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One of my warm and fuzzy memories from growing up in Maryland is listening to the Baltimore 
Orioles on the radio.  For much of my adolescence, the voices of Joe  Angel, Fred Manfra, and 
Jon Miller could be heard coming from my bedroom almost daily from April to September as 
they announced the play-by-play for the Birds on the Orioles Radio Network.  I was lucky 
enough to come of age during the Ripken years, and while I am too young to remember the 
Orioles’ last World Series Championship in 1983, I have very fond memories of Cal’s 1991 
MVP season and his breaking Lou Gehrig’s record streak of consecutive games played.  In 
fact, the game when he broke the streak – September 6, 1995 – is one of those sports 
moments that is seared into my lasting memory – partially of course, because of its historic 
significance for an Orioles fan – but also partially because it was one of the few baseball 
games that I actually watched on TV growing up. 
 
Thus having a soft spot for Orioles baseball on the radio, I have long missed having a decent 
local broadcast to catch O’s games on the radio, ever since leaving home for college.  As the 
Orioles have gotten better and become worth following again in recent years, my pining for 
such a broadcast has become more pronounced.  So this year, I finally broke down and 
purchased an audio pass from Major League Baseball so that I can listen to Orioles 
broadcasts on the computer.  I don’t know why I didn’t do it sooner.  In many ways, listening to 
the games feels like coming home.  Once again, the sounds of play-by-play baseball are a part 
of my personal soundtrack.   
 
So I’ve been listening to a lot of baseball lately.  Because of that, I’ve discovered that the 
Orioles have picked up a few new sponsors for their radio broadcasts since the 1990s.  And 
among them are the Episcopal Churches of Maryland.  During every game these days – 
usually around the 6th or 7th inning – those tuning in to the Orioles Radio Network hear 
something like this: 
 
The Episcopal Churches of Maryland want you to keep the faith.  Visit our website to find a 
church near you and keep the faith! 
 
The first few times I heard this radio spot, I didn’t have much reaction – though I have to admit, 
the advertisers would be pleased, because I did take notice from the first.  But as the season 
has progressed, and I have heard this same petition day after day, it has started to irritate me 
a bit.  For a while, I had no idea why.  And then it occurred to me – it strikes me as a bit 
desperate.  
 
As most of you are well aware, the Christian church in America is in decline.  This is especially 
true for traditional “mainline” denominations such as the Episcopal Church.  As this has been 
widely publicized and thoroughly documented, this is no longer news.  So when I hear a spot 
from a church declaring that they want me to “keep the faith,” a part of me responds with, “well, 
of course they do!”  And what bothers me about this reaction is the feeling that the motivation 
for such a spot is for the health and the survival of the institutional church, rather than a 
concern for any of us listening.   
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I know and confess that this reaction is cynical and probably unfair.  All advertising and 
marketing is inherently self-interested, and like it or not, churches in America now inhabit a 
competitive marketplace.  Gone are the days of “if you build it they will come.”  And so there is 
a sense in which established, institutional churches – those that can look back on former “glory 
days” when the pews were full and the money was plentiful – are facing a crisis.  At stake are 
both the survival and the identity of these institutions.  For some, a change in identity may help 
the institutions to survive.  For others, the two are inseparable – survival is dependent upon 
and defined by maintaining their identity.   
 
I suspect the latter is the case for the Episcopal Churches of Maryland who are urging me to 
“Keep the Faith” during baseball games these days.  Their radio spots implicitly identify their 
institution as a depository of “the” Faith, and thus those who attend their churches as “keepers” 
of “the Faith.”  If you accept that identity, then these radio spots can be seen as part of a 
valiant effort to preserve that identity for present and future generations, to secure the health 
and survival of the church, and hopefully to reverse its present decline.  These radio ads are, 
in one sense, a pointed strategy for saving faith. 
 
Now for those of us who are not nor have ever been Episcopalians, these ads may not 
resonate, for we don’t share in that identity.  But the motivation for saving faith is nothing new.  
In fact, the history of the church is a story of how followers of Jesus over nearly two millennia 
have sought, in their own times and places and in their own ways, to keep the faith – to live out 
the gospel as they understood it and to preserve and share it with future generations.  Their 
efforts are why we are here today.  Their faith is our inheritance. 
 
Now I must be candid.  There are times when I wonder whether any of it makes any difference.  
I wonder sometimes if it matters whether or not I keep the faith, whether or not I remain a 
Christian, whether or not I practice what I preach.  I wonder sometimes if it matters whether or 
not the church continues to decline in number and stature, if it makes any difference whether 
or not the number of unaffiliated in our nation continues to grow, if it matters whether or not our 
members are biblically literate.  I wonder sometimes if it really makes any difference whether 
or not my children grow up to be Christians or Brethren.  I often wonder if it makes any 
difference what I say during a sermon on any given Sunday morning.  I wonder sometimes if 
saving faith is worth the effort.  
 
As is often the case with inheritances, sometimes they can be hard to appreciate.  They have 
come too easily and we have little perspective on their true worth or the cost involved.  As 
Barbara Brown Taylor has stated in her book, An Altar in the World, which several of us read 
together in book study during Lent, “No one longs for what he or she already has, and yet the 
accumulated insight of those wise about the spiritual life suggests that the reason so many of 
us cannot see the red X that marks the spot is because we are standing on it.”1 
 
As a “silver spoon”, cradle born Christian, it is not unusual for me to forget how much has been 
handed to me in the faith department.  It is quite easy for me to take for granted this inherited 
part of my identity, to get dragged into the apathy and indifference of our fast-paced, activity-
filled, and consumer-driven culture.  It is not hard for my mind to wonder freely in the “does it 
really matter?” wilderness.   
 

                                                 
1
 Barbara Brown Taylor.  An Altar in the World: A Geography of Faith  (2009).  pp. xvi-xvii. 
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And then occasionally I pay attention.  I really listen to the joys and concerns of my family, 
friends, and neighbors.  I actually hear the news.  I look around me and give my full attention to 
what I see.  And I often balk – because I realize that the questions I typically wonder about 
saving faith aren’t really that important.  And while I have been entertaining them, I have 
generally avoided a most basic and essential question – do I even have a saving faith?  Or put 
another way, do I have a faith worth saving?  
 
As with many of you, my heart broke this week when I heard the news about the 230 girls who 
were kidnapped from a Nigerian school by Boko Haram last month, most of whom were from 
Brethren congregations.  My mind can entertain any number of philosophical and theological 
questions, but I cannot imagine the situation in which these girls and their families find 
themselves.   What would I do?  How would I react?  Would my faith give me strength and 
courage?  Comfort and hope?  Would my faith be able to save me from the anger and hate 
that threatens my spirit even as a distant stranger?  Would my faith be able to save me from 
the insanity of not knowing?  Would my faith be able to save me from hopelessness, and give 
me the strength to face each day, with no end to the suffering in sight?   
 
I do not know.  And frankly I hope I never will.  I fear that in the face of such circumstances, my 
faith would be found bankrupt.  But I pray that these girls and their families have a saving faith, 
the kind of faith spoken of in the scripture we read this morning from 1st Peter.  Those words 
were written to a suffering church, for the Gentiles of Asia Minor who converted to Christianity 
and to whom the author of 1st Peter was writing in the late 1st century faced ire and wrath and 
hostilities from their neighbors, who feared that this foreign faith would subvert their social 
order and destroy the fabric of their families.  In the face of the suffering these tensions 
caused, 1st Peter calls its readers to rejoice in the inheritance of their saving faith, which like 
gold will only grow more precious through fire, through the trials and suffering they face.   
 
I chose to read this passage from 1st Peter alongside the familiar portrait of the early church in 
Acts 2 partially because of how different they were.  These few verses in the opening chapters 
of Acts constitute much of the image that forms in our minds when we mention the early 
church – an enthusiastic and wholly committed band of Jesus followers coming together daily 
for study, worship, fellowship, and prayer, sharing all their goods and pooling their resources to 
help the needy, and growing in numbers by leaps and bounds.  While 1st Peter spoke 
encouragement to Christians trying to survive in an inhospitable environment, this portrait of 
the early church in Acts shows a community of faith that is thriving.  Shortly after Easter, the 
new community of faith in these verses knows only success.  As one commentary put it, they 
have in those early days “no materials needs, no intramural conflicts, and no broken hearts for 
which to petition God for tender mercy.”2 
 
And yet as different as this context in Acts is from that in 1st Peter, it seems just as distant from 
my own.  For in truth, I have difficulty finding resonance with either of these texts.  Both seem 
foreign to my story, unrelated to the rhythms and realities of my day-to-day life.  I am neither a 
part of a suffering and marginalized minority in a hostile culture, nor am I part of a thriving and 
wholly committed religious community holding all things in common and growing exponentially.   
But what I am a part of is a faith community that has a long and storied tradition; a group of 
Jesus followers who gather regularly, if not daily, for study and worship, fellowship and prayer; 
a body of believers who may not have sold everything and given the proceeds to the poor, but 

                                                 
2
 New Interpreter’s Bible Commentary.  Vol. X. p. 72 
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who support one another in good times and bad and put our collective wealth to good use for 
the betterment of neighbors near and far; a family of faith seeking to follow Jesus and live the 
love of God.  And in that sense, I can relate to these portraits of the early church.   
 
The book by Barbara Brown Taylor we just finished reading in book study contained a question 
in the introduction that has haunted me since my first reading.  It is quoted in the bulletin today.  
What is saving your life now?  It is a simple question that should have elicited a simple, or at 
least a straightforward answer.  But there was no such simple answer for me.  And as I have 
wrestled with the answer since then, it has become clear to me that what is saving my life now, 
is you.   This faith community that shares life together,  

that includes all who seek membership,  
that challenges us to grow in faith, compassion,  

and understanding 
 that commits to serving one another  

and our neighbor’s good 
 that strives to embody and share the love of God  

with all the world 
 that proclaims peace, works for justice, and  

partners with God in a mission of hope, healing, and abundant life for our world 
 
For all its faults, the church, and specifically this congregation, is saving faith for me.  And for 
all of us.  Because it is almost as much a part of me as the air I breathe, I sometimes have 
trouble seeing it, and I often take it for granted.  And because it has occasionally broken my 
heart and created some very deep wounds both in myself and in others I care about, I 
sometimes fail to give it the grace that it deserves and at its best it models.  But from my first 
breath, it has been there,  
 nurturing and guiding, teaching and forming,  

encouraging and challenging,  
supporting and calling, 
leading and loving me.   

 
And when I have doubts about my own faith journey;  
when I wonder whether or not any of it matters; when I question whether or not my faith could 
withstand a time of suffering and tragedy like our sisters and brothers in Nigeria are dealing 
with right now and like so many around the world still endure every day; when I suspect that 
my personal faith is not enough to save me – I can take comfort in the knowledge that it 
doesn’t have to be, because I do not walk this road alone.  And when whatever faith I have 
isn’t enough, there is a community that has been saving faith for just such a time, banking on 
the ties that bind us together in Christ, and guarding the inheritance that has been gifted to us 
all. 
 
Like the Orioles Radio Network, the sounds of the church are part of my life’s soundtrack.  And 
every time I gather here with you, it feels a bit like coming home.   It is truly a gift and a 
blessing to belong in this family of faith.  So thank you, for your part in saving faith – for me, for 
us all, and for all those who will come after us.   
 

Benediction 
I know I was too hard on our Episcopalian sisters and brothers in MD.  In the final analysis, I think they 
might be on to something.  So…Keep the faith!  May you go in its peace and live in its grace.  Amen 


