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Trust, Faith, Openness and Fellowship
Question from previous weeks

Must we accept our own mortality as part of becoming truly human?
The question has been raised, must we accept our own mortality to truly have faith in God and thus become truly human. There are two parts to the answer to this question.  The first is understanding humanity’s original creation. In the beginning humanity was created without death as a necessary part of the ontology of its nature.  Death comes as the result of the willful response of humanity to its finiteness.

Finiteness is different than mortality. To be finite does not mean that we exist only for a limited time (i.e., mortality).  We were created for everlasting fellowship with the Triune God, and thus, while we are not in ourselves ever living, because of our relationship to God, we gain eternal life.  In humanity’s rebellion against God, we asserted that our lives are both immortal on their own and unlimited.  This is the second, and more important element of finiteness.  To be finite means to be limited, to live within bounds.  It is our inability to live with these bounds (and here it is worthwhile to note that some of those bounds are linked to our limited abilities and some, like the warning against the tree of the fruit of the knowledge of good and evil, are linked to dangers to our existence) that creates a life of unbelief and doubt.  

So, for faith in God to be real, we must come to recognize our own finiteness.  Since the entry of sin into the reality of human existence, the most totalizing example of this finiteness is our own mortality.  So, in this sense, we must realize that we are not going to live forever in this present existence if we are to have real faith in the saving power of God.  That does not mean that we should “embrace death.”  Death, as the Paul says in 1 Corinthian 15:26 is “the last enemy to be destroyed.”  This means that we should look to preserve life as a response to central fact that life is a “gift from God.”  But, we must also not live life as if death were not part of our lot for the rebellion that still exists in our lives.  By accepting our finiteness, by accepting that the reality of that finiteness in a world marred by human sin is death, we remember that we hope for a renewal of finite creation as it is taken into fellowship with the infinite God and receives its true and final purpose.  

It is in light of this central reality about human finiteness that the second part of the answer is clear. Becoming truly human is a paradox in a sense, because we know that the reality of this life is that it will end in death.  But…true humanity is an ever-living humanity. It is humanity in the mode of Jesus Christ, and thus, while it endures the experience of death, it does not cease to live.  Our lives, while they will experience the painful reality of finiteness in death (and, again, remains always finite), it is re-born into an ever-living humanity that knows no death, no tears, no sadness.  So, and here is the paradox, we must accept the death of our current humanity in order to become truly human which does not know the power or sting of death.  This is the power of the saving reality of Christ, as Pannenberg states:
Paul described Jesus Christ as the eschatological form of humanity that in contrast to the previous Adamic humanity, obeys God and overcomes mortality.

Trust
What do we mean by trust?  If it is so essential in the process of becoming truly human, of growing into Christlikeness, what does it look like?  And is it different that faith?

Let me answer that last question first.  Trust and faith are in some way the twin faces of the human life.  Trust is the acting upon that which with have faith.  Faith, which also has an active component, is the establishing of reality.  As we shall see below, trust is necessary to have faith, but trust is more limited that faith, that is more limited because we can have aspects Trust, to be quite honest, is an essential for human life at some level or another.  We simply must trust people (and things) if we are going to live life.  Pannenberg illuminated this for me in the following statement:
Trust is a constant necessity in daily life.  Wherever man has to be involved with things and forces whose inner nature is not completely transparent, trust is unavoidable. It is irrelevant whether something on which I am dependent is impenetrable in principle or whether there is not time to investigate it.  No one would attempt before every meal to make a chemical analysis of the food to determine whether it possibly contained poison or some other unhealthful substance.  A person will normally trust in the food’s wholesomeness.  Similarly, when a person gets on a plane, he will trust that it is in proper condition and that the ground crew has done its job properly.  A person will trust in the usefulness of tools and of his own body until there are indications to the contrary.

This was illuminating, because it spoke to how I live so much of my own life in fear. I hate to fly.  I hate to undergo surgical operations. I hate to drive in Denver traffic.  Why?  Because I simply do not trust the other people and objects that I must interact with in such events.  But… I do fly, I do have operations, and I do drive in Denver.  For some people these fears become so all encompassing that they succumb to agoraphobia, the fear of open spaces (which many psychologists see as a response to a fears about the world outside – think of the movie What about Bob?). 
The degree to which we trust is the degree to which we expect the former pattern of people and things to hold.  Several years back DC-10s began to fall from the sky.  Airlines were forced in response to this to ground their entire fleets, even before the FAA moved because people would not get on them – the plane had stopped operating in its former pattern. This move from trust to distrust is captured in the words of John MacMurray:
One aspect of my dependence is my belief that their personal activities will continue in the future as they have done in the past. I must trust in the continuance of patterns of habitual activity carried on by persons who I do not and cannot know.

So trust is an essential part of human life.  But, the basic trust of which the above authors speak about does not bring transformation.  It merely allows for people to go through the motions of life.  So, while we trust, we also live part of our lives in distrust, unable to be open to other human beings about us, unable to release ourselves to them, even as we often open ourselves up to objects.  This is because we can get to the “end” of an object.  We can understand how the plane flies (or at least know that someone knows), how the machine operates, and why we get the particular result out of a copier or other object that we do.  While both humans and objects are finite, the finiteness of objects is more closed, since they are the products of finite creators.
I said above that trust is basic to life, but it is dynamic tension with the desire for security.  Security comes from being in control (or at least seeming to be).  We exert control though the use of machines and other safety nets. This is one of the dangers of modern life, as Pannenberg again states:
Where a person can control things, then everyone will probably prefer to make himself safe instead of entering into a relationship of trust, which is always risky. Therefore a person will probably strive, where possible, to replace trust with control.

Remember that becoming truly human is rooted in the relational nature of God, and therefore our being in the likeness of Christ means a growing relationality.  We of course interact with humans everyday, but does that mean that we are really in relationship with these other people?  No, because trusting people is far more difficult than trusting objects.  Humans, as the product of the infinite God are beyond our ability to reach “the end” of (human beings have an essential openness, discussed below, that keeps us from getting to the end of their true selves), and so therefore trust is always balanced with doubt.  In fact, in most cases, whether we are aware of it or not, we seek to control our interactions with these other people, so to protect ourselves from the damage that comes from opening ourselves up to others.  To be engage in levels of control, which in the end, as Pannenberg states with directness, destroys the notion of relationship:
A personal relationship in which one wants to control the other must perish as a human relationship. A personal relationship can endure only as a relationship of trust, that is, only in respect before the uncontrollable personal character of one’s fellowman. Yet, in striving to safeguard themselves, men repeatedly destroy the relationship with their closest companions.

So, while we have a general level of trust in both things and people, we do not have real trust, a trust that allows us to open ourselves up to other people, and in the process, engage in real relationships with people.  I love the way that Mary Ann Fatula, a Catholic theologian puts this:

Even in our own relationship with one another we cannot help experiencing a faithful, unreserved, and mutual vulnerability as absolutely underserved gift. Yet revealing our deepest secrets, our inmost being to another, demands of us such unconditional trust and vulnerability that many of us do not ever share ourselves in this most intimate way with anyone, not even our beloved spouse or friend. And even if we were willing to open ourselves completely to another, many of us have never found another person who seemed trustworthy enough to receive and treasure the gift of our self-revelation.

So the basis of our trust cannot be in ourselves or in other people.  Real trust must instead be rooted in God.  Ultimately, we seek trustworthiness, and only God is truly trustworthy, because only God is infinite (and therefore is both in control already and secure in his own being), is complete (the Triune God does not need us, but chooses us instead), and is good (as Jesus reminds us in Mark 10:18).  
When we engage in relationships with other people, we know that they may in fact be seeking to damage us, to control us, to use us.  But, in the process of becoming truly human we must risk towards relationship.  This is not blind risk, throwing caution to the wind.  It is instead risk rooted in trusting not the other person we are engaged in relationship with, but in God, who have gifted us our identity and in whom we believe profoundly that all history will move towards meaning, purpose, and life.  It is on this basis that I open myself to others, knowing that in the end, they cannot permanently damage me – for I am who I am in relationship with God – but that by opening myself up to others I am able to grow into the my true humanity in the present, and at the same time be God’s agent of the gift of my partner in relationship’s true identity as well.  
Faith

Pannenberg provides a great concise statement about the interaction between trust and faith when he says:
To receive the freedom in Christ nothing was required beyond the acceptance of his promise, which happens whenever someone trusts in the promise, i.e., it happens in the act of faith.

Faith then begets the action of living out what we know to be true – about ourselves, about the world, and foremost, about God.  Becoming truly human means living life from the perspective of faith, not from the mere inputs of our sensory existence.  Let me be clear in what I am not saying.  This is not Gnosticism, which saw the physical reality as evil and only the spiritual as good.  Living from the perspective of faith allows us to see the physical as it really is, still physical but infused with its greater meaning that comes from its relationship to the infinite God.  
I also do not mean that we live from a perspective of blind obedience or ignorance.  Living from a perspective of faith means that we do question, we do seek knowledge, we engage in the fully action of becoming aware of that which is around us.  But, as we shall see below, this is not done from a position of supposed neutrality, looking over the facts of the world and discerning reality from some “third-place.”  We all operate from a worldview rooted in faith – whether the faith is in science, God, ourselves or something else.  Living a life from the perspective of faith in the Triune God means living a life rooted in the revealed nature of God and his infinite purposes – and subjecting our own will (which in the end always turns inward, to establish control of the world in our image).
Ultimately what we have faith in is three-fold. First, the very nature of the Triune God who is both holy and personal.  We trust in the God who is known in the human person of Jesus, who invites us to love and trust his Father, and who sends the Spirit to live in us and by the presence of God in our lives.  
Second, we have faith in the revelation of God.  We know the content and understand (in a very limited finite manner) the being of God as he reveals himself to us – most meaningfully in the incarnation and resurrection of the Son.   

Finally, we have faith in the promises of God, or to put it another way, the future of God.  For, even if we have faith in the Triune God, and in the revelation of God, if we do not have faith that the end will be according to God’s own nature, we are living a life from a perspective entirely rooted in the today. Life in light of today alone does not provide any basis on which to engage in relationship, to enter into the fullness of our identity, and to participate in God’s future.  
Again, this is not blind faith or faith for the sake of a “good psychology.”  Instead, as Pannenberg points out, it is faith based on the reasonableness of the reality that God is in the midst of creating:

Knowledge of the history of Jesus does not necessarily move us to faith. Where the motives behind faith’s assent may really find their basis is in the broad sphere of the ineffable relation of human existence to the divine mystery that surrounds and sustains our living of it.  In knowledge of the history of Jesus, and in assent to the church’s message in imparting this knowledge that God is revealed in the facts linked to the identity of the person of Jesus, we do not primarily have psychological motives for faith but logical conditions for believing that faith’s trust in the God revealed in Jesus Christ has a good material basis.

So, the key to faith is seeing that in Jesus the future of the finite world has come into present, proleptically and not in fullness (Luke 13:19), but it has come. This is why the resurrection is so essential to the Christian faith. We do not believe merely that Jesus was a good man, and that he died on a cross. We believe, and I would add with good grounds that something indeed did happen, that Jesus was resurrected – not resuscitated, not resurrected in their hearts, or in his words  or in his example – but, as N.T. Wright has demonstrated with exacting detail in his book Jesus and the Victory of God, that resurrection, the hope of the Jewish people from the time of the Babylonian exile to the time of Christ, meant a physical raising into a new form of human life.  That is what the Christian faith has emphasized since the beginning.  And, this is why Christians do not fear good historical research into the resurrection and the life of Christ.  Our faith is rooted in real events, and as such, doubt will only be overcome as people become aware of the facts, a point that Pannenberg emphasized:
New Testament scholars by and large became accustomed to speaking only of the Easter faith of the earliest community instead of the event of the resurrection of Jesus. In this connexion I shall restrict myself to the observation that there is no sort of knowledge of past events which by-passes historical knowledge. Only because Jesus’ resurrection is an historical fact has faith in the God who raised him a stable foundation. Christians must have confidence that the reality of Jesus’ resurrection will constantly stand the test particularly of historical research and that historical doubt will constantly be overcome with the progress of research. But there can be no ‘sheltered area’ for faith. If there were, faith could not be founded on historical facts. The fact that the fate of Jesus, in which God himself is manifested, remains open to historical doubt is an essential part of the fact that Jesus was truly man.

The resurrection is so essential because it is not simply one historical event among others.  It is essential because it 1) takes human finiteness, as expressed now in death, and shows that God’s infinite future is lifting humanity above that reality and 2) it is the sign of the future in the present – new creation is the reality!  This is why Paul is so firm in 1 Corinthians 15 about the reality of the resurrection.  Paul, in summary, is saying, “Look, if this is something we are believing in the resurrection so we will be happy for this life only (because its not really true), then we are the biggest fools and deserve pity.”  He says this because the Christian life of growing into the humanity of Jesus is a dangerous errand if the future is not made certain in Christ and if the 
Faith therefore depends on knowledge, a knowledge that comes from God through his revelation and then beckons us to come along enter into his reality – his way of perceiving the world.  In so doing, our faith deepens and grows, as we are able to understand the past and see the breaking in of the future in the world around us.  Again, Pannenberg points to this process:
Both the Israelites and the early Christians were deeply conscious that God had, through his promise, pointed above all to the future. According the biblical vision, then, it is only in the light of the future that human past and the present can be understood. Indeed, it is only in the light of the future of the resurrection of the dead that the past and the present will be seen as new and unexpected.

Excurses: Faith in the Light of Doubt
Events take place in the world – the good, the bad, and the meaningless.  Do these add to our faith?  How do we interpret these facts. While Pannenberg and Tom Wright agree that Christians should be serious interpreters of facts and pursuers of truth, they both point out that we need to evaluate information in light of what we believe.  This means that as Christians we cannot throw out the supernatural because it is unacceptable.  Quite the opposite, if we believe in a God who has raised Jesus from the dead, then we have to operate from the perspective that God can and does work in the created world in ways that are outside the expected normal operating procedures.  We get into serious trouble when we try and seek truth and interpret facts about God, claiming to be Christians, we are, as the book of James says in 1:6-8:
But when he asks, he must believe and not doubt, because he who doubts is like a wave of the sea, blown and tossed by the wind.  That man should not think he will receive anything from the Lord; he is a double-minded man, unstable in all he does.

When we limit the reality of God to our human experience we commit the ancient heresy of the pagan world – we make the infinite God finite.  Instead, we must deal honestly with the God who reveals himself, as Pannenberg so simply puts it:
Anyone who will not trust himself to the God revealed in Jesus’ resurrection will also obscure for himself any recognition of the history which reveals God, even if once possessed it. For no one could clearly recognize God’s divinity and love and yet persists in refusing to trust him.

Openness and Fellowship

Christian faith, as already stated above, cannot exist strictly as a mental condition.  We know what someone really believes and in what they truly trust by watching their lives.  Our humanity, still marked by sin, focuses on control, security, and pleasure. The humanity of Jesus into which we are being transformed is marked instead by openness and fellowship.  
I said at the beginning that one of the main issues we face as humans is that we are finite. In seeking to throw off this finiteness we, in sin, actually rebelled against the only path through which our finiteness would not be a handicap.  It is through contact with the infinite Triune God that we experience our finiteness (as created and limited creatures) as something other than a constraint.
The concept of openness came to us through the German Reformation church (the word is Weltoffnheit).  Humanity first and foremost has an openness towards God.  To be open to God means to truly have unlimited trust in God’s future and purposes, to the receipt of our identity from him, and therefore to risk ourselves outwards towards the world around us.  This does not mean that we are oriented towards the world (as animist religious faiths and the New Age movement are), because we do not find our ultimate meaning in that openness to the world.  The world, for all of its greatness and depth of meaning is still finite.  It cannot satisfy the need for the experience of the infinite that drives us.  In fact, as Paul reminds us in Romans 1:20-25, to find one’s orientation in the world will lead to destruction:
For since the creation of the world God's invisible qualities--his eternal power and divine nature--have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that men are without excuse.  For although they knew God, they neither glorified him as God nor gave thanks to him, but their thinking became futile and their foolish hearts were darkened. Although they claimed to be wise, they became fools and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images made to look like mortal man and birds and animals and reptiles.  Therefore God gave them over in the sinful desires of their hearts to sexual impurity for the degrading of their bodies with one another.  They exchanged the truth of God for a lie, and worshiped and served created things rather than the Creator--who is forever praised.

The call to openness to the world is meant to bring us into contact with our destiny and identity.  Orientation towards the world, making it the center of our being, leaves us trapped in human rebellion and increasing dehumanization. Instead our openness is oriented towards God, in whom we find that our infinite (something that is truly infinite about us) dependence taken care of.  Yet, in our relationship with God we do not experience some vague notion of a great caretaker.  Instead, as we are drawn, by our openness toward God, into the midst of the very fellowship of the Triune God we begin to receive our destiny – the destiny that goes out beyond this world. And, in participating in our destiny we find not only fellowship with God, but fellowship with other humans – but only as we open ourselves towards God:
Man’s destiny as a creature that is open to the world aims at community with God, and, with that, simultaneously aims at the unity of human existence, at the unity of the self and reality. Just because of man’s openness to the world the ego, indeed, repeatedly falls into tension with the diversity of the reality discovered, and fails at the task of acting in a way that does justice to reality.

The Process

Trust and faith are central to the process of moving from a closed perspective to God and to openness and fellowship.  But, trust and faith is something that must grow, be nurtured. The only way these things grow and are nurtured is to begin the process and live out of our faith.  It is, in the end, by engaging of the life of faith, in community, that we experience more and more the truth of the reality that is around us – as understood from the perspective of the redeeming God.  And as we perceive more and more, we learn to trust more and more.  But our faith remains faith – faith in God’s future breaking-in to the today and awaiting its full in-breaking tomorrow.  Next week, we will talk about the process of growing in trust and faith in the day-to-day of life, of seeing the world from the perspective of the God whose kingdom is the good news of creation, and of living from an openness that allows us to risk to those around us.  
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