Without Faith It Is
Impossible to Please God

The Bishop of Oxford, Steven Croft,
visited us here in the Newbury Deanery
this last week. He spoke and took
questions in the evening at a public
service and he focused, as he has since
his inauguration, on the beatitudes from
Matthew 5. For the rest of this week I
have been mulling these over, especially
the first one:

Blessed are the poor in spirit,
for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.
(Matthew 5:3)

In the current Western age, the beatitudes are a prophetic
word. That is, they provide a holy and constructive challenge
to the status quo of church and culture; they reveal depths in
the shallows, stimulation in the slumber, truth in the lie. It
appears that +Steven knows how to exercise his prophetic role
with gentleness and sincerity. More power to him.

“Blessed are the poor in spirit” has exactly this character.
The “kingdom of heaven” is our goal, our longing (“..thy
Kingdom come, they will be done, on earth as it is in
heaven..”). The temptation of having any goal, in the West in
general and therefore in the church, is that we seek to
achieve it in our own strength, in our richness. We gather our
resources, we marshall our strengths, we determine our plan,
we implement our strategy, we claim our prize! This is the
methodology of the wealthy and strong and while it may have
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some level of “success” (for some definition) it simply cannot
bear kingdom fruit. How can it? We can’t have the kingdom of
heaven on our terms, only on the terms of the King!

The beatitudes are not commands, you see, they are simply
statements of fact. It is the poor in spirit who receive the
kingdom of heaven, because it naturally comes to them. Why?
Because King Jesus founds the kingdom not in power and
strength, but in servanthood, humility, and trusting faith,
even unto death. Look at all the characteristics of the
beatitudes — poor in spirit, mourning with the world, meek,
hungering for righteousness, pure, peacemaking, persecuted -
and we see Jesus, who received the kingdom, from his Father,
was comforted, by his Father, inherited the earth, from his
Father, who was filled, by his Father, who was shown mercy, by
his Father, who saw his Father, and was received by the Father
even (and especially) as he took the curse of the cross upon
himself and committed his spirit into the Father’s arms.
Follow the king, and you will enter his kingdom. It’s not
complicated, just hard!

It is a simple impossibility that the “rich in themselves” can
participate in and build the kingdom. How can we serve the
king by serving ourselves? How can we trust the king by
relying on ourselves? Just because we can nail and weld
something together and make it look like a tree, doesn’t mean
we have the living, fruitful, thing.

My reflection on this has brought me to the letter to the
Hebrews, particularly chapters 10 and 11. Here the “poor in
spirit” are ones who exercise faith. They are the ones who
have “endured a hard struggle with sufferings” (Hebrews
10:32), who have been “publicly exposed to abuse and
persecution”, often because they have shared in the mourning
and pain of those who are “so treated” and “in prison”
(Hebrews 10:33).

They have not “shrunk back” (Hebrews 10:39), but this is not a



muscular seizing the opportunity of victory, but an exercise
of trust, of meekness, of reaching out to God and committing
their spirit, just as Jesus didn’t shrink from the cross.
Their “great reward” (Hebrews 10:35) 1is “what was
promised”, “the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction
of things not seen” (Hebrews 11:1), which is to say, the
kingdom of heaven, when all is well under the good harmonious
rule of the Author of Life.

Throughout Hebrews 11, the writer puts forward examples of the
faithful poor in spirit, simple demonstrations of the same
fact of the beatitudes: Abel’s faith (Hebrews 11:4) naturally
bears the fruit of approval, Enoch’s trust
naturally pleases the King (Hebrews 11:5). And something of a
summary 1is given:

And without faith it is impossible to please God, for whoever
would approach him must believe that he exists and that he
rewards those who seek him. (Hebrews 11:6)

It’'s a statement of fact, conceptually equivalent to the first
beatitude. Just as poverty of spirit leads to the kingdom of
heaven, so believing in God, seeking him, trusting him, is the
path to approach, please, and receive from the God of Life.
Other approaches — the demonstration of strength, the
whitewash of religious words — simply pertain to a different
category, they bear their own fruit.

It's not like God is petulant, holding back blessing unless he
gets his dues; it’s just that if something else is worshipped,
trusted, honoured, then we get the kingdom of That Thing, and
it is destructive. Who wants to live in the Kingdom of the
Rich, the Kingdom of the Strong, the Kingdom of the “Look at
Us Aren’t We A Lovely Church”? Yet that is where many of us
live in the western world, seeking to please God without
faith. It's impossible to do.

Bishop Steven was thanked in the Q&A for his words and asked



something about how we put it into practice. Being a good
bishop, he didn’t give a directive answer; each local church
needs to work out what the application of faith means for
them. But he could have offered one general exhortation:
repentance.

Richness in ourselves is simply a form of idolatry. It’s
understandable, it’s prevalent, it’'s culturally acceptable,
it's usually well-intentioned even if self-defeating — “Let’s
not waste our many many awesome talents”... by holding on to
and relying on them! But the simple fact is that without
faith it is impossible to please God. And that gives us an
imperative: We must turn to him, contrite, humble, poor in
ourselves, entrusting our talents (and everything else) to
him. The hardest thing, of course, is that it begins with me..

Review: The Land Between -
Finding God 1in Difficult
Transitions

I'm writing this seated under a large
sycamore tree 1in an English country
churchyard, surrounded by lush green fields,
waving crops, and comfortable houses. In my
time I have had quiet times in many places
like this, under random trees, at cafe
tables, on picturesque Tasmanian beaches, or
buffeted on a mountain by cloud-bearing
winds.

Each place is a different context, each season is a different
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time, but I have found that each place has often been,
spiritually speaking, a place of wilderness, a deserted place
where (as I wrote to our then church many years ago) we are
“laid bare before God.. It is there that we are convicted of
sin, assured of forgiveness, comforted, guided, and can
consider the wisdom of God at work. It is there that we are
matured, helped, strengthened..”

Wilderness is integral to the Christian journey. As we grow to
be more like Jesus (what theologians call “sanctification”) we
find that we must necessarily pass through a desert
experience. These are seasons that are never easy, often
protracted, and invariably marked by encounters with hurt,
grief, and mortification.

I've recently come across The Land Between: Finding God 1in
Difficult Transitions, by Jeff Manion, and found it to be not
only a decent description of this phenomenon, but also a
companion, a textual spiritual director, for those who are
plodding such paths at the moment. He understands that
wildernesses are crucial times, the crux of things in life.

I firmly believe that the Land Between — that space where we
feel lost or lonely or deeply hurt — is fertile ground for
our spiritual transformation and for God’s grace to be
revealed in magnificent ways. But while the Land Between 1is
prime real estate for faith transformation, it is also the
space were we can grow resentful, bitter, and caustic if our
responses are unguarded. The wilderness where faith can
thrive is the very desert where it can dry up and die” (Page
19)

Manion has us reflect on the Israelite’s wilderness in the
time of Moses and, in particular, focuses in on the
complaints that are voiced.

One form of complaint is the bitter complaint. We all
complain when the going gets tough, and the going was tough
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for the multitude in the Sinai desert. Even as they became
recipients of daily divine manna they complained. And we can
identify with their frustration: “I'm sick of this! I'm sick
of this season!” It is not abstract, as Manion demonstrates,
and is manifest in our own situations. It’s certainly a
refrain that’s been on my lips:

“I'm sick of living in my in-laws’ basement.”

“I'm sick of being asked what line of work I’m in and
fumbling for an answer.”

“I'm sick of enduring wave after wave of medical tests
without a clear diagnosis.”

“I'm sick of waiting for this depression to lift.”

“I'm sick of visiting a mother in a nursing home who
repeatedly asks who I am.”

“I'm sick of this manna”

(Page 36)

To illustrate the second form of complaint, Manion turns to
the “exhausted rant” of Moses in Numbers 11:11-15 where he
hurls forth questions like “Why have you brought this trouble
on your servant? Did I conceive all these people? Did I give
them birth? Why do you tell me to carry them in my arms?.. If
this is how you are going to treat me, put me to death right
now.” Despite the volatility of it, this is faithful
complaint.

This sounds more like an exasperated meltdown than a prayer.
You might say it sounds a little like the complaining
Israelites in some respects — the despair, the frustration,
the giving up, Moses’ dismissal of his calling, the reference
to death. But there is a key difference: Moses’ attitude
toward God. The Israelites are complaining about God. Moses
1s praying to God, and this is a huge distinction.. He is not
spiraling into spiteful complaint but is candidly pouring his
heart out to God. He has maxed out and is in over his head.
He is running on fumes. (Page 65)



Every admirable person I know has been in that place. They
are emotionally honest with God (page 70, page 86). Every
person I know who has not yet fully entered into their
calling, those who exercise leadership with a degree of
immaturity, have not had this wilderness experience, they lack
“experiential knowledge” (page 120) and have no words. They
are unstripped, still full of themselves, unemptied, proto-
kenotic, with faith soft and untested.

In response to faithful complaint, Manion paraphrases God’s
heart:

“See you’'re not alone. Some of my choice servants have felt
intense failure and frustration. This is how they prayed when
they felt empty and exhausted, and this is how I Invite you
to pray. My shoulds are strong enough to absorb rants like
this. But please speak! Cry out! Face me and give voice to
your fatigue, your pain, your betrayal, your vast
disappointment. Turn toward me and begin the conversation,
even if it’s raw and ugly.” (Page 74, emphasis mine)

Wilderness brings us to the crux and puts before us the
question that clarifies faith (page 55): Who will we trust?
Who will we trust with our past? Who will we trust with our
future (page 52)? Will we attempt to take over and control? Or
will we learn to bring ourselves to the presence and
leadership of God? The wilderness doesn’t just teach faith,
it grows it. In the wilderness, “God demonstrates that he is a
capable provider for his people. What is he attempting to
teach them as he leads them into dire hardship? ‘I am worthy
of your trust. You need to learn to depend on me’” (Page 44).

The complacent avoid it. The bitter resent it. They turn from
God: “We were better off without you as our rescuer, we were
better off without your presence, we were better off as
slaves.. This is serious.” (Page 138). And it is real. I have
seen people echo this sentiment in their lives, in their



churches!

But in his leading Moses and his people through the valley of
death, God 1isn’t capricious or attempting to build a co-
dependency. He is growing them, making them ready. He
is maturing them, strengthening them. "“Once they enter the
Promised Land, they are going to have to resist looking to the
likes of the god Baal for water, food, and survival” (Page
45). The wilderness is necessary for them to be the people of
God, distinct and reflecting his life-giving ways.

The fruit of faith is life’s vocation: As the power of self-
centredness dies in the desert, the power of sin, the ways of
the world in maintaining and holding on to power and self-
security, loose their grip. We learn to “cast our cares on the
Lord” (page 83), where their hold and power on the soul 1is
extinguished. We cast our cares as we learn to ask “How long,
oh Lord?” (Page 84).

I only have one issue with Manion'’s exposition and
application: At times we get a whiff of a positive thinking
gospel:

“A heart of bitter complaint is anchored in the suspicion
that God is stingy — that he will hold out on you. But a
heart of trust is anchored in the belief that God is good and
will provide for you out of an inexhaustible reservoir of
generosity. Your expectation of God’s provision will prove a
determining factor in whether the Land Between results 1in
spiritual life or spiritual death. Your trust in his future
goodness keeps hope alive as you journey through the desert”
(Page 99).

There is truth in this statement: Yes, faith holds to the
goodness of God’'s character. However, we cannot make that
faith contingent on having needs (or even wants) met according
to expectation. Yes, we can hold to the eventual generous
provision of the Promised Land of eternal life. But the heart



of faith 1is not, “I will trust in God because he will
eventually give me what I cry out for”, rather as with Job,
“Even though he slay me, yet will I hope in him.” His ways are
perfect, even if they are beyond understanding, or have only
the rich and healthy received the fruit of their faith?

Gill and I spoke with a wise, older, vicar recently. He was
describing his breakdown, the wilderness that he had
experienced in a season in his life. And he said words to this
effect: “I’'ve learned to turn towards the pain. I don’t like
it, I don’'t want to. But only there is life, when God works in
my weakness, and there is fruit in the labour.” For better or
for worse, Gill and I have glimpsed what he means. Our resolve
is to not waste the pain. To turn towards it and to trust God
even when all appears as despair and abandonment. To do
otherwise is to slip into bitterness, or to reach again for
the numbness of worldly torpor.

Manion quotes Yancey, “Life is difficult. God is merciful.
Heaven is sure.” (Page 175). I would add to that the words of
the incomparable John Schlitt who looks to the cross and
sings, “I know who I am, I know where I've been, I know
sometimes love takes the hard way.. For now, forever, I take
my stand, I place my whole life in Your hands..”

I know who He is, I know where He'’'s been, I know that love
takes the hard way.



