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                1 John 5:1-8


“Faith is the victory that conquers the world.”


There are so many strange ideas packed into that small statement!  What could it possibly mean?  What does it mean to say that there is this thing, “faith” which does something which could be described as “conquer” this other thing called “world”?  


I’d been chewing on this sentence, finding it pretty hard to swallow, when I heard an interview on the radio which got me thinking about it a whole different way.  A soldier who had fought in Iraq during the first year of that war was describing with great emotion the incredible intensity of that experience.  He said that while he was in Iraq, he imagined that the war dominated the news and the minds of average Americans.  But the week he returned, the radio and television were dominated by the story that Janet Jackson had exposed her breast during the half-time show of the Super Bowl.  His family laughed at the story, or just ignored it, but the soldier’s way of seeing things had been changed by his experience in Iraq, and he wept at how quickly, how easily we forget that a war is going on.


When I heard that story, I remembered an experience I had which is in no way equivalent in significance, but one in which my way of seeing was also changed.  I spent the second half of my junior year in college in England, and towards the end of my time I spent some time hiking in the Swiss Alps.  When I returned to Minnesota, I looked out of the window of the car on my way to my parents’ house, and for the first time in my life, Minnesota looked flat.  I had grown up there, and I never had seen it that way before.  It was alarming at first—it almost seemed like someone had come out and flattened it since I had last been there.  I was sure something had changed—and something had.  The landscape wasn’t any different, but after six months in a different terrain, my way of seeing was changed.


Have you ever had an experience where your way of seeing was changed?  Recall those experiences, and we’ll let them be our teachers as we consider how FAITH might be an experience that changes the way we see the world.  


Consider this:  faith has it’s own way of seeing.  It has its own language and law.  When we are immersed in faith, when we look again at the world, we see it differently.  Sometimes we’ll even find that, just as today’s scripture suggests, the vision of faith trumps the vision of the world.  It critiques the vision of the world.  In fact—and here’s a truly startling way to put it—the vision of faith CONQUERS the vision of the world.  In other words, when we see with the eyes of faith, the world no longer rules.


The problem with much of the traditional interpretation of this passage is that we read the word “conquer” and assume that it includes the profits, the spoils, the recognition that worldly conquerors achieve.  And since people of faith so often find themselves without the riches and esteem of the world, they have at times projected those rewards into the life they imagine living in heaven after they die.  That kind of faith has served many well—they have found freedom in declaring that they don’t need the riches of this world because they will have riches beyond measure in the next world.  They don’t need to worry about the injustice done to them, because God will render perfect justice in the next world.


But I don’t think we need to imagine “faith” and “world” as sequential experiences, where faith fully conquers world only after the life is over.  I think “faith” and “world” can exist simultaneously in this life—they are two kinds of experience, two different ways of seeing, two different ways of being.  Remember how Jesus talked of the Kingdom of God existing in the midst of the Kingdoms of the World like a piece of yeast in a loaf of bread, changing all that is around it.  Faith is like the seed that Jesus talked about, small at the time that it is planted, but able to growing into something so large and strong that others may find shelter in it.


Our challenge, then, is not just to keep an eye on the next life, but to become investigators in this life, training our eyes to see, to notice the places where that seed has been well planted, where it has taken root, where it is growing and blooming.  As Christians, we’re called to immerse ourselves in the experience of faith—to go there, like we might go to a different country, to speak learn its new language, to live according to its new laws. 


Immersed in faith, we discover what Jesus taught and showed us:  the language of faith is the language of love.  The law of faith is the law of love.  God loves you without qualification.  God loves you without test or criteria.  There’s no if, no and, no but.  God loves you for who you are, just as you are.  When you live into that world of faith, you find yourself immersed in love.  You suddenly realize that the love you’ve received from God is just as freely given to the person sitting to your right, the person sitting to your left, the person you encounter in the grocery store, the person who you argued with today.  And when you trust that every person you meet is also loved by God, fully and wholly and entirely, the world’s rules no longer make any sense.  It no longer makes sense to claim that some people have more value than others or that some people are more worthy of respect than others.


How can we live in the world of faith?  We had an amazing wedding in this space last night.  There was a really wonderful and wild mix of people in attendance, and at the reception, as everyone was mixing and talking with each other, I looked around and thought, “Here’s a world that has been created by love.”  In this room last night, love was the language and the law.  Now, I’m sure that’s not the world in which all of those people live, all day, all of their lives.  But for that one evening, they created a world here in this room which I imagine affected their way of seeing a bit.  When they left this room and went back home, I imagine the world look a little different for many of the wedding guests.  I imagine that they knew, at least for a little while, that love is the most important thing.


I wonder if we could have those kinds of experiences more often?  Maybe we could create a sub-culture of love here with each other.  Maybe we could create it in our homes.  Maybe we could live according to the rules of love where we live, where we work, among the people who we encounter during the day.  What a gift that would be!  When we change our vision, when we change our way of looking at the world, then we maybe we might some day become bold enough to change the rules.


Thanks be to God.
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