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By Faith
Hebrews 11:29-12:2

Even though it’s called one of the letters of the New Testament, when you listen to the Book of Hebrews, you soon discover that you’re listening to a sermon.
 And, what’s more, when you hear what the Preacher is saying in that sermon, you can get a pretty good idea of what the gathered congregation who heard it looked like. And, what may surprise you given the centuries that have passed is that the congregation pictured in Hebrews sounds an awful lot like us.

What we see in Hebrews is a congregation of people growing weary of the Christian life. They are becoming tired of church and even more tired of the constant demands of discipleship. What is particularly vexing is that they aren’t so frustrated that they have set off for another place to give their lives. No, as the Preacher in Hebrews puts it, they have simply cut the anchor rope and are "adrift" in a sea of apathy and uncertainty (2:1).

There is some indication that fatigue may have set in because at least a few in the congregation have paid a price for their Christian commitment. They have suffered economically and socially (10:32-34) but not to the point of martyrdom (12:4). Attendance at worship is down (10:25), theological alertness is ebbing, and they have little confidence in what they believe. The Preacher looked at the congregation and he could see that their hands were drooping and their knees were weak (12:12). 

The situation of the Hebrews congregation is somewhat like the man who had been a committed worker in his church and had just been relocated by his company to a new city. When they arrived in their new place, they started to look for a church. "This time around," he said, "we are trying to find a church that will not exhaust us." His point was not that he was unwilling to work in the church. His point was that church work had seemed more like toil than meaningful ministry, an unsatisfying pouring out of energy with little refreshment. Perhaps he hoped that church would bring him into a worshipful encounter with God, but thus far it had brought him only into a dutiful and burdensome encounter with its institutional structures.
As one commentator puts it, this “relentless dripping of the faucet of suffering, the wearying demands of discipleship, the acids of guilt—all of the stresses of the Christian life—have left the congregation with a waning hope.” The long years go by, and the kingdom does not come. The pages of the calendar turn, and there is no validation for those who pay the cost of following Jesus. It is one thing to make a commitment on the mountain top; it is another to live year after year in the valley, called upon to make sacrifice after sacrifice for the faith. Finally the seed of doubt is planted, "Maybe this is an illusion, going nowhere." Then it sprouts and begins to grow, until the weeds choke out hope and the life of faith becomes a foolish enterprise.

While there are certainly numerous exceptions, that sounds a lot like most of the congregations worshiping in the US today. Over the years, I have talked to church members who were just burned out. And it wasn’t that they were tired of working in the church. It was deeper than that. They were tired of everything about their faith.

And that’s where the congregation in Hebrews was. They were ready to walk out—not slamming the front door in anger or disagreement—but rather to slip out the side door in weariness that nothing was happening, that they were asked to keep doing the same tasks of praying and giving and serving and they couldn’t see anything around them to suggest that it was making any difference.
When the Preacher looked at his congregation, he could see that they were at a pivotal place. They were tempted to forsake their true identity given to them in baptism and to trade it in for something easier, but, more threatening than that, something lesser. They were ready to walk away without any particular place in mind.

The Preacher looked at that congregation and realized they needed more than a spirited pep talk. And he knew they didn’t need to be shamed back into line. And he also knew that he couldn’t let them off the hook. He couldn’t simply say that they could stop praying or giving or serving in the name of Jesus. No, they needed something deeper—and that’s just what the Preacher gave them. He climbed into the pulpit, pulled out their scriptures, and began to preach a sermon. And that sermon looks a lot like one from the African American tradition. African American preachers, you see, say a good sermon follows this outline:  “Start low, go slow, reach higher, strike fire, sit down in a storm.”

And that’s what the Preacher in Hebrews does. “This chapter on faith starts ‘low,’ with the definition of the term faith, and it goes slow, marching early on to an unhurried cadence of names and events, a rhythmic chronicle of heroes of the faith in days gone by. Then the pace quickens, the pulse races, as the sanctuary is filled with the stories of prophets and saints, the faithful courage of holy ones and martyrs. Finally, this passage glows with the white heat of fiery relevance as the Preacher summons the congregation to join the march, to lift high the cross, to run the great race with faith and hope.”

And so, as he begins this section on faith, the Preacher defines it this way: “Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen.” Obviously, there’s a lot more about faith that could be said, but the Preacher doesn’t need to tell it all now. He only wants to share what he needs to encourage his congregation. In his definition, he is telling a group of weary disciples who don’t see anything happening in spite of their commitment that there are things going on that can’t be seen by the naked eye, but that the eyes of faith can see.  As someone once said, through the toil and trouble people of faith can see something else; namely, that grace is everywhere.
With his working definition of faith still ringing in the air, the Preacher now starts to walk through the Old Testament, stopping here and there to tell the story of one of faith’s heroes. Face after face, name after name passes before the congregation—Abel, Noah, Abraham, Isaac, Moses, Rahab—the list goes on. And it’s not a random list at all, but a list that shows the faithful virtues that come to perfection in Jesus. Like Jesus, these ancestors were righteous, journeyed obediently in faith, and were tested by suffering.

Just before our reading today, the Preacher had been talking about Moses who acted boldly on behalf of God’s future rather than bowing to the evil powers of the world. And he talks about a couple of key moments in Moses life. First, given the choice between being a privileged son of Pharaoh and being a child of the suffering family of God, Moses chose he true identity, his family of birth.

The Preacher’s congregation is facing the same choice. Do they stay in the family of God, where day in and day out there is suffering and testing, where constantly they are exposed to a wearying struggle against discouragement and sin, or do they walk out the church door into what appears to be an easier, less fatiguing style of life? Like Moses, the faithful in all times and places live by the assurance of things hoped for and the conviction of things not seen.

And then, the Preacher begins to quicken. Instead of focusing on individual heroes of the faith and telling their stories, he now gives us short phrases and the almost-staccato declarations. He is bringing the congregation to a frenzy, and you can hear the call and response in his words:  “And what more should I say?”

“Tell it all, brother. Tell it all!”

“O brothers and sisters, time would fail me to tell it all…”

“No, brother, tell it all!”

“I’d have to tell about Gideon and Barak, Samson, Jepthah, of David and Samuel and the prophets.”
“Yes! Tell it all, brother. Preach on!”

“I’d have to tell about those whose faith conquered kingdoms and shut up lion’s mouths. I’d have to tell about women who were tortured, men who were mighty in war, children of God who were flogged and stoned….O, I tell you brothers and sisters, the world was not worthy of them, not worthy of all!”

And as you listen, you can just hear the energy building and the sound bouncing off the walls, and then all of a sudden the Preacher just stops. He stares at the congregation for a moment. And then he says slowly and deliberately, “Yet all these, though they were commended for their faith, did not receive what was promised.”

All that faith, all that righteousness, all those endless miles of journeying, and they did not receive what was promised. You can almost hear the congregation ready to shout, “But why not?”

But before they can speak, the Preacher explains, “God provided something better,” and the congregation knows he means Jesus. All throughout the prior chapters, the Preacher has used that word to describe what God is doing in Jesus: Jesus is better than the angels. He gives us a better hope. He guarantees a better covenant. All throughout, a resounding echo of Jesus and better has occurred, so now when the Preacher tells them that God has given them something better, they know he’s talking about Jesus.

And that made sense to them. They could imagine that even those faithful people in the past needed Jesus to be made perfect. And they could even see how their own faith needed Jesus and the faithful witness of those who went before them.

But what they never would have imagined is what the Preacher said next:  All of those faithful people will not be made perfect apart from you. Those faithful people needed them as well.

It was their turn to take hold of the cord of faith that stretched all the way from earth to heaven, where it is anchored in Christ Jesus.
And then the image shifts. The Preacher lifts us out of the sanctuary and takes us to the arena where we are encouraged to run our race. And we are reminded that we are not running alone. We are following after Jesus who runs before us—the pioneer and perfecter of our faith. And more than that, we are surrounded by a faithful cloud of witnesses who have already run their races and claimed their prize—and they are cheering us on.

If you listen closely, you can hear them. They are whispering to us that there are things the eyes of faith can see that are not visible to the naked eye. For faith is the assurance of things hoped for; the conviction of thing’s not seen.”
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