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So, what is faith to you? 

And what is it about? 

Is faith about maintaining God’s favor, in order to secure your place in this life and the life 
to come? 

Or is there more to faith than that? 

 

Amid the national traumas of the past week, at least one news item of a different nature 
did not go unnoticed. 

Woven among coverage of the mass shootings (and the attendant national outcry),  

was the death, at age 88, of Toni Morrison, one of America’s national literary 
treasures. 

In an NPR piece about the passing of this Pulitzer Prize-winning novelist, a few sentences 
quoted from her words caught my attention.  They came from an address given in 1993, 
when receiving the Nobel Prize for literature. 

They caught my ear, first of all, because it is a lovely piece of writing, speaking of the 
need for compelling stories that connect with our need for something to believe in.  

“Think of our lives and tell us of your particularized world,” she said.  “Make up a 
story. … We will not blame you if your reach exceeds your grasp; … But try.  For 
our sakes and yours, tell us what the world has been to you in the dark places and 
in the light.  Don’t tell us what to believe, what to fear.  Show us belief’s wide skirt 
and the stitch that unravels fear’s caul [emphasis mine]. ”   

But those words also got my attention for a different reason.   

It is because, in slightly different words, they strike so many of the same notes as this 
passage from the eleventh chapter of Hebrews. 



Now, the book of Hebrews is one of the sleeping giants of the Bible.  That is due in part 
to the fact that it is hidden away toward the back of the New Testament, 

with a name that causes many people to assume that it is part of the Old 
Testament.       

Plus, it is a densely reasoned theological treatise that sometimes leaves even the 
most seasoned of readers struggling to keep up. 

But in this eleventh chapter, it offers a groundbreaking picture of what it means to be a 
person of faith. 

Groundbreaking because it is as true as anything the more famous parts of the 
New Testament have to say about faith, 

and yet, it will cast your understanding of faith in an entirely new light. 

Less like the portrayal of faith in, say, the gospels or Paul’s letters, and more like 
what Toni Morrison has grasped. 

[What is different, of course, between Morrison’s Nobel address and the book of Hebrews’ 
treatise on faith,  

is that they appear to be talking about distinctly different things.] 

Morrison speaks of the need for stories that can point the way to what you and I can 
believe in; accounts of persons or events that cause something in us to say, 

“I know in my heart that what happened with that character is true.  It speaks to me 
in a way that nourishes and gives life.” 

Whereas Hebrews 11 speaks of specific belief in God, the Holy One of Israel, as the one 
in whom we can trust.  And it uses the example of various heroes of the faith  

who found God’s promises coming to fruition in their own lives. 

But what Toni Morrison and Hebrews have in common are two things: 

First, what she calls “belief” is what Hebrews calls “faith”; a trusting relationship 
with God, or for her, a trusting relationship with those things that point to God,  

and make life worth living. 

Second, both have an understanding of faith or belief that is rooted in a sense of 
the way that God’s Creation is unfolding. 

For Morrison, that belief is there by implication, in the way that story lines unfold 



 (which is what makes for good art). 

But Hebrews 11 is pure affirmation.  It makes an explicit claim that those who live by faith 
are participating in promises that they cannot see,  

but are willing to invest their lives in.  

And what is interesting is that the faithfulness of our biblical forebears doesn’t seem to be 
measured simply by the things we normally think of. 

Things like whether God approves of how well they treat each other or how often 
they pray. 

For Abraham and Sarah, it is even more so a factor of their conscious participation toward 
achievement of the promises that God made to them. 

Promises that God will make of them a great nation, with descendants too 
numerous to count, 

and a promised land that will be home to those descendants. 

But here’s where the concept of faith in Hebrews gets really different. 

Did you notice that suddenly, in addition to those Old Testament promises of offspring 
and a land of their own,  

this New Testament author of Hebrews is now talking as well about a heavenly city 
which Abraham and Sarah were preparing for, 

even without knowing that’s what they were doing?   

Now, this claim in Hebrews is almost certainly written toward the end of the first century.  
Which means that it comes a generation or so before John of Patmos writes the book of 
Revelation. 

A book in which the entire biblical story comes to conclusion with the vision of a 
heavenly city, the New Jerusalem. 

It suggests that already, at that early point in the Christian experience, a recognition is 
forming that faith is not just about the here and now. 

 And certainly not just about the past. 

It is even more so about the unfolding future that God envisions. 

And about your participation in it, and mine (just as Sarah and Abraham found 
favor with God by living into those promises). 



So could it be that the real adventure of faith lies in helping to shape the future that maybe 
even God doesn’t quite have worked out yet? 

Now, I don’t know about you, but that is infinitely broader and more exciting to me than 
any other picture of faith that I know of. 

A picture of faith in which our greatest energies go not toward trying to protect and 
preserve the truth as we have known it, 

but toward discerning how that proof continues to be changed by the living Word 
of Jesus in our daily encounter.  

As God’s creation marches on. As the Holy Spirit continues the act of God’s 
creation.  

So that creation is not just something that God did once upon a time back at the beginning, 

but it is something that goes on and on, and you and I are invited in shaping it.   

 

In all of this, I am reminded of a somewhat obscure French priest of the early 20th century, 
named Pierre Teilhard de Chardin.    

 He was obscure only because the Roman Catholic Church didn’t know what to do 
 with him and hid him away in China for decades upon decades. 

You see Teilhard, as well as being a priest, was also a paleontologist. And early on he 
began to discern through his paleontological work that he saw the theory of evolution, the 
physical evolution, of the Earth, mirrored in what was going on in God’s creation. God 
had not simply created this thing, wound it up and let it go, but God was out there in the 
future rowing this creation towards something maybe even God had not yet decided upon.  

Teilhard had called that the human omega point. And he anchored that omega 
 point in the picture of Jesus that we find in the scriptures. 

The Catholic Church didn’t know what to do with something like that so they sent 
 him off to China to do paleontology for four or five decades. And he died in near 
 obscurity. 

It wasn’t until the mid-twentieth century that various discerning readers began to discover 
his writings. And to discover an entirely different vision of what faith is and what you and 
I are invited into, invited to be a part of, as we participate in that. 

 



 

Now, next week one of our retiring missionaries will be preaching, but two weeks from 
now we will return to this eleventh chapter of Hebrews.  In the meantime, let me tell you 
something about what you can expect coming up soon.   

Part of my promise to the Transition Team/search committee in coming here as Interim 
Pastor was I would also do some teaching beyond the Tuesday Morning Bible Study, 
which meets in Hatcher and which I enjoy very much. 

Toward that end beginning on Sept. 8 I will embark on a four-week experiment on 
teaching a Sunday school class at 9:00 am. on Sunday mornings.  

 It will be an experiment because it will depend upon whether it turns out to be
 possible to fold an hour of teaching into all the other things that needs to take 
 place for the pastor on a Sunday morning. But if that works out I would like to
 continue teaching that course. 

To begin with some key chapters from a book by an off-beat theologian named Brian 
McLaren. The book entitled, A New Kind of Christianity, Ten Questions That Are 
Transforming The Faith. The chapters that we are going to be looking at may or may not 
make any reference to this passage in Hebrews or Teilhard de Chardin, but they are the 
kind of thing being raised here in this passage.  

The kind of thing that asks us to think in a new way about this faith that we have 
 been given.  

Not just as something to preserve and protect, but as something to enter in to and 
 to walk with and to participate in shaping the future that God is yet designing. 

 

In the meantime, Sarah and Abraham, like characters in a Toni Morrison novel, are still 
journeying toward that promise.   

But now, you and I journey with them, among the countless spiritual descendants 
God has granted them. 

Let us take our places in that great number. Not just because we have claimed the 
promises of past and present. But because we wake up each morning eager to see what 
new thing God is doing in the world and how we can be a part of it. 

 

 



Please pray with me: 

Pull us into your future, Lord. Let the dead bury their own dead. Let us revere the 
 past but not be anchored in it. Let us live in your unfolding future exemplified 
 through Christ, our Lord. Amen.  


