Trust Is An Issue

Where is the trust? Has Jerusalem trusted in the word of God, or in the carriers of that word? “Not so,” says Jesus. With a sense of biting sarcasm, Jesus gives voice to the words “it’s impossible for a prophet to be killed outside of Jerusalem.” He keenly points out that Jerusalem has been somewhat of a killing ground for prophets, whether actual or metaphorical. Some have been killed outright; others have been rejected, while still others have found themselves to be dismissed. Whatever the means, the word of God has been effectively silenced, and that is quite a record for the “City of Peace” and the “Foundation of God,” both of which appellations have been given as the root of the City’s name (ir salom and Urusalim). “O Jerusalem…how often have I desired to gather your children together as a hen gathers her brood under her wings, and you were not willing.” I sense deep emotional turmoil in these words as Jesus wrestles with his feelings. This is the City he is destined to return to, as it has treated others, it will do the same to him. His word, God’s word, will once more be rejected and an attempt made to silence it forever. Beneath these words is an anger brewing, this is not the gentle Jesus, meek and mild, of children’s story books. This is the potentially angry Jesus who later cleansed the Temple, who cursed the Fig Tree for not having fruit when he wanted it. This is a Jesus showing immense disappointment, frustration and regret in this “Holy City” which, by its very name and therefore nature, should be open and welcoming to God’s word and the carriers of that word. Can Jesus trust Jerusalem? Does Jerusalem trust in God? Or is it more concerned with appearances and the brokerage of power? Remember that these thoughts of Jesus come directly after a dire warning to him that the nominal ruler of the City (and the Country) wants to see him dead, and I think that we have an answer to those questions that I just cited.

St. Paul, on the other hand, is for once not in an admonishing mood (as he frequently is when he is writing to his congregations), and as we read this letter, we have a sense that he is proud of these individuals who are doing their best to remain at harmony and who are fulfilling the Gospel that he has presented to them. To that end, he admonishes – no, he doesn’t admonish, he rather provides them with further counsel as to who or what they are to put their trust in. He suggests that they would benefit from role models, ones whose values they can trust, and it is without any arrogance that he identifies himself and Jesus Christ as such models. It is human nature to emulate others and to pattern lives and values on them. St. Paul rightly points out that one should be selective in choosing a guiding force or principal, for some can be distinctly unhealthy to the soul and to the spirit. That advice is as valid for our society as it was for the Philippians, indeed there are far more negative influences that can lead us astray should we decide to allow them. Pandering to our “pleasure centers” rather than simply “tasting” them is self destructive. Paul is not condemning their use as a necessary part of our humanity; he is saying that we should not put all of our trust in them. We should trust that which is worth trusting.

So, what’s with Abram (later called Abraham)? We know him as the ancestor of a great nation, and the genesis of three major religions, most of which had been promised to him, by the time that we encounter him in this passage, by God whom he loves. We recall that God has guided Abram and his family from Ur of the Chaldees (as he is reminded), has steered them through difficulties first to Canaan, then to Egypt to escape famine and to keep them safe, and then guided the return to Canaan. On the way God has made him rich in property and possessions. And all this was done with the promise of making him a great nation. What would your or my response be to that? God has fulfilled his promises of keeping them safe and has sustained them in the process. Surely there is no reason to gripe is there? God has been trustworthy; God has kept Faith with his trusted servant. But that trusted servant is still complaining, “You haven’t done it all! I’m still childless.” This comes after God telling him “Don’t be afraid, I’ll still protect you and you will be great.” Where is the trust? Abram is still questioning and for someone who is so trusting and forceful enough to both follow and lead – to follow God and to lead his household which was substantial by this time, he shows a marked lack of trust and displays weakness and hesitancy. Even though God has made a promise, Abram requires more proof, his insecurity makes it difficult for him to trust God even when he has been assured and told to “fear not.” 

Again we can identify the human condition, ourselves. “O God, what will you give me?” are Abram’s words, but they can very well be our own. It is remarkable that in the Jewish tradition, even the heroes are sometimes shown to have feet of clay, this is no “super hero,” this is a man who is giving voice to his insecurities, “You promised, but I don’t see it happening!” Then the accusation turns to blame “You made me childless, how can I become a great nation then.” Sometimes, when we cannot see the road ahead, even though it has been mapped out for us, we need to make someone responsible for our blurred or fuzzy vision, and trust goes out the window. All that God can do when that occurs is to do what he did with Abram, to take us “outside,” outside of our narrow lives, and to force us to look at life in a bigger way. He makes us count the stars “if [we] are able.” When was the last time that you went outside and looked up, and tried to count the stars? True we have not been promised the gift of becoming a great nation, but we would be able to find our place in a larger scheme of things, in a larger people of God, and possibly to identify our responsibilities in that scheme and be reminded of the blessings that we have been given.

As a nation we find it easy to say “In God we trust.” So simple, in fact that sometimes those words are just that, words. Do we trust the prophetic word of God, as apparently Jerusalem did not? Do we trust those that we emulate to provide us good examples of healthy and righteous living? Do we let our insecurities cause us to question God’s plan for us? Where is the trust? It really is an issue.
