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Sermon        Sunday 11 August, 2019 
 
 
Lessons Hebrews 11: 1 – 3, 8 – 16  St Luke 12: 32 – 40 
 

 
 
 
If asked, how would you describe the nature of Christian faith?   

What is faith to you?   What is its kernel?   Would you say that faith is 

an unshakable belief in theological doctrine, in the philosophical 

tradition of Christianity that has evolved over two thousand years?   

You may mention the ancient creeds of the early church:  Nicene 

Creed, Athanasian Creed or Apostles’ Creed.   You may say that 

Christian faith is belief in Jesus of Nazareth, son of Mary, Son of God, 

Word of God, crucified, risen and ascended.   You may describe faith 

simply as helping others and praying.   What is the essence of faith 

for you?    

 

It is important to say that we are all different and that our 

understanding of faith is personal.   In large measure we are shaped 

by the twists and turns of our own story, by life’s individual and 
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intimate experiences.   A staff writer for The New Yorker Jia Tolentino 

grew up in the Southern Baptist community in Houston, Texas.   In a 

recent article, Tolentino recalls that as a child attending daily Bible-

classes, she made a ‘salvation bracelet’ on tiny leather cords.   

Tolentino writes: 

 
a black bead for my sin, a red bead for the blood of Jesus,  
a white bead for purity, a blue bead for baptism, a green  
bead for spiritual growth [and] a gold bead for the streets  
of Heaven that awaited me. 

 

Although she has grown away from the church and, at times, finds 

ecstatic experiences in drugs, she remains indebted to the church.   

Tolentino is captivated by the ecstatic experiences of the fourteenth 

century mystic, Julian of Norwich, and the twentieth century mystic, 

Simone Weil.   She knows that drugs are destructive and kill (they are 

life-denying, not life-enhancing) but, it seems, she wants to stand 

outside of herself:  to enjoy complete abandonment.   Simone Weil 

wrote of ‘moving toward a love so unadulterated that you leave 

yourself behind’.   Weil said, ‘Perfect joy excludes even the very 
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feeling of joy’.   What struck me about Tolentino’s story was a craving 

for the most intense fulfilment, a sense of wholeness and 

completion; surely, a desire for encounter with the Divine?   For 

some, the essence of faith is an unquenchable thirst for 

transcendence.    

 

In July, I spent much time reading about the Orcadian poet and 

novelist, George Mackay Brown.   At the age of forty, Brown was 

received into communion within the Roman Catholic Church.   His 

spiritual journey was significantly influenced by beauty.   While 

staying at Newbattle College, Brown attended services of Mass in 

Dalkeith.   Although the sacrament itself meant little to him at the 

time, he was moved by the devotion of working-class women.   He 

wrote, ‘Here they found beauty and peace in the midst of drab lives’.    

 

Growing up as he did in the Norse town of Stromness on the Orkney 

mainland, the boy and young man was captivated by the majestic, 

mystical beauty of the mountains lying across the Sound on the high 
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island of Hoy.   It is not difficult to become intoxicated by the 

holiness of the cloud-topped hills.   From my own childhood, I vividly 

remember the drama of the night sky:  the brilliant white stars 

flickering against the deep darkness of space.   My first doorway into 

the Divine was beauty.   In what terms would you speak of faith?   

What is the essence of faith for you? 

 

In the Book of Hebrews, the unknown author writes, ‘Now faith is the 

assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen’.   

Taken at face value, this claim or definition of faith might seem 

absurd.   We can hope for all kinds of things that are impossible or 

nonsense.   Is it sensible to have a conviction, an unshakable belief, 

in something that cannot be seen?   The author of Hebrews cites at 

length the great figures of faith whose lives have shaped human 

history:  Abraham, Moses, Samuel, David and the prophets.   Each 

one of these religious titans walked by faith:  they believed in things 

hoped for and trusted in what was unseen.    
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In Islam, today is Eid-al-Adha, the Feast of the Sacrifice.   It is the day 

on which Muslims recall that complex and multi-layered story of 

Abraham and his son Isaac.   Today Muslims honour the faith of 

Abraham, of the patriarch’s hopes and trust in things unseen. 

 

The Bible is spiritual writing.   The author is not referring to physical 

sight but inner sight; seeing with the eye of the heart.  It has been 

said of Milton that he was able ‘all the more through….visual 

darkness to see clear into the very heaven of heavens.’   Milton 

himself wrote of seeing and telling of things invisible to mortal sight.   

One Victorian commentator wrote of Milton’s onset of blindness: 

 
 As a sighted man, he would not have possessed the  

powers of concentration necessary to enable him  
to produce the inimitable ‘Paradise Lost’ and ‘Paradise  
Regained’.   In a word, Milton would never have been  
what he was unless he has possessed the advantages  
arising from the possession of sight, and also those 

 which spring from blindness, and it must be generally  
admitted that the world has only seen one other author  
at all equal to Milton, viz., Homer; and he, too, was  
without sight. 
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We cannot ever say that physical blindness is something to be sought 

but the author of the Book of Hebrews wants us to see more 

beneath the surface of this world, to use our inner sight.   It is here in 

this world, the world of intuition, meditation and contemplation that 

new depths may be seen.    

 

The late John Hull, professor of religious education, became blind 

aged forty-eight.   He said, ‘Sighted people live in the world.   The 

blind person lives in consciousness.’   Hull spoke of intensified 

experience or encounter with God facilitated by his blindness.   While 

Hull did not want to be blind, he came to accept it as a gift from God.   

God filled his darkness.   He wrote of the pure knowledge of God 

which he appreciated through darkness.  For Hull, the joy of waking 

each day was not the morning itself – it could not be the daylight - 

but the presence of loved ones and of God.  To Hull, God’s presence 

was very real and immanent.   He was immediately conscious of the 

Divine in his daily experience of waking up.      
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Professor Hull said that he discovered new depths to his faith and 

new insight into God in the accident of blindness.   His intense 

awareness of God’s presence was experienced while attending Mass 

in Notre Dame Cathedral in Montreal.   As Hull received the broken 

bread of the Mass, he understood his brokenness – his blindness - to 

be of the same kind as the bread.   Of the bread, he said, ‘This also is 

broken, and it breaks those who eat it.   As long as I have his bread 

within me and his cloak around me, I will live in him, and he in me.’   

Hull’s awareness of the Divine is clearly expressed:  he had a sense of 

union with God; God in all things and all things in God.    

 

George Matheson, the blind minister of Innellan, said that Paul’s first 

and most intense religious experience, his first encounter with Jesus, 

was in a moment of darkness; the persecutor Saul had lost his 

physical sight.   It was in his room at night, alone, amidst the stillness 

of the village on the banks of the Clyde and in the quiet of the 

manse, that Matheson listened to the waves.   He said to Christ: 
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 Through the dark waters of the night, through the 
 cold singings of the wave, through the vast spaces 
 of solitude, I will follow and find Thee.   I have bid 
 Thee come to me on the land; bid me come to Thee 
 on the waters.   Thou hast answered my prayer, and  
 I will respond to Thine. 
 

Faith, then, for you may be delighting in doctrinal discussion; it may 

be an inner wrestling, a pilgrimage of the soul, an existential 

searching; it may be a thirst for transcendence, the spiritual 

intoxication of beauty; it may be mystical encounter; or it may be 

prayer and meditation.   Faith is all of these things; all of these things 

are faith.   Perhaps in all cases, faith is, like Michelangelo’s Adam, a 

reaching out for the unseen in the belief, the conviction, that the 

Unseen reaches out for us. 

 
Amen. 
  


