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My mother's father was a country doctor  
 a stout bald man with glasses and a penetrating gaze. 
Though he spent his career in the boot heel Missouri town where he was born, 
 he was a man of science who embraced  
  every advance or breakthrough that appeared in his time. 
My mother loved to tell the story about the local man who   
      traveled the five hours to St. Louis to see a specialist. 
  When the specialist learned the man was from Kennett, he asked  
     why did you come all this way when  
    the best diagnostician in the state is in your town?i  
Every morning, Doctor, as we called him, made rounds at the hospital.  
 At midday he saw patients in his office, 
  and in the late afternoons and evenings he made house calls, 
   driving to see patients in town, and,  
    after dinner, in the surrounding countryside. 
He was accompanied on these car trips by a dog he called Mark,  
 who just appeared one day and doted on Doctor, 
  Whenever Doctor came outside Mark would stand by the car 
   waiting to journey with him through the late hours of driving. 
Sunday mornings, though, were reserved for church at First Presbyterian,  
 where Doctor served several terms as an elder.  
  He was not effusive about his faith. It simply was. 
Once when my mother was little  
 she asked him to explain faith to her. Here is what he said:  
"Faith is like driving in a car over a hill.   
 You can't see the road on the other side  
  but you drive over the hill anyway, 
   because you know the road goes on." 
 
The road goes on, and today 
 we are ordaining and installing two groups of people 
  who have agreed to travel out front for a while, 
   until it's someone else's turn. 
In a little while, five elders and six deacons   
 will come up front to be installed in their offices, 
  which is what we call their role in the Presbyterian Church. 
Our denomination is distinguished by how we govern ourselves. 
 We don't concentrate power in people,  
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  such as ministers or bishops. 
   We don't have hierarchies or ranks of leadership. 
Instead authority rests in the offices of elder and deacon, 
 and the people who serve in these offices  
  are elected by us, the church, to serve for set periods of time. 
   Elders govern. Deacons tend. 
As a denomination we are named after the office of elder 
 Presbyterios in Greek means elder 
  and so Presbyterian means "People of the Elders." 
The elders who govern the church are known as Ruling Elders 
 and generally they serve three-year terms. 
Pastors are what's called Teaching Elders, 
 and yes, you did elected me six years ago,  
  after the Pastor Nominating Committee put my name before you. 
   Pastors are the only elders who do not have set term of call.  
 
Our other office is that of deacon, and today,  
 after a period of years in which this church choose not to elect deacons, 
  we are reinstating the office of deacon again. 
 We are ordaining six people to the ministry of care among us. 
  They are not a Board of Deacons, as in the past, 
   who did maintenance and other tasks. 
  These six will be ordained to carry out  
   individual ministries of prayer and visitation, 
    It’s a manner of being a deacon 
     that was added to our constitution recently, 
      and now that we are a one-pastor church 
       ordaining people to help with care and visitation is wise. 
 
Ordination, that's the other thing that sets Presbyterians apart. 
 All Christian churches ordain their ministers, 
  but we also ordain elders and deacons,  
   and once you are ordained, ordination is for life. 
That's why you will sometimes hear the word "active elder." 
 They are the ones who are serving us right now. 
  But in a little while everyone who has ever been ordained 
   as an elder will be invited to come 
    and lay hands on the officers to be ordained and installed. 
And there will be quite a crowd  
 because we take shared leadership very seriously 
  when it comes to how to order the life of faith. 
 
The writer of Hebrews this morning, like me,  
 is also preaching a sermon  
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  and he or she offers a now-famous definition of faith: 
   "Faith is the assurance of things hoped for,  
    the conviction of things not seen,"  
     beautiful words that are among  
      the most frequently quoted lines of the New Testament. 
No less a preacher than John Wesley admitted in his notes: 
 "Many times have I thought, many times have I spoke, 
   many times have I wrote on these words;  
   and yet there appears to be a depth in them  
    which I am in no wise able to fathom."ii 
What better words could we choose on a day when we are  
 celebrating the start of a new season of teaching faith to our children  
  and when we ordain and install officers.  
 
The preacher who wrote Hebrews notes at one point in the sermon  
 that attendance is down at church (10:25); 
  at another that their hands droop and their knees are weak, (12:12). 
   The congregation was losing confidence. 
We, as a church, are not in such a situation.  
 If anything the opposite is true. 
Blacksburg Presbyterian is stable and strong. 
 Our ministries to each other and our neighbors are healthy, 
  and we are working in three places globally to make a difference, 
   though as we shared last week 
    our mission partners in one country are facing real danger. 
     I hope we all are holding them in prayer. 
   Even that circumstance means that our reach is wide 
    and that we are striving to put our faith to work on many fronts. 
Just last week I had occasion to talk  
 with someone on a local ambulance squad. 
When I said I was the pastor of Blacksburg Pres 
 there was a smile of recognition. 
  "I have heard about you all," she said, 
   and it was clear from her expression that  
    whatever she had heard about this church was no small thing, 
     that what we try to do for our neighbors is well known.  
   
The preacher of Hebrews wanted to help his members see  
 that faith is no small thing, for through faith, the preacher writes,  
  they have become citizens of another city, 
   one that rivaled Rome and the empire that was persecuting them, 
    a city just as dazzling as the capitals of Europe,  
      just as real in the here and now, 
       though unseen to the eye. 
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Faith is not linked to evidence. It lives in the realm of hope.  
 "Faith looks ahead to things which are not yet in view,  
         but which are real, are known,  

and are hoped for with urgency."iii   
 

Part of us has always known that what we see is not all there is. 
 In Antoine de Saint-Exupery's classic story, The Little Prince,  
  --which is about to be released in yet another movie version— 
   in The Little Prince a mysterious fox  
    promises to tell a little boy  the greatest of life's secrets.   
When at long last the secret is told it is this:   
 "It is only with the heart that one can see rightly;  
  what is essential is invisible to the eye."   
 
The author James McBride grew up in Brooklyn New York,  
 and much of what he saw as a child didn't match up.  
  with his mother's hopeful outlook. 
He was the son of a white mother and a black father 
 who had twelve mixed-race children and sent them all to college,  
  most to graduate school.   
As a boy McBride says he never knew where his mother was from,  
 never knew until he was an adult that she had been born in Poland,  
  the daughter of an Orthodox Jewish rabbi.   
When he asked her if she was white  
 she would say she was "light skinned" and change the subject.   
When whites taunted her on the street as she walked along  
 with her crowd of curly-haired black children she ignored them.   
When a white pediatrician insulted her  
 as she sought care for her sick child,  
  she ignored his words and smirk.   
It seemed to James that the insults, the stares, and the unkindness 
 that was heaped on his interracial family 
  was never visible to his mother at all.   
There was only one situation in which he saw her cry:  in church.   
 When the congregation was singing her favorite hymn 
  "We've come This far by Faith"    
    she would bow down her head and weep.   
"Why do you cry in Church, Mamma?" James asked her one Sunday afternoon. 
 "Because God makes me happy," she said. 
  "Then why cry?" 
   "I'm crying because I'm happy," she said,  
    but James was still confused. 
Her crying seemed to come from somewhere far away.   
 He began to wonder if it was because she wanted to be black  
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  like everyone else in church, so one day he asked her  
   whether God was Black or White.  
 "O boy...God's not black.  God's not white. He's a spirit. 
   "What color is God's spirit?" James pressed 
   "It doesn't have a color," she said "God is the color of water."iv 
After defining faith as something invisible 
 yet also here, now, and confident for tomorrow,  
  the preacher of Hebrews goes on to give  
   a history of those who journeyed in faith, 
    never seeing what lay ahead  
     and never making it to the end of the road,     
      but journeying nonetheless without looking back. 
Abel and Enoch, Abraham and Sarah. 
 They kept going into a future that was invisible. 
  They had the gift of faith, and so they journeyed over every hill 
   confident that the road would continue. 
 
 In the letter to the church in Corinth, Paul, tells church members 
 who are a little too enamored of their own journey 
  that they one they have to thank for their gifts is God. 
This portion of First Corinthians is often trotted out on days like today 
 when we celebrate our teachers and install church officers. 
  The words may be so familiar that you don't notice 
   that tucked into the very center of the list of gifts is faith itself.  
 
Faith is a gift of God as important and needful  
 as the more impressive-sounding items on the list. 
I have worked with all our new elders and deacons now 
 off and on for several weeks, and I know that they said yes         
       to their service based not on themselves but on faith. 
    Not one of them feels fully competent to fill their office, 
    but they said "yes" and in a minute will say "I do" and "I will"  
   out of faith that God is calling them to serve now. 
    And that God will give them the help and guidance they need.  
 
At the end of my grandfather's life he spent many hours  
 sitting fully dressed in a suit and tie  
  at his desk in a wide hallway at home.  
He could no longer see well enough to read,  
 and he had given up turning on his hearing aid long since. 
But he would sit and think for hours 
 with the sun puddling on the carpet at his feet. 
My Aunt Betsy, Doctor's oldest child, 
 took very tender care of him and my grandmother in their last years. 
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In the last weeks of the Doctor's life 
 when he could no longer get up and put on his suit, 
  he was taken to the hospital that today bears his name.  
He was given IV fluids to keep him comfortable, 
 but every time nurses' backs were turned he meticulously removed 
  the needles and the tubes.   
   He was ninety two years old and was ready to die. 
 
One day he told Betsy that he couldn't pray. 
 It's not clear if not being able to pray distressed him,  
  or if he was just reporting a fact with the precision  
   that had marked everything about his life and mind. 
He was a private man, and I think his saying he couldn't pray 
 was a confession he wanted to make,  
  about the journey he was on. 
Perhaps it was a way of saying  
 that he couldn't see the road anymore, much less drive.   
  We will never know.  
What I do know is that he was a man of faith 
 who was accustomed to traveling through the night,  
  and that he taught his children what he'd learned: 
   that the journey itself can be trusted,               
    even when the way ahead is unknown. 
 
We agree, and so not knowing what lies beyond the hill, 
 We recruit willing travelers to teach our children. 
We elect officers, and they consent to drive for a time,  
 Aware that if they are truly faithful,  
  The destination is out of their hands. 
As the novelist E. L. Doctorow wrote,  
  "The headlights only go a little way into the dark 
    but you can make the whole journey that way."v AMEN.      
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i This is story told with delight by my mother, Julia Baldwin Taylor 
ii Sermon 122 by John Wesley, "On Faith," the 1872 edition; found online at textweek.com 
iii Paul Bellan-Boyer, "They Desire a Better Country," City Called Heaven, 2010.  
iv  James McBride, God is the Color of Water: A Black Man's Tribute to his White Mother, Riverhead Books, New 
 York, NY, 1976. 
v This final quote comes from novelist E. L. Doctorow; I no longer know the source. 

                                                 


