Message: “Faith's Superpower” - 7-26-26
Scripture: Romans 8:26-39

ZLikewise the Spirit helps us in our weakness; for we do not know how to pray as we ought, but that
very Spirit intercedes with sighs too deep for words. ?’And God, who searches the heart, knows
what is the mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit intercedes for the saints according to the will of
God. 2®We know that all things work together for good for those who love God, who are called
according to his purpose.

2For those whom he foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the image of his Son, in
order that he might be the firstborn within a large family. 3°And those whom he predestined he
also called; and those whom he called he also justified; and those whom he justified he also
glorified.

3'What then are we to say about these things? If God is for us, who is against us? 3*He who did not
withhold his own Son, but gave him up for all of us, will he not with him also give us everything

else? 3*Who will bring any charge against God's elect? It is God who justifies. 3*Who is to condemn?
It is Christ Jesus, who died, yes, who was raised, who is at the right hand of God, who indeed
intercedes for us. ®Who will separate us from the love of Christ? Will hardship, or distress, or
persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or sword? 3¢As it is written, “For your sake we are
being killed all day long; we are accounted as sheep to be slaughtered.” *’No, in all these things we
are more than conquerors through him who loved us. *For I am convinced that neither death, nor
life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, *°nor height, nor
depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ
Jesus our Lord.

I think I've done this with you before, but it's been awhile, so let me ask you
-- Have you ever played the game of superpower? You know, the game typically
associated with children or youth groups where you go around and state which
superpower you'd choose if you could have one? The typical superpowers chosen
were things like invisibility, or unlimited physical strength, or x-ray vision. I
remember playing the game one time in youth group when I was in my early teens;
there were probably around twelve or so kids and a couple of adults, and we were
sitting in a circle. The adults started things off with their choices of superpower
as examples - they chose really boring superpowers like kindness or faithfulness,
which made the group groan a bit for their lack of creativity (and I think we all
knew those weren't really superpowers but attitudes or dispositions...but I
digress). After the adults had their say, the youth group got into it and things
got a lot better. One said they wished they had the superpower of immortality,
which I thought was a good one. Another chose the superpower of superman
strength; who wouldn't want that? Another chose invisibility, another chose being
able to move through outer space without a rocket, another said they'd like to
time-travel, another said being unhurtable would be his choice (I vaguely
remember him saying he'd like to have bullets bounce off him).....I thought that
group's creativity was pretty neat and, being a somewhat competitive youth, I



wanted to display my sharp mind by choosing something fairly unconventional,
something that would stand out and maybe impress the group.

I succeeded. When my fturn came, and it was towards the end of the circle,
I had thought it out well, and I blurted out what I thought was the best
superpower of them all - T said, "I'd like to be able to control other people's
minds." I did not expect their reaction, which was a combination of silence and
staring. If you've ever been ayouth group member you know that's the most
horrible position to find oneself in - to have a room full of your peers, all of them,
mind you, staring at you in silence. I used to be six feet three inches tall; in that
moment, I lost a full inch of my height. T had obviously crossed some sort of line,
breached some sort of unwritten understanding, but T wasn't quite sure what. But
I summed up their reaction to my choice of superpower with one word: "Creepy!”
Thankfully, the silent treatment lasted for only ten hours.....I mean, ten seconds
(which felt like ten hours to mel).....and we resumed listing our superpowers.

I think what the group was expressing was that some superpowers were
better than others, or conversely that maybe some superpowers really are bad
things o have. All superpowers can be used in harmful ways, but most have their
appeal in their provision of things that help us improve ourselves or our world by
surpassing barriers or rising above limitations and perhaps even helping others to
do the same. But one person controlling another’s thoughts, one person
commanding another, carries with it a sense of god-like power which is always a
dangerous thing to contemplate, let alone possess. Without realizing it, in making
my superpower choice, I had revealed my desire to be like God - and exert power
over others no one should have.

Ironically, it is the exact reverse understanding that provides the greatest
security in life and the greatest potential for the good life humans aspire to - not
the superpowers we wish we had, but the superpowers that are actually within
reach to each one of us, superpowers that can benefit us enormously. This is what
Paul is explaining in our scripture passage, where he makes the bold assertion that
nothing can separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord. He's
talking about God's superpower here, the superpower of presence; we use words
and phrases like omnipresent or ever-present or all-attentive or everywhere/all
the time fo try to describe what Paul is talking about, but it is one of our
fundamental faith understandings - that God's love is given to us always and
everywhere, which means God is with us always and everywhere.



Nothing can take that away; God's presence, God's grace, is a given to every
life on earth. Like any gift, we are free to refuse, but our refusal never stops its
being offered; our God is a God of stubborn love, of deliberate attention given to
all, whether it is returned or not. We cannot make God turn it off.

That's where Paul invites us to consider something invaluable - That God's
superpower of unconditional, unlimited, loving attention and presence towards us
makes possible the development of our own personal superpower - and we're not
talking about becoming invisible or leaping over tall buildings in a single bound.
We're talking about the superpower such love makes possible as we trust that love
enough to live into it, as we make that kind of love our own practice in life. Paul's
talking about the superpower called hope, something faith opens the door to and
God's love brings home to roost in any receptive heart.

Faith's superpower is hope. There is room for disagreement here, I must
admit. It may seem that faith's superpower should be love, but to me that is not
really a superpower - it's more an orientation of the heart towards others, self,
and God. It might seem to make sense that faith's superpower is belief, but again,
belief is an internal conviction that is meant to interpret and shape external
perspectives and internal dispositions - belief is more a condition or state of mind
than a power, a condition that of course embodies power but not a power in and of
itself.

But hope is something kind of different - hope itself empowers, motivates,
and impels life towards a desired future; hope is the chosen attitude towards
what lay ahead that actually makes movement towards what lies ahead something
we can affect, something we have a say in shaping. This can be thought of as a
superpower we each possess as we build our hopes upon trust in the things that
can help our vision become reality.

Think about it with me: Hoping is different from wishing, dreaming, or
thinking, in that it places more attachment to actualization. I've heard it said
that a wish is a desire you've failed to invest in; a dream is a thought you've played
with but not grounded in action; an idea is mental clay you're not ready to let
harden. Hope helps all of these move from concept to actuality; it takes hope to
bring any of these into existence in a substantial, pragmatic way; it takes the
trust hope rests on to combine the substance of what is with a sense of what it
might become and have something of value result. Put another way, wishes,
dreams, and ideas are like clouds; hope helps them produce rain for a thirsty
world.



I know I'm getting wordy here, which I do every now and then, and any time
I get too wordy, I find it helpful fo consult the wisest sages of our age for
examples of what God is trying to get across to us. I am fortunate to have two
such sages in my company regularly; their names are Sam and Alva, and they are
my grandchildren. We were extremely blessed by both of them being here
together in Missoula this past week; they spent a lot of time at our house, playing
together as four and six year olds typically do. I saw in their interactions a
constant attentiveness towards the other which evidenced their hopes for
themselves and their time tfogether - and T watched their superpowers of hope
evolving in real time. Each day when they came together it was obvious that they
had certain specific hopes for the day, for Sammy it was the hope that Alva would
do precisely what he wanted to do, and for Alva it was the hope that Sammy would
do exactly what she wanted to do. You know - typical kids.

One day, when I was watching over them both, Sammy wanted to go
swimming; Alva wanted to play with Legos; Sammy wanted to dig in the garden;
Alva wanted to play with stuffed animals; Grandpa just wanted them both to be
quiet. Not really, actually, for I was finding their interactions terrifically
entertaining; these are two willful, intelligent, determined young persons
discovering how hoping takes work, the work of negotiating with others, finding
common ground, seeing how to move forward fogether, and basically shaping their
hopes for their interactions and activities to be mutually enjoyable. And, wonder
of it all, they made progress! Neither of them got what they wanted exactly, but
they got something better than their individual wants - they got companionship.
They may have been each hoping for things like swimming in the pool or playing
with Legos, but there was a much greater hope dancing around their desires - the
hope of sharing life together, of discovering that the love they could probably not
even name was bringing joy into their experiences. Without too much adult
interference, they were finding out how fo best handle their own superpower of
hope - by making it about the right things, by making it about each other.

You and I undergo the same process as people of faith; we are given the
superpower of hope by an all-present, all-loving God who will never leave us. But
this superpower needs development, it needs constant refining and investment.
Hoping takes work; hopes need negotiation and scrutiny and experimentation; hope
heedsnhj ihu a desire for the unknown that outweighs the status quo and the
present realities that are not optimal nor life-giving. Hoping is something we can
influence, something we have a say in if we trust that the future embodies



potentials and possibilities that are not limited to what has been or what
presently is. Linking our hopes to an ever-present, all-knowing, unconditionally-
loving God removes all limitations to what is possible. It is knowing that nothing
can separate us from the love of God Jesus made known to the world that makes
our hope a superpower that works.



