Dear Timothy, 2 Timothy 1:1-14, Twentieth Sunday after Pentecost,  10/2/16
Dear Timothy,

I hope you are doing well as you settle into your new job in Chicago.  Sometimes the transition from a small town to the big city can be a bit overwhelming.  It’s exciting but also a little scary.  But I have no doubt you can handle whatever challenges you face. That little boy who always had an answer during the children’s sermon (and sometimes a better one than I was looking for) can certainly figure out how to ride the El, find an apartment, and negotiate office politics.

Maybe you’re surprised to get a letter from your old pastor.  I was talking with your grandmother Lois yesterday and she mentioned that she’s a little worried about you.  She seemed to think you’re having a crisis of faith…actually, what she said is that she thought you had stopped going to church.  She overheard you telling your Mom that you’re not sure it is worth the effort anymore.
I hope you know me well enough to know that I have no desire to guilt you into sitting in  a pew just to go through the motions—and it wouldn’t work anyway.  But I do care about you, so I wanted to drop you a note and encourage you to maybe give the church another chance before you chuck it all together.
You certainly aren’t the only one who is leaving these days; a lot of your peers did not even make it through high school.  Sometimes I think my generation owes yours an apology.  The world has changed an awful lot in the past 50 years and maybe we did not do enough to change the church to help it speak to you.  I look out at the religious options for you these days and I am afraid too often we expect you to choose between stodgy and trivial.  There are lots of churches which preserve precious truth that has fed people  for thousands of years, but their worship is often the spiritual equivalent of eating old kale—nutritious but bitter.  Then there are the self-consciously hip churches, where the production values on the stage are more important that presenting the truth about God.  Whatever sells is what they offer.  People have a grand time but there is little to satisfy the deepest hunger.  Everybody likes a little cotton candy every once in awhile, but you can’t live on it.
One of the things I’ve always admired about you is your willingness to ask hard questions, so I don’t blame you for being turned off by a church imprisoned in the past or captive to the latest fads.  But instead of giving up, I hope you will help create the church which speaks to you and your peers.  The church does not work until we think of it less as a cafeteria where we choose our favorite things and more like a kitchen in which we are the sous chefs of Christ feeding both ourselves and others.
I can’t think of better models of Christian discipleship than your folks, but as a whole I think my generation did not help you see why the church is important and why the way of Jesus is worth following.  We were all about freedom.  We were terrified of keeping you from reaching your potential or imposing our perspectives on impressionable minds.  In the process I’m afraid we sent you out into a very complex world without adequate grounding.  We gave you sports and dance and trips—every advantage we could—but I am not sure we gave you a gyroscope for when your world starts spinning.  We communicated that the things of the church are just one of many possible ways to spend discretionary time—fine if you like that sort of thing, but not a matter of life and death.
But Timothy, it is a matter of life and death.   I am not talking a distant heaven and hell; I am talking about the one life you have and how best to use it.  Forgive me if I sound like an old geezer now, but right now you really have no idea what life is going to throw at you.  You’re young.  You have money, great prospects, friends, and a good social life.  Perhaps you think you need religious faith like an eagle needs mittens.  But day by day you still have to decide on what you will spend the precious coin of your hours.  You have to decide what you are going to depend on when adversity comes—and adversity will come.

You’ll have setbacks and there will be days when you feel all tapped out.  Life has a way of grinding on us.  So whether you ever set foot in a church again, I want you to remember something:  You have been baptized.

I remember holding you and splashing the water on your head.  God made you a promise that day; at that moment you were marked as a precious child of Christ, and nothing can ever take that away.  You may think you are through with God, but that splash and that oily cross on your forehead promises that God is never through with you. 
I’ve been writing as though you have decided to bag the church once and for all, but maybe Grandma Lois is prematurely panicked.  Maybe you are just bored.  In The Screwtape Letters, C.S. Lewis talks about the “law of undulation” in our spiritual lives.  By that he means that we all go through cycles of being more and less inspired.  All sorts of factors from sleep patterns to a boring preacher affect how enthusiastic we feel about being a Christian.  To tell you the truth there have been some times in my own life when I was not sure I still had much faith.  Looking back I realize that those were often times when my world was expanding and my understanding of God and my faith had not.  I had not so much lost my faith as outgrown it, in the same way that a baby outgrows the onesies that fit perfectly well when she was a newborn.
That is why I think it is so important to keep on growing in our faith, doing the things which keep us spiritually alive. The apostle Paul wrote to another Timothy, a young man he had mentored in the faith who, like you, was struggling with whether to continue as a believer.  Paul wrote, “Rekindle the gift of God that is within you through the laying on of my hands.”  I love that image because it reminds us that the most important thing is that God has given us the gift of unconditional love, but sometimes that gift needs some tending to be effective.
Do you remember those fall camping trips we took with the campus ministry group?  We would build a big fire, roast marshmallows, and then go to bed.  The next morning when there was frost on the ground the first person up had to get the fire going again so we could cook breakfast.  Do you remember how you dug around until you found a few embers still lurking under a blacken log.  Then you’d add a few sticks and blow on the sparks until it flamed back up again.
I know there was a time when you were aflame with faith.  I wonder if there might be a few embers that need tending.  Maybe you need to feed the fire with some questions which push you to go deeper than the religion that bores you.  Maybe you need get back into a community which will support you in your faith journey.  Maybe you need to invest your time and money in serving those around you, so that faith is not just cold creeds but a living experience that shows you how fulfilling it is to follow Jesus.

Each of has his or her own journey to make and I don’t know exactly what has brought you to this point.  I will not try to argue you back to church, but this much I want to say.  Each of us has to have something at the center of our life which guides us when things get confusing.  Each of us has to have something we can depend on when the storm is raging and the tent pegs are coming loose.  Over the years I have found that following Jesus has given me comfort in hard times, direction in good times, and a source of meaning which seems big enough for the mystery we call life.  Do I have doubts and questions, you better believe it.  But I have not found a better focus for my life.

I saw a movie at the Lyric the other week called The Innocents.  One line sticks with me.  A Polish nun who had experienced unspeakable cruelty from Russian soldiers at the end of World War II was asked how she kept her faith.  She replied, “Faith is 24 hours of doubt and 1 minute of hope.”  Timothy, I think that is the reality of honest religious faith.  It does not try to tie up the world in a neat package with simplistic answers, but it knows that one brilliant moment of hope shining out of the darkness makes the 24 hours of discernment worth the struggle.

I hope your journey takes you deeper into the mystery of God’s grace and that you find a church which allows you to feel at home, but if not, know that both God and I still think you are very precious.  Stop in next time you are in the ‘burg and I will take you out for coffee.
Your pastor….no, your fellow pilgrim in Christ,

Bill
