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Pentecost   – C, #14, and C, #15                                                     David D. Wendel, Jr.                                                                      

Hebrews: 11:1-3, 8-16, 29-12:2                                                                                                                               

Faith 

 

 Last Sunday and this Sunday, our Epistle readings have been from the 

Epistle to the Hebrews. They included most of what we know as its chapter eleven. 

Words at the beginning of the chapter anticipate all that is to follow: “Now faith is 

the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen.” And these are 

the words at the end of the chapter that face us forward: “Therefore…let us run 

with perseverance the race that is set before us, looking to Jesus, the pioneer and 

perfecter of our faith.” 

   Faith, as the author of Hebrews uses the word, doesn’t mean “a faith,” such 

as the Christian faith or Judaism or Islam.  

 And faith, here, is not a creed, or a formulation of beliefs. It does not mean 

believing with your heart something that your mind does not comprehend.  

 Faith, as The Epistle to the Hebrews defines faith, is a state of mind or heart: 

a ready openness to God. 

 A few years ago, “The National Geographic Magazine” featured an article 

about the universe. Accompanying the article, there were pictures of giant dish 

antennae pointed to outer space. Scientists have hopes that one day they will detect 

radio waves indicating that there is rational life in our galaxy beyond our planet. 

That might not ever happen but those antennae stand ready and waiting and 

hopeful. 

  Faith is like that.  To have faith is to remain open to God. Faith faces in 

three directions: to the past, to the present and to the future. That is what I am 

going to talk about this morning. 

 First, there is the faith that faces toward the past: to something already done. 

We remain open and receptive to what God has given to us since the beginning of 

creation.  

 The Wallendas, you might remember, were circus people who were once 

famous all over the world. They performed the most sensational high-wire acts in 

history. They took great risks in their performances. They worked without a safety 

net and that magnified the risk many times over. 

 Two of them were killed and one was paralyzed in two falls in the early 1960s 

and the senior member of the family was killed when he fell from a wire stretched 

between two buildings over a street in one of our major cities. 

 Those tragedies inspired the melancholy song, “Send in the Clowns,” which 

was a metaphor for our longing to be able to smile and even laugh again after life’s 

heartbreaks and tragedies. 

 Remembering what happened to the Wallenda family, I was ill at ease as I 

watched the daredevil performance of trapeze artists featured in a video of the 

Circue Du Soleil that a friend had given me.  
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 They performed without a safety net, high above a hard stage and it made me 

sad to think that, sooner or later, there would be an error made in their split-second 

timing and that one or more of them would be killed. 

 And then I noticed that each one of them was secured by a just barely-visible 

lifeline, not because one of them might fall but because, given what they were doing, 

one of them, eventually, would fall…and then another and another.  

 Which brings me back to faith oriented to the past, to what God has done, 

begun in creation and fulfilled in Jesus.  

 In the long story of mankind, from its beginning to this day, there have been 

no flawless performances. All have failed and all have fallen. God’s answer to our 

failure and our falling is the lifeline of his grace, his never-failing, never-changing, 

forgiving, resurrecting love that casts out fear. 

  Secondly, there is the faith that faces the present. We remain open and 

receptive to the “assurance of things unseen” in our present experience. It is our 

faith in the invisible working of the Holy Spirit. It is the faith that points us beyond 

and behind the obvious and visible to the hidden. It is the faith that God is ever 

present with us whether we are aware of it or not, when there are no visible and 

tangible assurances and proofs. It is the faith that hangs in there. 

 Forest fires are one of the chronic problems in many parts of our country. 

Each year they devastate large tracts of timberland and, once started, they are very 

difficult to control.  

 I once read that the kind of fire forest rangers and firefighters fear most is 

not the one they can see but the one that is invisible and hidden. Many invisible fires 

are caused by acts of carelessness: a cigarette or a match dropped in the wrong 

place; or a campfire that has not been completely extinguished. 

 The fire goes underground and it feeds on flammable material. It smolders 

and there is no smoke visible, even to those in the immediate vicinity. The fire 

travels underground, sometimes for long distances, and then it comes to the surface 

and erupts into flame and, fanned by a breeze, it quickly spreads. 

 And that is how the Holy Spirit, some of the time if not most of the time, does 

its work. The fire of the Holy Spirit can be invisible and internal, working its 

purpose…slowly, doing things of which we remain unaware. 

 During the last five of the nine years we were with our church’s Overseas 

Department, serving in the Diocese of Central Brazil, Ruthie and I and our growing 

family lived on the frontier of the state of Parana. Our home was in Toledo, which 

was typical of the primitive towns of that still heavily forested area: no paved 

streets, few homes with indoor plumbing, very limited electrical service for just a 

few homes, furnished by a small wood-burning generator which shut down at five in 

the afternoon. 

 I served some twenty congregations located in the southern part of the state. 

The oldest and largest of them was in Palotina: a small frame church, a 

congregation of mostly semi-literate, very poor people with, as far as I could 

determine, at the time I left there in 1969, little hope of becoming anything other 

than what they then were. 
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  But they remained true to their calling. As the town grew and progressed, so 

did they. Palotina is now a modern city and the Episcopal community there has 

hosted their Diocesan Council. The invisible fire of the Spirit was smoldering there 

and it surfaced.  

 Which brings me to the faith that faces forward, to the future and to fruition. 

 The faith that faces forward includes faith in a vision, which we might not be 

here to enjoy when it becomes a reality. 

  William James has been quoted as saying this: “Often enough our faith 

beforehand in an uncertain result is the only thing that makes it come true.”  

 I believe that a good case could be made that it is always somebody’s faith 

and consequent commitment somewhere in the sequence of events that makes 

something positive come about. I add “consequent commitment” because the 

faithful do not sit and wait. They do not, if they are sound in body, mind and spirit, 

“Let go and let God”.  

 Many examples come readily to mind: the faith of our Founding Fathers in 

the future of America; the faith of George Washington during the Revolutionary 

War; the faith of Lewis and Clarke; the faith of the pioneers who moved out West; 

the faith of Abraham Lincoln when he made the Gettysburg Address; the faith of 

the English during the Battle of Britain; the faith of Martin Luther King.     

   During the Seventies, while I was Rector of St. John’s, New Braunfels, 

Henderson and Elnora Shuffler joined our congregation. A short time later, he 

became seriously ill and was hospitalized. At the time, he had long-since been widely 

known in San Antonio for his work in establishing the Institute of Texas Cultures.  

 I had been told that he was a remarkable man and I saw just enough of him, 

mostly in hospitals, to believe it. It is the last time I saw him that I remember most.   

 He was obviously a very sick man.  He was being fed intravenously and was 

breathing with the help of an oxygen mask. He was severely wasted physically. He 

could hardly talk. 

 But he was sitting up, as best he could, with a pile of papers on a lapboard, 

working away on some detail of his vision. A few days later, he died. He never saw 

the vision come true as it is today. Without his vision and his faith and his 

commitment to its fruition, it would not have become what it is today. 

 The Church is always called to faith in the future. We live, in large part, for 

the future generations of the Church, born to it or brought into it. 

 “Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not 

seen:” faith in God’s grace since the beginning of time; faith in the hidden working 

of the Holy Spirit when visible manifestations are denied us; faith to follow in the 

footsteps of his Christ as we commit ourselves to the future of his kingdom on Earth 

that we will not live to see. 

 So much said in so few words by Hebrews’ unknown poet; God help us to live 

in their light.    
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