus come down from the mountaintop down to the valley where a crowd has gathered.  They have gathered around a man, a father and his epileptic son who has come to see Jesus and find healing for his son’s condition.  Jesus wasn’t there, so he turned to the disciples who were there, waiting for Jesus and the 3 to come down from the mountain.

In one Bible chapter we have the journey from the amazing spiritual high mountaintop experience of certainty in faith to the valley low of the depths of doubt and despair.  

A crowd has gathered because the expected miracle hasn’t happened.  The disciples – to their dismay – were not able to heal the boy, and no doubt the crowd is getting restless and wondering if this Jesus – and his followers – are just a hoax. This is a tough situation and the disciples are no doubt beginning to wonder and doubt as well. 

I was listening to Wisconsin Public Radio the other day of an interview with a journalist who had been assigned by the Los Angeles Times to be their religion reporter.  This was a dream job for him, as he was a Christian believer himself, newly converted and quite devout, and had prayed for an opportunity such as this.  Only matters turned out differently than he had expected.  In the course of eight years, he ended up covering some the worst of the religious scene, from the sex scandals and abuse of children in the Roman Catholic Church to fraud and embezzlement by televangelists. And it all began to chip away at his faith until he said he lost it. He lost his faith.  

It was an intriguing interview and I wanted to track down the book but I hadn’t written down his name or when I heard the program.  So when I couldn’t find it through the audio archives, I did a “google search” on the computer – you know when you put a phrase in quotations and see what the web turns up.  I typed in “losing my faith”.  And I was astounded:  42,800 entries turned up!  -- from books to articles to person’s journal entries put on-line to try to get counsel and advice. Obviously, “losing one’s faith” is a common occurrence many people.  
I did finally track down the book title and author – the book is Losing my Religion:  How I Lost My Faith While Reporting on Religion in America and Found Unexpected Peace” by William Lobdell. I’ve got it ordered through our inter-library loan system to read sometime.  The on-line book review describes  it as a story of a reporter’s “roller coaster of inspiration, confusion, doubt, and soul-searching as his reporting and experiences slowly chipped away at his faith.” 
I think that it’s sometimes a little known “secret” if you will, that many of us who show up in our pews and our pulpits also experience those roller-coasters – roller-coasters of inspiration, confusion, doubt and soul-searching. Rather than a sign of a weak faith or no faith, I rather think that it is part and parcel of the believing process – nothing to be ashamed of.  It is for sure disconcerting, worrisome, and lonely – but not something to be ashamed of. Many people we consider to be some of the great mystics and "saints" of the church throughout history have gone through times referred to as the "dark night of the soul"  when God’s absence seems more real than God’s presence. I have a whole stack of books in my own library that refer to the time "when the well runs dry" and we feel so spiritually depleted and disconnected and can't figure out why, despite our fervent prayers and sincere yearnings. I have collected a stack of these books because I, too, often experience that rollercoaster between mountaintop highs of certainty and valley lows of doubt.
I get inspiration, and hope, from the father in this story. Let’s think about his situation. I bet he had been trying for years throughout his child's life to find a cure to stop these terrible, dangerous convulsions. No doubt he had sought every body healer and faith healer he could find, trying every medicine he heard about, praying to God Almighty until he was worn out, as are many parents of very sick children.   

He arrived before Jesus with the accumulation of all these years of frustration and deep disappointment and real fear for his son's life and future, hoping against hope that this time the healing would be for real,  but probably profoundly skeptical and protective of a little bit of his heart. When Jesus isn’t around, he turns to the disciples, who can’t seem to help.  No doubt he felt betrayed – by the disciples, by Jesus, even by God. 

But he hangs in there until Jesus shows up.  Who asks him what’s going on.  The father tells him about his son and his condition and about his despair and pleads, “ If you can do anything, have pity on us and help us.”  Jesus gives the reply:  “If you can!  or was it If you can! was it If you can! All things are possible to the one who believes” to which the father blurts out honestly, perhaps desperately – “I believe, help my unbelief!” 

I think what is important here is that the healing of the son and restoration of this father’s faith didn’t depend on the perfection of this father’s faith. Jesus didn't say to the father --"Go home and sort out your faith or lack of faith and come back when you can trust me 100%"  Instead, even in the midst of the father's doubt and skepticism and wrestling,  Jesus was able to heal the boy.  The father's faltering, imperfect faith was enough for Jesus to work wonders.  In the midst of it all, he was willing to trust, albeit tentatively.
In life, people are going to betray us at times.  There are experiences we will have when it will seem that God has betrayed us, or at least not been very attentive. There are things we will learn about the bible or about church history that will make us question its truth. There will be crises and heart-ache in our life that can shake the foundation of our faith. There are likely to be periods of the dark night of the soul that can happen for no good or obvious reason. It is not given to many of us to live on the mountaintops.  We live the bulk of our lives dealing with the ordinary mud and muck of human existence,  the dis-ease and heart-ache, the frustration and struggle and doubt.  
When this happens to you, remember the poignant, heart-wrenching, yearning cry of this father who says  "I believe.  Help my unbelief!"  And perhaps it can be good news to hear that Jesus heard and honored that confession and did not let it prevent him from reaching out to this man and his son with compassion and power. Be open to what may happen.  Faith is not belief as much as it is a willingness to trust. 
There’s a poem I ran across many years ago that has helped to anchor me through tough times walking through valleys. Perhaps it can be of help to you: 

 “Faith”  by Tom Teller

"When we walk to the edge of all the light we have

and take that step into the darkness of the unknown,

we must believe that one of two things will happen --

That there will be something solid for us to stand on

Or, we will be taught to fly."  Amen.

