
Believing & Faith

Matthew 4:1-11

Borg writes: The two words believing and faith are used extensively in all forms of Christianity.

“I believe” or “we believe” stands at the beginning of the creeds used by most Christians. It’s close

relative faith is especially important for Protestants. The Reformation emphasized that our

relationship with God is primarily about faith: we are “saved by faith” not “by works.” Ever since we

have spoken of believing and faith as foundation to being Christian.

When asking students how they understand the word “believe” one replied: “There are some

things you can know, and other things you can only believe.”

The meaning of the word has been transformed through the ages. In English prior to 1600 the

verb “believe” always had a person as its direct object. It did not mean believing that a statement is

true but more like what we mean when we say to someone, “I believe in you.” Do you notice the

difference? To believe in somebody is not the same as believing somebody. Believing somebody

means that what the person has said is true but “I believe in you” means having confidence in a

person, trusting that person. In a Christian context it meant having confidence in God and Jesus,

trusting God and Jesus.

Prior to 1600 the word “believe” which comes from the Old English be loef meant “to hold

dear.” Its similarity to modern English’s belove is obvious.To believe meant not only confidence and

trust in a person, but also to hold that person dear—to belove that person. Believing and beloving

were synonyms. So prior to the 1600s, to believe in God and Jesus meant to belove God and Jesus.

Now when we talk about faith we mean faithfulness to God and trust in God. Faithfulness

leads us to pay attention to our relationship to God and thus we become even more deeply centred in
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God. Trust is the fruit of that deeper centring. Loss of trust leads to alienation.

Borg shares a letter from a former Protestant pastor in Scotland who said, “I am not a

fundamentalist. Indeed, I left the ministry because I could no longer believe central elements of

Christian teaching and doctrine. I have read several of your books, including The Heart of

Christianity. I am confused by what you say about “faith” as something different from belief—that faith

is more a matter of the heart than the head. But is this right? Is it historically correct? Don’t beliefs

matter? Haven’t Christians thought for a very long time that believing the right things matters. Haven’t

people been persecuted for centuries because they didn’t have the right beliefs? Isn’t it orthodox

Christianity to say that believing is the road to salvation?”

Let me share with you a story from a workshop that Borg was leading about his book Speaking

Christian following the earthquake that devastated Haiti in a letter to Pat Robinson from the Devil.

Actually, it wasn't Satan who wrote the letter but Lilly Coyle of Minneapolis writing in the

persona of the hellish one.

Dear Pat Robertson,

I know that you know that all press is good press, so I appreciate the shout-out. And you make

God look like a big mean bully who kicks people when they are down, so I'm all over that action.

But when you say that Haiti has made a pact with me, it is totally humiliating. I may be evil

incarnate, but I'm no welcher. The way you put it, making a deal with me leaves folks desperate and

impoverished.

Sure, in the afterlife, but when I strike bargains with people, they first get something here on

earth -- glamour, beauty, talent, wealth, fame, glory, a golden fiddle. Those Haitians have nothing,

and I mean nothing. And that was before the earthquake. Haven't you seen "Crossroads"? Or "Damn

Yankees"?
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If I had a thing going with Haiti, there'd be lots of banks, skyscrapers, SUVs, exclusive night

clubs, Botox -- that kind of thing. An 80 percent poverty rate is so not my style. Nothing against it --

I'm just saying: Not how I roll.

You're doing great work, Pat, and I don't want to clip your wings -- just, come on, you're

making me look bad. And not the good kind of bad. Keep blaming God. That's working. But leave me

out of it, please. Or we may need to renegotiate your own contract.

Best, Satan

LILY COYLE, MINNEAPOLIS

What you believe about God affects how you interact with the world around you.

Borg responded to the Scottish Pastor by saying:

My point is not that “beliefs” don’t matter. Beliefs matter very much. There are “bad” beliefs

that can get in the way of faith, and worse. Bad beliefs have too often been a source of intolerance,

cruelty, injustice, violence, persecution, and barbarism. (As the video so poignantly illustrated.)

So also “good” beliefs matter—they can help us to get rid of unnecessary intellectual

stumbling blocks to being Christian, and even more important, they can shape us into becoming

more compassionate, just, and peaceful beings.

So beliefs matter. But we should not imagine that “believing the right things” is all that matters.

Faith is a much deeper movement of the heart, of the self at its deepest level. Christian faith is

allengiance to and trust in God as known in Jesus. Thanks be to God. Amen.
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