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“From Childhood” 
 
 
A couple of experiences in the last weeks have made me wonder why I 
am a Christian, and why I have stayed with my faith for as long as I 
have.  
 
There was a conversation with one of my children’s friends who is 
‘Spiritual but not religious’ who wanted to know about my faith and 
what it did for me, 30 years older than her and a professional. It forced 
me, and challenged me, to put something into words that I don’t usually.  
 
I realised, and not for the first time, that the very fact that I am a religious professional makes honestly and 
unflinchingly facing such questions hard. Too much depends on it. My life’s purpose, my job, the way I see 
myself, the way others see me, my convictions, my identity, my…. well, just about everything, depends on 
me staying at least to some degree, positive about my faith and me being, and remaining, a committed 
Christian.  
 
If I discovered today that it was no longer relevant for me I would not only find it difficult to continue to 
work as a minister,  everything I’ve lived and worked for in the past 30 years would become questionable 
and loose a lot of its value in my own eyes as well as in the eyes of many others. It would not only be a 
shock to my system, but would affect others as well. Losing my faith, in that sense, is not a very attractive 
option.  
 
It has been done though. I remember an elderly colleague who was part of my presbytery not long after I 
was ordained.  He’d been a minister all his life, after much soul searching, he turned his back on the Church 
and declared, in public, that it was all nonsense and that he’d been thinking that for decades but had 
waited until retirement to face up to what that really meant for him. He died a couple of years later, 
depressed, lonely, with a lot of angry, hurt people around him who struggled to understand why he’d come 
out the way he did.  
 
I know that in the progressive ministers group I attend at irregular intervals, there are several retired 
ministers who don’t go to Church anymore and have given up on the faith they served before retirement. 
 
I also know colleagues who are so desperate not to go there and face those questions, that they over shout 
their loss of faith by frantically ‘doing’ and doggedly ignoring questions and doubt, in themselves, and also, 
often, in others. Keeping those others from growth because they themselves are too afraid to go and face 
those questions.  
 
Faith can be a struggle sometimes. And the scriptures are full of people whose life stories testify to that. In 
fact I think there is not one hero of faith who doesn’t have a crisis of faith at some stage or another in their 
lives. Abraham, Jacob, Moses, Elijah, Elishia, Jeremiah, Joseph, Zechariah and yes, even Jesus. Something 
that has continued through the ages. Saint Theresa of Avila apparently went through a decades long 
drought of faith, as did Saint John of the Cross. Two Christian Saints who have left us with some of the 
deepest, most profound Christian writings we have. And there are many more.  
 



 

 

Faith it seems is not always, not for everybody, a self evident, self perpetuating thing that, once you’ve got 
it will always be like a comfortable old pair of slippers that you love to slip on at any time. On the contrary. 
Some of the most admired and well known greats of our faith tradition wrestled and struggled and felt 
themselves forever being pulled in and pushed back, drawn in and pushed away at the same time in a 
battle that has to do with will, identity, independence and surrender, trust and autonomy, understanding 
and mystery, acceptance and agency.  
 
Many have interpreted the story we read of Jacob this morning in that way. As a parable, a metaphor of a 
man struggling with his God. Struggling with his identity, with his past and his future, his understanding of 
life, his autonomy, his agency, trust, surrender, dependence, fear and confidence, guilt, shame, and 
insecurity as he re-enters the land of his youth.  
 
His brother is waiting there, a brother in and through whom he will inevitably come face to face with his 
own shadow, the darker side of his personality. His past is waiting there, the memory of a father he 
betrayed, a brother he fled from after cheating his way into an inheritance that was his brothers by right, 
the memory of a night spent in the open air at the end of his tether where he found God’s voice ringing in 
his ears. His family and possessions suddenly vulnerable and exposed to the scrutiny of those who have 
known him longer than he has known himself.  
 
Jacob, as many interpreters see it, wrestles with himself, with his history, his future, his identity, his family, 
his shadow as much or even more than he wrestles with God. And after a night of tossing and turning he 
comes away limping.  
 
Struggles like that, wrestling with our faith, with our God, with ourselves, tend to bring us into contact with 
deep and not always pretty and pleasant places within ourselves, tend to change us, make us grow closer 
to who we really are, and what we are made of.  
 
Jacob comes away with a new name, Israel, he who fights with God, and with a limp, and imperfection that 
is visible on the outside as well as being felt on the inside. Never will Jacob be able to pretend all is well 
with him, forever there will be this sign that will remember him, and others, that he’s had to fight for who 
and what he is, that it hasn’t come easy, and that, although he may be one of the heroes of faith for future 
generations, that didn’t come about because he was a mentally and physically perfect super human, but 
because he, through hell and high water, failing and fallible, somehow held on and found God holding on to 
him through life.  
 
A couple of thousands of years later Timothy and Paul find themselves in a different, but similar struggle. 
We talked about it last week: Congregations are falling apart, false teachers are springing up everywhere, 
Paul is in prison and Timothy is struggling to hold everything together. Born into the faith, one of the first 
people to grow up in faith, Timothy doesn’t struggle any less than Paul does who has come to the Christian 
faith later in life.  
 
Stay with Jesus Christ, we heard Paul say last week, that’s my gospel, my good news. That’s what keeps me 
going and what I am convinced is the right and true thing to do. Nothing else counts. Just that. And today, a 
little bit further on in that letter to his friend Timothy he points him to the scriptures as sound and 
trustworthy sources of teaching, reproof, correction, for training in righteousness, to be equiped for every 
good work in God’s name.  
 
Scripture and the gospel of the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, that, in the end, according to 
Paul, is what constitutes faith, builds faith and keeps us on the right path.  
 
His response to the question of the why and what of faith.  
 
Formulating my own answer in a conversation with someone 30 years younger than me who has had very 
little exposure to that scripture and the gospel I found myself answering in the same vein.  



 

 

 
I grew up with the scriptures, I was immersed in the Christian faith from when I was born. That may be one 
reason why I am a Christian now. But there is more.  
 
I have let my faith be challenged, and I have had that experience of Jacob, utterly alone and in the dark, 
fighting with something I didn’t understand and coming out limping, changed, more aware of my own 
fallibility, my own shadows, as well as with a different and more profound confidence, security and trust in 
faith.  
 
I am, at times, wondering and worried about the meaning of it all, not secure in my faith by any stretch of 
the imagination, all too aware of the questions, the doubts, the arguments, the seeming irrelevance and 
archaic nature of some aspects of the faith I am still adhering to. And painfully aware of the shortcomings 
of the institutional side of the religion I am part of.  
 
And yet. I find myself like that widow in the story, refusing to give up. And finding enough to feed me, to 
guide me, to comfort and support me, to challenge me and draw me, I stay and confess a faith in the way of 
Jesus Christ and the scriptures he sprung from.  
 
There is a lot I don’t understand, I question more than I at times dare to admit to, I have no idea at times if I 
am just hanging on to an old dinosaur because it is easier and more convenient for my life and that of 
others around me, or if I am genuinely as deeply connected and grounded in a faith that leaves me 
breathless with wonder at times as well.  
 
It is hard to find words for it, but where I do find the words they are, more often than not, the words of the 
scriptures, the words of the tradition, the words of many Christian lives lived before me. Words I am 
familiar with and have been since childhood, words that are written into my soul, and onto my heart from 
the day I was born.  
 
Of course there are also words, imagery, music even from other traditions, from other religions, from the 
secular world, from literature, philosophy and art, that inspire and guide and inform and help and support 
and challenge, but for me that is always in conversation with the faith that I have, that formed and shaped 
me and that I continue to practice.  
 
And that again, trying to respond to that question by this young woman, is something I realised, and not for 
the first time. That it helps, that it is important to have a yard stick, a gauge you choose as your reference. 
To branch out from, to go into conversations with, to be challenged, to be answering your own and others 
questions from.  
 
Somewhere along the line I decided that for me, until I am otherwise convinced by something or someone, 
that that gauge, that yardstick for me, is the way of Jesus Christ, and the guidance of the scriptures he 
came from. That it is the God of the Old and New Testament, even with all the questions, hesitations and 
doubts I have around him (or her). That that’s where I start, that that is where I go first, that that is where 
the conversation begins when I try to figure out where I go in life and what I do. That that is what I will let 
lead me, with my critical thinking completely switched on, but prepared to accept ambiguity and mystery 
as part of the picture, trusting that this tradition that I have committed to may actually know and 
understand more than I, with my limited 21st century post modern, post christendom, female white middle 
class mind frame may be able to see.  
 
Or to say it a little bit simpler and less pretentious with words that Paul wrote in his letter to Timothy so 
many years ago: “As for you, always be sober, endure suffering and do the work of an evangelist, carry out 
your ministry. Remember Jesus Christ, that’s my gospel, that I am prepared to suffer for.”  
 
In the scriptures we read today, there is that sobering image of the limping Jacob, struggling with his 
shadows, his doubts, his questions, and finding himself touched and transformed.  



 

 

 
There is the widow, persistent, refusing to give up, insisting on justice, never giving up on a better world 
where wholeness and peace are restored even for the weakest and most vulnerable in creation.  
 
And then there are Paul and Timothy, struggling with faith and community trying to find their way, trying to 
trust and have faith even at a time where the tide seems to be turning against them.  
 
Stories, gospel, writing that still speak today, offering us guidance and insight and encouragement, for our 
lives, and the practicing of our faith, here and now, day by day. Amen.  
 
 


