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Twenty-third Sunday After Pentecost/ November 18, 2008
“Living the Faith of the Dead”
Luke 21:5-19

Pastor Wayne Zschech


“This will give you an opportunity to testify.”


How many of us would consider the situation Jesus describes in today’s gospel as an opportunity to testify? Just imagine the situation as if Jesus were speaking to us. Jesus is visiting one Sunday and we go on and on about our beautiful church. We tell him how it was originally the Church of the Americas for the 1926 Sesquicentennial celebration of our country’s birth back in 1776, and was purchased, deconstructed, transported over the newly built Ben Franklin Bridge and re-built right here as the building you’re sitting in. 


Then we’d tell him about how there was a project to expand the chancel area and put on a brick veneer. Another wing was added for offices and meeting rooms, and eventually another major building project added the choir room and classrooms out the back. We’d share about the narthex project that added the elevator and lovely gathering area outside the sanctuary. We’d tell him about our chancel renovations of only a decade or so ago. We point out all the gifts dedicated to God in our Memorial Gifts case as well as all the plaques on all the various objects of worship from the font to the pulpit to the chalice for Holy Communion as well as the pews and the worship books within.

And after we’d shared all that for which generations of families have provided for with their time and treasure, their legacy to us as it were, Jesus would then lower the boom. “As for these things you see, the days will come when not one brick or beam will be left upon another. All will be thrown down.” And like the people who heard Jesus say this about their great and wonderful temple in Jerusalem, we’d be in shock. “When Jesus? When will this happen, and will our insurance cover the damages?”


The Temple in Jerusalem was the place where the name of God lived. It was the holiest of holy places for the Jews and was the symbol of God’s presence in the land of Israel. To imagine it destroyed to the point where not one stone would be left upon another was unimaginable, just as we might not be able to imagine what The Lutheran Church of Our Savior would be without this building and all that is within it.


But is this building really the legacy that has been left to us or is it something else? Was the Jerusalem Temple really the legacy God needed to leave his people or was there something else more imperishable, more eternal, than a building of brick or stone? Could it be the legacy that God and Jesus wants his children and disciples to lean on and depend on most is the legacy of faith that has been given to us by the power of the Holy Spirit rather than the buildings and traditions of a religious institution? And if faith is truly the legacy that we have been given by those who have come before us, then what exactly does this faith look like?


Jaraslov Pelikan once wrote concerning faith and tradition that “Traditionalism is the dead faith of the living, and Tradition is the living faith of the dead.” What he meant by that is Christians who choose to focus only on the particular traditions or material components of the congregation or denomination in which they belong miss out on what faith in the risen Christ is really all about. It’s not about buildings or gifts dedicated to God. It’s about living one’s life for the sake of Jesus’ name even if it means persecution or death, or maybe the equivalent of it. A dead faith of the living doesn’t change lives. A dead faith of the living doesn’t inspire hope or cast a vision of what new life God’s promised reign will offer even in the midst of powers and principalities that are to the contrary. Only a living faith can do this.

This is the living faith of the dead that Jesus points to when he says, “They will arrest you and persecute you; they will hand you over to synagogues and prisons, you will be brought before kings and governors because of my name. This will give you an opportunity to testify… You will be betrayed by parents and brothers, by relatives and friends, and they will put some of you to death. You will be hated by all because of my name.” 


You see, folks, the legacy of a living faith that has been passed on to us through the millennia is not a faith about beautiful buildings or heart-warming traditions. It’s a faith that gave Jesus’ disciples and those who called on his name the strength and courage to live according to his promises despite what the consequences may be. To call on the name of Jesus was blasphemous to the Jews and treason to the Roman Gentiles. Either way it meant persecution, suffering, and possibly death. 

Yet, despite that fact they did in fact live their lives in the name of Jesus. They lived their lives out of the truth of the resurrection; that the powers and principalities that seemed to be in power of their day were not the ones who would stand at the end. They lived out of the truth of God’s final reign and the new life it offers at the resurrection. It cost some their lives, and costs others theirs when they live out that same truth. 


It is why Jan Hus was burned at the stake and Martin Luther was excommunicated from the Church of Rome. It is why Martin Luther King Jr. was assassinated as well as Bishop Romero. It is why Nelson Mandela was imprisoned and why the Christians in Tiananmen Square were slaughtered. It is also why the Berlin Wall came down, apartheid ended in South Africa, and the Civil Rights movement succeeded. The living faith of the dead is the faith legacy of faith that changes the world we live in more into the new world God will one day create when Christ comes again.

You might be asking yourselves by now, “Pastor, how does all this affect me? How does this living faith of the dead change my life into the new life God would have me live in Christ?” The answer might be as simple as the estimate of giving we will collect in just a short while toward the financial plan for ministry of Our Savior in 2008. It might mean that when you fill out that card you first think about what your faith calls you to give towards God’s work in the world through Our Savior. Then it might call you to faithfully give that amount from the first fruits of your income rather than from what’s left over after paying all the other bills. 


I know how scary that can be. Kate and I share the bill paying in our household and some months we don’t know how we’re going to cover everything and still keep our pledge. But every time we make out our offering first it never seems to amaze us how there is always enough to make it to the next payday. I don’t know about the hairs on my head perishing, but I do know we’ve never starved or gone without clothing, or had someone take our home or cars away because we honored God with our offering before Comcast, GMAC, and Citibank. 

And this is only the beginning of how a living faith changes our lives. It gives us the courage to speak out against oppression wherever we see it, be it the classroom, office, neighborhood, or even the steps of the Capital when necessary. It gives us the conviction of the countless Christians who have lived and died because they did so in the name of Jesus and the powers that be were threatened by what they heard and witnessed. For when we are given that opportunity to testify in the midst of persecution Jesus tells us not to worry. He has our hand, and his Spirit will give us the words to speak so that no one will be able to withstand or contradict what the Lord says through us. This is what it means to receive and pass on the legacy of Tradition in the church. We pass on the living faith of the dead, and not the dead faith of the living. So take Jesus’ hand, and let him lead us on to the kingdom that is to come.

