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Sermon, Proper 14, 19 Pentecost, Jane A. Beebe, August 11, 2019 
 
“Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen… 
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.” (Hebrews 11:1,3) 
 
 
 
 The reading from Hebrews this morning has wonderfully poetic language, 

yet points to some essential truths about the nature of faith. First, faith is a gift 

from God. One commentary I read put it beautifully: “Faith, rather than being 

something ultimately dependent upon us, comes to us at God’s own initiative…” 

(Erik Heen, https://www.workingpreacher.org) Faith is essentially hard-wired into 

Creation itself. This is a faith that arises out of one’s trust in God’s ability not only 

to create in the first instance, but in God’s endless will to renew, and to resurrect—

even from death. The first verse of chapter 11 can be translated more literally: 

“Faith is the substance (or the reality) of things hoped for, the proof of things not 

seen.” It is literally the Word made flesh. 

In meditating on the “seen” and “unseen” this week, I have found myself 

again being taught by birds. I am lucky in that I live near a bike path that takes me 

through beautiful wetlands and beside ponds being continually shaped by much 

beaver activity. In early spring I hear the song of the peepers; later it is the bass 

chorus of frogs. Throughout the summer I see and hear the activity of all kinds of 

birds, although I am not a birder by any stretch of the imagination. When I was on 
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Cape Cod in June I spent an afternoon in the Audubon bird sanctuary in South 

Wellfleet. There are trails through the woods that eventually lead one out to the 

bay. On the way back to the visitor center I saw a great egret, a white heron, 

walking with dignified gait through the marsh. I don’t think I had ever seen one 

before—although I have seen great blue herons. Once on the way home from 

North Brookfield I saw one take off.  

Just this week I saw a great egret again on two different days: once in the 

morning, and again in late afternoon. When I saw it the second time it was perched 

in the top of a dead tree in the middle of a pond. This was an extraordinary sight 

because they are large birds. I managed a photo, although on my phone it is tiny 

white dot and I really have to zoom in to tell it’s a bird. It, too, took off into the air. 

The wing span is magnificent. When their wings are folded up it is not as evident. 

Now having seen an egret three times, a memory of about twenty years ago came 

to me. I was singing in a vocal ensemble to accompany a production of a ballet 

based on C.S. Lewis’s The Magician’s Nephew.  

This is the first book in the Narnia series where we learn the mystery of how 

a streetlamp appears in the middle of a forest. There is a scene where Aslan the 

lion, clearly a Christ-figure, begins the process of creation—and he does it by 

singing! Eventually appear deer, and frogs, and even panthers and leopards. The 

creatures depicted in the ballet all had amazing costumes: my favorite little troupe 
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were the bumblebees—I think all first-graders. There was a solo dance by a 12-

year-old girl as an egret. Her costume was a white satin tutu. Instead of a 

conventional skirt she had satin tail feathers in back. She had quite long legs 

covered in bright orange tights. Her bird head and beak were on top of her head so 

her face could still be seen. I remember her movements were wonderfully bird-like 

as she lifted her legs and bobbed her beak, turning her head from side to side. 

What faith it must take to be a bird, to lift wings into the invisible air. It is 

hard to describe the awe I felt when I saw the egret take flight, how much my spirit 

was lifted. In that moment I could imagine this glorious bird pointing me to the 

“heavenly city,” or even imagine glimpsed it. Somehow the far-seeing vision of the 

bird was able to communicate something of what the writer of Hebrews is trying to 

convey with Abraham and Sarah’s story. This couple are given the promise of new 

life in the birth of Isaac (whose name means “laughter”) when it all seemed 

impossible.  

The promise is not for themselves alone, and they do not live to see all the 

following generations that will be “as many as the stars of heaven.” (Hebrews 

11:12)  They set out on their journey anyway in hope. In that beautiful chapter of 1 

Corinthians, chapter 13, Paul tells us, “And now faith, hope, and love abide, these 

three; and the greatest of these is love.” (1 Corinthians 13:13) Love is greatest, of 

course. Yet we need faith to ground us, and hope to lift us: roots and wings. 
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 We all know the story of the disciple Thomas who is missing when the 

resurrected Jesus appears to the other disciples. Thomas says he will only believe if 

he can see and touch Jesus’ pierced hands and side. Jesus appears again and 

graciously invites Thomas to, “Reach out your hand and put it in my side…” Jesus 

is always ready to bridge the gap between our doubts and our faith. I hear his 

words to Thomas as loving as well as chiding. It is easy to imagine that Thomas is 

hopeless after Jesus’ crucifixion and afraid to believe. While Thomas is able to 

respond, “My Lord and my God!” Jesus answers, “Have you believed because you 

have seen me? Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have come to believe.” 

(John 20:27-29) It seems it takes the winged flight of hope to lead us to faith. 

 The poet Rabindranath Tagore, who won the Nobel Prize in literature in 

1913 for his poetry, said this about faith: “Faith is the bird that feels the light, and 

sings when the dawn is still dark.” God is well able to give us the grace of faith 

having begun creation even before there was the light of the first day. As it says in 

the Nicene Creed, ”We believe in one God, the Father, the Almighty, maker of 

heaven and earth, of all that is seen and unseen…” As to hope, I cannot live in 

Amherst without occasionally referring to Emily Dickinson. 

 

 



 5

“Hope is the thing with feathers 
That perches in the soul, 
And sings the tune without the words, 
And never stops at all, 

And sweetest in the gale is heard; 
And sore must be the storm 
That could abash the little bird 
That kept so many warm. 

I've heard it in the chillest land, 
And on the strangest sea; 
Yet, never, in extremity, 
It asked a crumb of me.”  Emily Dickinson 

 

  

 


