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Ancient Witness: 2 Corinthians 12:7b-10 

 

I remember when I was in youth group in my home church way back when.  We would do an 

exercise in trust.  Maybe you did this too.  We would take turns falling backwards and having 

members of the group catch us before we hit the ground.  We were trying to get at that aspect of 

faith to overcome one's fear to let go, to take a risk, to trust something or someone else.  Almost 

all the time, this trust was well-placed when it came to this exercise, and almost nobody got 

hurt.  But kids will be kids sometimes. 

 

Today I want to talk about trust as a spiritual state, the kind of trust that is at the root or the core 

of our existence. 

 

Now, having said this, I need to add that this kind of trust, it seems to me, is never fully achieved 

by us.  We don’t pretend to have arrived.  So this is a community in which we are always 

learning or practicing this kind of trust. 

 

I’m talking about a trust in God, the Sacred Reality, the unknowable, unfathomable, unnamable 

Mystery; that Loving Force, that Compassionate Intelligence in the universe. 

It’s a trust in Life itself—that our life is always precious and of incredible value.  

 

Several ago, Harvey Cox, a professor at Harvard Divinity School, wrote The Future of Faith, in 

which he divides the history of Christianity into three ages:  the Age of Faith, the Age of Belief 

and the Age of the Spirit. 

 

For the first 400 years, Christianity was a way of life that was based upon trust—to trust in a 

Reality to which the life of Jesus pointed.  This was the Age of Faith.  There was incredible 

diversity among the early followers of Jesus. 

 

But then, something happened.  Trust in the experience of a Reality and a pathway of asking the 

right questions to that experience was replaced by an emphasis upon the answers of the creeds 

and doctrine.  Cox wrote, “From an energetic movement of faith [Christianity] coagulated into a 

phalanx of required belief.”  An orthodoxy and homogeneity were established.  Cox said that this 

Age of Belief lasted over 1,500 years and that we are now recovering that original experiential 

faith as we enter the Age of the Spirit.  “Faith is resurgent,” says Cox, “while dogma is dying.” 

 

Faith is more than just saying “I believe” something is true.  It’s about giving my heart and 

loyalty to the movement established by Jesus. 

 

A few years ago the newspapers carried a story of a man in Florida who sued his minister.  The 

man had been in church one Sunday when the minister gave a sermon based on the passage in 



Ecclesiastes, “Cast your bread upon the waters” (Eccl. 11:1).  The minister urged the 

congregation to be charitable and generous, telling them that God would reward them 

tenfold.  So the man made a large contribution to the church, but when his business did not 

prosper he sued his minister for false preaching.  (By the way, his case was thrown out of court 

and the man was told to take the sermons less literally.) 

 

Now, the image of “casting your bread upon the water” is a great image of trust.  For it meant 

placing your substance, your livelihood, your very life into the vast, deep unknown.  It is an 

extreme, radical act of trust. 

 

But what does it mean? 

 

Like that minister in Florida, many other pulpits will proclaim a trust in results.  But a true trust 

in God has no idea what it will receive in return.  It cannot be quantified or measured. 

 

A true trust in God, it seems to me, is not a belief that “everything’s going to be just 

fine.”  Everything may not be just fine.  In fact, everything may get even worse. 

 

In the letter to the Hebrews, there is this famous definition of faith: “the assurance of things 

hoped for, the conviction of things not seen” (Heb. 11:1).  But ironically, many translate this into 

a trust in things that are seen, touched and measured. 

 

Now I want you to hear me on this.  I am not suggesting that having a radical trust in God means 

that we don’t care about results.  

 

But here is what I’m saying: trusting in the results and working for results are two different 

things.  A radical trust in God means that we do work for certain things.  We work for bread, for 

nourishment, for shelter, for material well-being, for saner and more compassionate political 

policies, for a just and fair social order.  We work for many good, praiseworthy results.  But that 

does not mean that we put our trust in them.  We trust the cause and give ourselves to it, even if 

we might lose the battle. 

 

There’s a famous story about Martin Luther, one of the key founders of the Reformation.  He 

was asked what he would do if he knew the world would end tomorrow.  His response was, 

“Plant a tree.”  In other words, he would continue to seek results.  But that’s not where his 

ultimate trust was.  Indeed, if your trust were in the results, you would give up if the world were 

about to end.  Paradoxically, by not trusting in the results, it can enable you to work harder for 

them, to not give up. 

 

In his Confessions, the early church theologian, Augustine, wrote about a voice speaking to 

him.  It said, 

 

Why do you try to stand on your own strength and fail?  Cast yourself upon God and 

have no fear.  God will not shrink away and let you fall.  Cast yourself upon God without 

fear, and God will welcome you and cure you of your ills. 

 



After hearing this voice, Augustine then wrote, 

 

It was as though the light of confidence flooded into my heart and all the darkness of 

doubt was dispelled. 

 

This reminds me of a Zen saying that also reflects this deep trust I am talking about: 

 

Jump, and the net will appear. 

 

We don’t know what the net will look like, only that it will appear.  So we work for things that 

are seen, but we trust in things that aren’t. 

 

There’s this great poem by the Brazilian Archbishop Dom Helder Camara, known for his 

commitment to the poor and to justice.  It’s called, “Do Not Forget.” 

 

In a fabulous 

necklace 

I had to admire 

the anonymous string 

by which the whole thing  

was strung together. 

 

Trust is for that which is not seen, that which is hidden from all but the spiritual eye, that which 

holds the whole thing together. 

 

In our passage today, the Apostle Paul hears the voice of God, and the voice says, 

 

My grace is sufficient for you. 

 

What does this mean?  Well, one of the points that Paul makes is that God does not promise to 

shield us from pain.  In fact, in a different letter Paul lists all sorts of bad things that faithful 

people experience: persecution, famine, nakedness, poverty, distress, even martyrdom.  No, for 

Paul, God does not promise that these things will not happen.  What God promises is grace.  And 

this, says Paul, is enough.  We trust that grace is sufficient. 

 

But is it?  If we were to face failure—at home, in health, with our job—would we be able to say 

with gratitude, “God’s grace is enough!”  That is was deep trust is. 

 

Susan Classen, a Mennonite volunteer worker in El Salvador, shared an embroidered banner with 

an image of an old tree stump with new shoots sprouting up with the Spanish words, “They 

yanked off our fruit.  They cut off our branches.  They burned our trunk.  But they couldn’t 

destroy our roots.” 

 

To trust in God is to grow our roots deeply, to tap into a hidden source of strength and peace and 

grace at the heart of life that cannot be destroyed. 

 



And, you know, sometimes the roots grow deeper when times are hard, when the climate 

becomes harsh.  Sometimes when we encounter our limitations, we are pushed into 

trust.  Sometimes pain and suffering lead us to a deepened trust, knocking us off balance and 

allowing trust to emerge, shattering our self-sufficiency and pointing us to explore downward, to 

seek the subterranean grace of God. 

 

So, instead of belief, may we focus on trust,  

instead of understanding, may we focus on the peace beyond all understanding,  

instead of doctrine, may we focus on Mystery, and  

instead of results, may we focus on faith in the unseen. 

 

May we learn and develop this kind of deep trust—continually.  And may we practice, every 

day, living in the sufficiency of grace.  This is a place not for easy answers but a place to develop 

our root system.  And may we be able to say, as Paul wrote about some early followers who 

faced hard times: 

 

We are afflicted in every way, but not crushed; 

perplexed, but not driven to despair; 

persecuted, but not forgotten;  

 struck down, but not destroyed.  (2 Cor. 4:8-9) 

  

 

(NOTE: The spoken sermon, available online, may differ slightly in phrasing and detail from this 

manuscript version.) 
 


