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The 9th Sunday after Pentecost: Holy Trinity Church: August 11, 2019 

Proper 14: Hebrews 11:1-3, 8-16 & Genesis 15: 1-6 

Preached 

By 

The Rev. John E. Higginbotham 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. AMEN 

Have you ever sat in church and thought to yourself, “Where’s the magic?” I 

don’t mean that when you come to worship you are expecting me to pull a 

rabbit out of my hat. What I do believe is that there ought to be a sense of 

expectancy when you come into this church that something special is going to 

happen. Do you expect this Sunday that you will come into the presence of 

God? 

I believe the 11th chapter of Hebrews has that kind of magic. The writer of 

Hebrews seeks to define the meaning of faith and it’s clear that he believes 

there is magic in faith.  He begins with a definition: “Now faith is the 

assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen.” That’s a nice 

sounding definition, but it’s kind of abstract. So, what does the writer of 
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Hebrews mean by that, “Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the 

conviction of things not seen”? Fortunately the writer does not stop with a 

dictionary definition. The writer shows us faith in action.  By faith we 

understand that the worlds were prepared by the word of God, so that what is 

seen was made from things that are not visible.” That’s a little heavy, still. 

“What is seen was not made out of what was visible.” But the writer is just 

getting warmed up. He’s taking us back to that time when God said, “Let 

there be light,” and there was light. It is a stirring chapter filled with magic 

only God could perform. We see that same magic in Genesis 15 today. The 

writer focuses on a 99-year-old patriarch named Abram who discovers that 

his 98-year-old wife is pregnant. That’s pretty fantastic all by itself. Listen as 

he describes this elderly couple: “By faith Abraham, when called to go to a 

place he would later receive as his inheritance, obeyed and went, even though 

he did not know where he was going. By faith even Sarah, who was past 

childbearing age, was enabled to bear children. And so from this one man, 

and he as good as dead, came descendants as numerous as the stars in the sky 

and as countless as the sand on the seashore.” A 99-year-old woman, way past 

childbearing years, bears a child whose 100-year-old father is “as good as 

dead” in the words of the writer of Hebrews. 
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 If that is not magic I would like to know what is! But it is not the kind of 

magic that a magician can perform. It is magic only God can perform. And it 

is magic that can be seen only through the eyes of faith. 

 So, here is the great question for all of us, what is faith?  Let’s begin with the 

most elementary statement possible. Faith is belief in God. However, it’s not 

simply that God exists, but that God is present with us and God is working 

through us to be the best we can be. In other words, faith is trusting God in all 

things. 

I want to tell you about a pilot friend of mine. He was a long time missionary 

pilot who flew missioners into the interior of Brazil. In his work, he flew a 

circuit of remote villages and towns along the Amazon River. The plane was 

not in great a shape. He had an old Piper Warrior.  Every time he flew, the 

old Warrior threatened to come undone at the slightest gust of wind. Wilbur 

and Orville had a sturdier aircraft. The missionaries who flew with him could 

not get comfortable in that small plane. They kept thinking they were going to 

crash in some Brazilian jungle and be gobbled up by piranhas or swallowed 

up by crocodiles and anaconda. The missionaries kept shifting around, 

looking down, and gripping their seat with every sputter. Finally, my pilot 

friend pilot had enough of their squirming. He looked over at the Missionary 
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sitting in the co-pilot’s seat and shouted over the prop noise. “We won’t face 

anything that I can’t handle,” he shouted. “You might as well trust me to fly 

the plane.”  

My sisters and brothers in Christ that is faith! Put your trust in your pilot and 

trust him to fly the plane. Do you get my drift here? You have probably seen 

the bumper sticker: “God is my co-pilot.” That’s the kind of faith the writer 

of Hebrews is describing. God is our co-pilot. “We won’t face anything that 

we cannot handle,” God says to us. “You might as well trust me to fly the 

plane.” 

Do you believe that when you are flying through the air in a time of crisis that 

God is there closest to you during those dark days? That is faith. It is not 

simply belief that there is a God. It is absolute trust that God cares for you 

and is always working with you and through you to make you the best human 

being you can possibly become. I ask you, could a change of heart concerning 

those poor immigrants, all those families with very young children, at the 

border of the United States of America with only the shirts on their backs 

coming to this country for a better life? Do you think a heart of stone can 

change to a heart of flesh for a nation that would welcome the poor? Could 

God working within you and through you to create that magic?  
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  Faith is the belief that not only does God exist, but that God cares for you 

and will provide for your needs. God working through you will create the best 

of you and in turn you can create the best in all those you meet. Think about 

it! It sounds a lot like something magical, don’t you? So, try it on! You may be 

surprised by the magic within you because God is working through you. 

That brings us to the second thing that faith is:  Since we trust God, faith is 

also living in obedience to God’s will. Here’s where the rubber meets the road. 

Abraham didn’t just believe in the existence of God. Because he trusted God 

Abraham went where God told him to go and did what God wanted him to do. 

He obeyed God. Do you believe in God, we ask? “Of course I believe in God. 

Everybody believes in God.” Do you believe in Jesus Christ? “Well, of course 

I believe in Jesus Christ. I went to Sunday school. Jesus was quite a guy.” 

Have you ever fully committed your life to Jesus enough so that you will 

commit all you are and all you have to God?  You might say, “Now hold on 

there Fr. John, I’m not a religious fanatic, if that is what you mean. But I’m a 

Christian. I believe.”  Is that what it is all about simply saying, “I believe?”  

In the letter to the Hebrews, we read about the victories that were won and 

the persecutions that were endured. I cannot help but believe that faith is 

much, much more than simply saying, “I believe.” The writer of the Letter of 
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James says, “Even the demons believe and shudder.” (2:19) Faith is more than 

believing. If there doesn’t seem to be much magic in the church today maybe 

it is because faith is a total commitment of all we are and all we hope to be to 

God through faith in Jesus Christ. The heroes of the Old Testament, provided 

by the writer of Hebrews, is a list of people who put their lives on the line 

because of their convictions about God. Faith is not simply intellectual assent 

to an idea. Faith is a life-changing choice to walk where God would have you 

go. But there’s one thing more we need to see: Faith is also that unshakable 

sense of trust that keeps us going through life’s dark and difficult valleys.  All 

of us walk through the valley under a dark shadow at some time in our lives. 

My sisters and brothers in Christ, our beloved country is walking through the 

shadows of death with back to back mass shootings of innocent people 

shopping for school supplies for their children in a Wal Mart store in El Paso, 

Texas followed up by another mass shooting in Dayton, Ohio.   Hateful 

rhetoric, hateful and racist words are more powerful and more dangerous 

than any assault rifle. Haven’t we learned that it was the hateful and racist 

rhetoric of one man, 90 years ago, one man named Adolf Hitler that created 

the Holocaust and the result was the death of 50 million people during World 

War II.  Is America heading that way?   I know we all get discouraged at some 

time in our lives. No one is exempt. But that doesn’t mean we give up and give 
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in to the lunacy. God does not want that for God’s people. There is always a 

way out if we allow God’s Spirit to guide us. Faith is a commitment of all we 

are and hope to be to God. Faith is an assurance that the God who created us 

is with us in every battle we may face. Faith is also that unshakable sense of 

trust that keeps us going through life’s dark and difficult valleys. 

 We are a very secular society. Our kingdom is the here and now. No wonder 

we have so little joy. No wonder our lives exude so little magic.  No wonder so 

many of us dread the process of aging and are haunted by the fear of death. 

How foolish we are to denigrate the most blessed hope that the Christian 

possesses. How shallow we are to conclude that life ends at the grave. My God 

in Heaven, Faith to really be faith always has a forward look, a positive 

expectation, an unquenchable hope.  Here is the challenge for our new week, 

such a spirit comes from a lifetime of commitment and trust. It doesn’t 

happen overnight and it doesn’t come easily. There are good days and there 

are bad, but there is always that belief that no matter what, life goes on. Do 

you believe in God? Yes, we say, of course I believe in God. Do you have the 

faith that Abraham had belief in the promises of God? Do you believe that 

God will always be with you regardless of the obstacles that you may face  

even unto eternity? That’s faith. AMEN. 
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