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Things Not Seen
Genesis 15:1-18; Hebrews 11:1-16

I was sitting in my dorm room at Princeton late one evening, studying
diligently, I’m sure, when the phone rang.  My brother’s voice was on the other
end of the line.  Little brothers, especially those of the college-student variety,
never call their big sisters, so immediately I could feel a knot in the pit of my
stomach.  I knew something was wrong.

He asked, “Can you talk?”  
“Of course I can.  What’s wrong?” I replied.
“I have very bad news . . . .”

He trailed off for a minute, and in a shaky voice I’ve never heard from
my big, strong six-foot-four little brother, he told me our friend Aimee had died. 

Aimee was my brother’s age, a 20-year-old sophomore at UNC-
Greensboro, a gifted athlete and musician, a beautiful and intelligent young
woman.  She and my brother had been in marching band together.  Our
fathers had worked together.  I had dated her older brother in high school.  
Our family ties ran pretty deep.

A friend had walked her to her dorm the night before, and when she
wouldn’t return calls or answer the door that day, her friends became worried. 
She had gone to bed the night before and never woke up.  Weeks later, we
would learn that the autopsy was inconclusive.  Bright, beautiful, talented
college students don’t just die in their sleep, but Aimee did.

Life is too often like that, isn’t it?  We think we have our whole future
ahead of us, or we figure out a plan that will help us to realize all our goals,
or we finally reach an age when we think we have most of it figured out, and
then something happens to remind us how uncertain, tenuous, fragile life can
be.   And it doesn’t have to be the death of someone close to us that gets our
attention.  A devastating storm or a devastating diagnosis, a shocking news
story or a shocking event in our community, the loss of a job or the loss of a
relationship, the disappointment of broken trust or the disappointment of a
broken dream can upset the delicate balance of body, mind and spirit which
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most of us try to maintain so that we can appear to function normally in the
world.  But it’s not even necessarily something negative that can turn life
upside down–a new baby, a new job, a new relationship, a new opportunity,
or a new perspective can also shift the ground beneath our feet and bring
unexpected challenges and worries.  Life can bring all kinds of changes and
surprises our way, events which shake us to our core, which come out of
nowhere and throw us off course, causing us to question the assumptions and
expectations upon which we have built our lives.  

I imagine Abram felt something like that the day he heard God call his
name.  Whenever God opens with “Do not be afraid,” what follows is almost
always a foundation-shaking call.  Hearing the news that you’re about to
become a father is alone enough to bring any 90-year-old to his knees!  But
God doesn’t stop there–God tells Abram he will give him innumerable
descendants and give to them a rich and productive homeland, but there’s
also that small matter of having to be slaves to a foreign power for 400 years
first.  Oh, and there’s one other thing God will need from Abram first:  He has
to pack up everything he owns and leave everything he has ever known and
start walking until God says stop.  
   

Now, Abram was not without his questions and missteps, and we
remember that when Sarah heard the news, she laughed at the very thought
of it, but God made a covenant with Abraham: Abraham obeyed God, and
God blessed and multiplied his family, and through him, all the families of the
earth, just as he promised.

The biblical witness is replete with examples of such people of
obedience and courage, people who heard a life-altering call from God and
responded.  They weren’t perfect.  They certainly experienced pain and
struggle, often because of their own choices and faults, but they were
obedient, even when they didn’t have all the answers and didn’t know where
their journey would take them.  They lived, according to the author of
Hebrews, by faith.

We don’t know much about the Letter to the Hebrews.  Who wrote it and
when have remained such a mystery that few scholars have even attempted
an educated guess.  We don’t even know who these Hebrew people to whom
the letter is addressed might be.  Still, Hebrews was included in our canon of
Scripture and has become one of the most recognizable and quoted books
of the New Testament because of the beautiful and poignant passages such
as this one from chapter eleven.  Throughout the letter, the author alternates
between making the case for the identity of Jesus, that he was and is our
Great High Priest chosen by God to intercede on our behalf (See Hebrews 4-
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5), and offering words of encouragement to a people obviously facing
tremendous threats because of their faith in this Jesus.  

Here, we find the latter, a call to persevere despite the struggles of life
and the persecution these first hearers must endure because they have
claimed the name of Jesus.  Here the writer offers encouragement by
recounting the stories of their ancestors, those whose stories had inspired the
Hebrew people for generations.  Stories of Abel and Enoch, of Abraham and
Sarah and their descendants, and in the verses to follow, of Moses, Gideon,
Barak, Samson, Jephthah, David, Samuel, the prophets, and even the
Israelites themselves, as they trusted enough to walk out into the Red Sea
when the waters parted.  This “Roll Call of the Faithful,” as it has come to be
known, is offered as a word of hope and strength: “If they can persevere, in
the face of all the hardship they encountered, then you can, too,” the author
says to the Hebrews.  “If they can remain obedient in responding to God’s call
when they had not  yet received the promises but only seen them from a
distance, then surely we who now know the fulfillment of God’s promises
through Jesus, surely we can persevere in the race that is set before us.”

But take careful note that the call here is not to respond to such
challenges with physical strength or intellectual acuity, material possessions
or emotional fortitude, with cunning or creativity or brute force.  No, the
example that is held up as one to follow and the clear call to the Hebrews and
to us, is to respond in faith.

It’s not, of course, that these other responses are necessarily wrong. 
In their proper context, reason and strength and courage, diligence and
creativity and material resources can help us to meet challenges, solve
problems, and endure difficult situations.  Each of these is a gift from God,
given to us to use for our good and for the good of those around us.  God fills
our lives with the resources we need to survive and thrive, calls us to be good
stewards of them, and blesses the abundant and compassionate life we can
achieve by them.  

But it doesn’t take any of us much time or life experience to learn the
limitations of those resources.  When our reality shifts dramatically, when we
suffer loss, when our circumstances take an unexpected turn, when our plans
crumble and challenges mount, we find that whatever resources we can
muster, even those we understand to be gifts from God, are limited or
unreliable.  Sometimes there are no answers our intellect can fathom or
solutions our creativity can conjure.  Sometimes our strength and courage are
waning and our emotions frayed.  Sometimes all the money or power or
influence in the world won’t fix our broken hearts or bring peace to our
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troubled souls.  And when we attempt to rely on these our own resources, we
find ourselves frustrated and depleted.

So, Hebrews encourages us, as people who have witnessed the
fulfillment of God’s promises, we are called to respond as did these examples
of our ancestors.  We are called to persevere in the face of the mysteries of
life, both those that are painful and those that are hopeful, not by relying on
our own abilities and resources, as if they would ever be enough.  We are
called to respond in faith.  

“Faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not
seen,” Hebrews says (11:1).  But in light of the uncertainty and fragility and
mystery of life, how can we claim assurance about anything?  How can we
muster conviction?  It is by responding in faith to the God who has been
faithful to the promises he has made to us and to this great cloud of witnesses
which has come before us.  

Inherent in this whole notion of faith is an admission that is likely to
make all of us a bit uneasy, that is that so much of life is indeed a mystery
and beyond our control.  I won’t presume to speak for you, although you know
I’m talking to you, too, when I confess that I like to maintain some sense of,
or at least my own illusion, of control.  I like to plan and analyze every detail
so that there aren’t so many surprises, at least of the unpleasant variety, and
convince myself and others that I’ve got it all together.  It is a nice illusion,
until we bump hard against a circumstance for which we cannot plan, which
is completely beyond our control, for which there are no answers.

Faith, however, doesn’t call us to stop asking the questions or even to
stop doubting.  Faith does not call us to turn off our intellect at the door, to
abdicate our responsibilities to use the resources God has given us.  Rather,
faith calls us to confess, in humility, that this journey of life is one for which we
have not determined our own course, and to admit, however reluctantly, that
there is much beyond our control and our understanding.  Faith calls us to find
our assurance in something for which we can only hope, to have conviction
for something we cannot see, to be willing to abide in the mystery and trust
God to care for us there.

William Louis Poteat, who was a science professor and President of
Wake Forest University during the first two decades of the 20th century, which
was the time of the first fundamentalist controversy in American religion, was
known for keeping Baptists stirred up with his progressive ideas, such as the
belief that science and religion (code for evolution and creation) were not
mutually exclusive.  He taught that we were designed to be creatures of both
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doubt and faith.  He  said, “Faith does not have to wait for the settlement of
the mind’s perplexities . . . And yet, widespread and useful as the separation
of the faith function and the rational function has been, I beg to remind you
that faith and reason are powers of the same mind.”1

He goes on to add, however, that faith encompasses a place that is
beyond our rational mind “where the thought symbols that epitomize time and
space experience are inapplicable, and where a certain vagueness of outline
marks objects and events, probably because we have as yet no thought
symbols for them except those derived from the still misty realm of our own
consciousness.”2

Having faith doesn’t mean that we will never have doubts or questions. 
It doesn’t mean that unsettling or difficult or even tragic things won’t happen
to us.  It doesn’t mean that we will be immune from the struggles of life or that
we will necessarily have answers or insight when we experience them.  

Or to put it in the more poetic words of Frederick Buechner,  “Faith is
not being sure where you’re going, but going anyway. A journey without
maps.”3 

About two years after the death of my friend, I met another beautiful,
talented young woman who was in the class behind me in Seminary.  She
would have been in my class, but in the spring before she was to enroll, she
became Miss Missouri.  Amber lived across the hall from me and, though she
was and is beautiful, one would never peg her as the pageant type.  She is
humble, unassuming, and never seemed to have an awareness of her good
looks or notoriety.  Like the rest of us, Amber had sensed a call to ministry
and came to Princeton to pursue it.  She is a bright and thoughtful woman,
and as I did with many of my classmates, we spent many late nights studying,
debating theology, being silly and just hanging out.

In the spring after she arrived at school, however, Amber started to have
strange symptoms.  She didn’t feel well much of the time.  She was lethargic
and couldn’t eat and started to become confused and forgetful.  She had
always been someone who approached life full-throttle–studying, playing the
piano, working out–everything she did, she did with all her effort and energy. 
But she started to miss classes and after a series of doctor appointments and

1William Louis Poteat,  “Spheres,” in The New Peace: Lectures on Science and Religion (Boston, Richard G.
Badger Publishing, 1915) 133-34.

2Ibid, 135.

3Frederick Buechner,  Wishful Thinking: A Seeker’s ABC.  (HarperOne Publishing, 1993).
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a battery of tests, no one seemed to know what was wrong.  Finally, after
many months, Amber was diagnosed with lyme disease, a tick-born illness
which, if detected early is fairly easy to treat.  Left untreated, it can cause
much more serious consequences, including neurological damage.  It took
months of treatment and therapy, a semester of taking most of her exams
while propped up in her bed, and the help and prayers of many friends to get
Amber through and allow her to remain at school.  I have never seen
someone to determined!

In the end, Amber graduated only a semester late, and she now lives
in New Jersey with her husband and son.  When she reflects on those months
of illness, she talks about all the big plans she had and how invincible she
thought she was.  Being sick was hard, but forced her to slow down, to learn
to rely on others, to deepen her faith.  She says the time also helped her to
develop a much deeper sense of gratitude and to find out how truly loved she
is, by her family and friends, and by God. 
 

In another beautiful thought concerning faith, Buechner said, “Faith is
the word that describes the direction our feet start moving when we find that
we are loved. Faith is stepping out into the unknown with nothing to guide us
but a hand just beyond our grasp.”4 

In our moments of uncertainty, when we are confronted with our
vulnerabilities, when we are forced to re-examine our assumptions, when our
course changes direction, even when we are faced with an opportunity that
will lead us into the unknown, God reaches out his hand to guide us and calls
us to respond in faith.

Is there risk involved?  Of course, there is.  That’s why it’s called faith. 
But we have promises of God whose faithfulness is indeed great, assuring us
we are loved, and pointing our feet in the right direction.  So go ahead, and
take that first step, in faith.   Amen.

4Frederick Buechner, The Magnificent Defeat.   (HarperOne, 1985).
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Pastoral Prayer August 11, 2013

O God, who knows us intimately and loves us unconditionally, who is as close
as our own heartbeat yet remains a mystery far beyond our comprehension,
we come to worship you each week bringing a myriad of experiences and
emotions, joys and worries, thoughts and questions that make us who we are. 
We know that you have created us in your image and continue to speak to us
through the people and circumstances of our lives as you mold us into the
image of Christ.  Our life of faith is guided by your call to discipleship and
service, where we are challenged to live humbly and give sacrificially after the
example of Christ who gave himself for us.  We are energized by the
possibilities that come our way, perplexed by the troubles, saddened by the
losses, astounded by the blessings.  In all things, Loving God, we are grateful
for the good gifts which are ours daily, recognizing that they come from your
generous hand.

And we recognize, too, O God, our Redeemer and Friend, that one of
the extraordinary gifts we receive is the opportunity to serve others.  The
problems in our world, our community, our church, and our families are
enormous.  We often feel inadequate or depleted in the face of them, and it
seems easier to abandon our responsibilities out of apathy or skepticism or
fear.  But in your infinite compassion and mercy, O God, you have blessed us
that we might be a blessing to others.  Grant us the grace to meet these
challenges with creativity and courage.  Empower us to work as healers in the
midst of suffering.  Equip us to become messengers of peace where there is
violence.  Teach us to demonstrate love where there is hatred.  Help us to live
generously where we find need.  In all the circumstances that we face, in all
of the ways that you call us, may we shine your light and life into the dark and 
hopeless places of our world.  We pray in the name of the One who came that
we might have abundant and joyful life and before whom every knee should
bend in reverence and praise, even Jesus the Christ.  Amen.  
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