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 Over last Sunday and this Sunday we are looking at two dramatic passages from the 
Letter to the Hebrews as a sort of pre-season practice for the great game of life together in 
community as South Highland.  We are being invited to enter into a great adventure with the 
Lord and one another. “Come with us on a great adventure, come with us on a journey long. 
Come with us and you’ll hear the music. Come with us and you’ll sing this song.” 
 

Last week we were reminded in chapter 6 to go on, move ahead, step up our game in the 
race of faith.  Today we are reminded in chapter 10 to come back into the sanctuary reaching for 
new depth of openness to the Gracious Divine Presence, not remaining out in the hallway but 
going all the way in to the Holy of Holies at in an encounter with the Holy One,  the Living God 
- go all the way into that most  sacred space where in ancient times only the High Priest was 
allowed to go once a year - where  now we are all invited all the way in together in community 
and experience exalted worship, praising God from whom all blessings flow!  
 
 Margaret Meade the renowned anthropologist once said, “Never doubt that a small group 
of thoughtful, committed citizens can change the world.  It is the only thing that ever has.”  This 
little band called South Highland, born on a stormy Halloween night almost 134 years ago has 
been such a group, offering light and life to needy folks from all walks of life, from generation to 
generation.    
 
 Once while visiting an Orthodox Monastery Rowan Williams, recently the Archbishop of 
Canterbury, made this observation first about that Monastery and then about his own Church.  
 

“It was a place full of the memory and the reality of prayer.  We are called in that way to 
be the voice of a generous spirited Church, a place of reconciliation, in thanksgiving, that 
it is possible to be rooted in a reality of love far deeper, stronger than what divides.  
 
 A people committed to serving a world of immense beauty and goodness and yet riddled 
with suffering and division… Who will take up the challenge to offer a Christian faith 
committed to intellectual vitality, to respect for other religions, to building a world of 
understanding and peace, if we do not?”i 

 
 Let me remind you of the audience this anonymous author of Hebrews is writing.  These 
are second generation believers of Jewish heritage, living in the Gentile world, in and around 
Rome, children and grandchildren of the first generation of those enthusiastic Christ followers 
who had carried the Gospel out from the narrow confines of Judaism in Israel, and in less than 30 
years spread it, through the power of the Holy Spirit, across the known world, all the way to the 
great capital of Rome.  
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But their children and grandchildren have drifted.  They have grown discouraged when 

they have come up against opposition and tended to revert to their old pre-Christian attitudes.  
Now the writer urges them on to deeper commitment and more exalted worship.   
 
 While Hebrews calls us to come into the sanctuary at a new deeper level, we are not to 
stay here.  Hebrews, you see, is a great missionary appeal offering a stirring call to faith 
addressed to people who have been tempted to let things slide and seek accommodation with the 
world around them.  Against this the writer says, come in to worship more fully, so you will be 
equipped to go forth to serve and share this message more fully.  Become fully alive with the 
passion of Christ!  
 

For three chapters the writer moved step by step through an elaborate description of what 
God has done for us in Christ, how he became our great high priest surpassing all who had come 
before.  He compared him to the mysterious King Melchizedek of Salem, priest of the Highest 
God who Abraham met returning from a victory, and to whom Abraham bowed and paid tithes.   

 
Melchizedek was a prototype, a sketch, like an architect does preliminary drawings 

before actually constructing the final building.  Christ has become that once and for all time final 
building, the final high  priest who offered himself up in his flesh for us on the cross, completing 
what was begun by the Jewish high priest with his annual animal sacrificing of a lamb on the 
altar, and then  taking blood from this lamb all the way into the Holy of Holies and sprinkling its 
blood on the Ark of the Covenant, thereby cleansing the people of their sin for another year.  
Jesus has done all that for us utterly, completely, fully, once for all time, forever, through his 
death on the cross. 
 
 Last Sunday our text began with a great “THEREFORE” “Therefore let us go on toward 
perfection.”  Today our text begins with another great “THEREFORE”, “Therefore since we 
have confidence to enter the sanctuary.”  In light of the truth of what Christ has made available 
to us forever, now how are we called to respond?   
 

I 
First, we are called to respond with CONFIDENCE in what God has done for us.  
 
 “Therefore, my friends since we have confidence to enter the sanctuary by the blood of 
Jesus, by the new and living way that he opened for us through the curtain (that is 
through his flesh), and since we have a great high priest over the house of faith. 

 
 Do you have such confidence?  Are you relying fully on Christ, who he is and what he 
has done for you?  Do you trust him fully, all the way from your head, through your heart, to 
your toes?   
 
 Remember last Sunday in our time with the children, as we talked about the wilderness 
tabernacle my Grandmother made way back in the 1930’s, and we saw that thick inner curtain, 
thick as a man’s beefy hand, heavy, ponderous,  that curtain of separation that barrier between a 
Holy God and  sinful people that said to ordinary mortals – don’t come here – you don’t belong 
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here  The Gospel tells us that at the moment of Jesus’ death on the cross that curtain was torn in 
two from top to bottom, that is, torn open  through the power of God not the act of a human 
being.   
 

As we were discussing this last week I asked the children, what happened in that Holy of 
Holies?  One fellow answered, and I misunderstood his answer first time, as saying “That’s 
where the towel was.”  He repeated a bit more loudly, “No, that’s where the power was!”   

 
Precisely.  In that holy space was the power of God.  And now through Jesus’ death and 

resurrection that curtain has been torn open forever.  That power has been set loose, and we all 
can have confidence, full trust, assurance, and can enter all the way in.  We do this in high and 
holy worship- together.  This is what we are called to as we are together in this community.  We 
are to have full and complete confidence.  

II 
And so, with that confidence - we are invited to APPROACH.  Come all the way in.  

Push through, beyond the curtain.   Come on in and come on up.  You see, too many of us are 
stuck in the hallway. Maybe we are afraid to go in too far.  We get distracted.  We have too many 
things pulling at us.  We may be afraid our faith will call for us to make some necessary changes.  
And you know – it will! 

 
There is a lot of stuff going on in our lives and in the life of this church.  All these 

programs we offer are good in themselves.  But we can become over-programed and miss real 
worship, real holy spiritual encounter. “so much hard work.  So little real worship.   So much 
struggle and toil, so little Sabbath rest.”ii  Let’s ask ourselves, are we hovering on the fringes, 
doing all this activity and that yet failing to enter into real holy encounter in the sanctuary. 

 
Last spring Cort, Dallas and I attended a conference at the National Presbyterian Church 

in Washington, D.C. about growing in effective ministry.  The presentations were outstanding.  
The suggestions helpful.  But it was truly a lot of stuff.  Our heads were spinning. On Tuesday 
we saw that the nearby National Cathedral offered a 5:30 service of Choral Evensong, so we 
went over before dinner.   

 
We entered that vast Cathedral from the back, stood in awe amid the massive stone pillars 

and colorful stained glass, saw the burial tomb of Woodrow Wilson and the flags from all 
nations hanging high up near the vaulted ceiling.  Slowly we made our way to the front, as the 
great organ played.   We thought we would take a seat near the front, but an usher invited us 
further, on up the steps into the chancel, into the choir stalls.  We were invited to sit up among 
the choir near the high altar with its carved stone sculpture of the ascended Christ seated on his 
throne, ruling, reigning, holding the orb of the world in his hands.  It was an exalted transcendent 
experience as the large youth choir from the Cathedral School sang ancient and modern anthems 
and chants, and holy scripture was read, and prayers were offered.  We knew we had been to 
church! 

 
You and I are invited to approach, touch, encounter the Holy God, together, in this place. 

“God is here as we his people meet to offer thanks and praise.” Every time we come in, we are 
invited to come all the way in, to acknowledge we are sinful and in need of grace, and then hear 
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and receive the Good News of forgiveness, new life in Christ, strength from God to carry on.  
Come here with our struggles, our hurts, our brokenness, our longings and receive all God has 
for us.   
 

III 
 Having confidence in what Christ has done, having approached right into the Holy of 
Holies, we then are called to HOLD FAST.  “Let us hold fast to the confession of our hope 
without wavering, for he who has promised is faithful.”iii  This is what consistent worship gives 
us the strength to do.  We do not flit from this to that. No matter what we face, we have a center. 
We have a place to stand where we can hold on to the faith in which we have been claimed in 
baptism and grown in bit by bit, Sunday by Sunday over the long haul.   
 
 This afternoon I am going to Washington, D.C. again for another, smaller conference.  
This with a group of 16 pastors, seminary presidents and theologians who come from various 
places across the liberal-conservative spectrum within the Presbyterian Church USA.  We have 
been meeting once a year for about eight years now to study, talk and pray about how we hold 
together as a church at the center amid a church and a world with such diversity and tensions and 
chaos. 
 

It has been one of the finest most encouraging groups I have ever been part of.  And now 
it’s hard to tell who came from which camp initially. We have grown together. One of the 
participants is the Rev. Kim Clayton, who grew up right here, SHPC and along with her brother 
Jeff and sister Susan are all three Presbyterian ministers. We were asked to write a little response 
to a theological paper one of the groups had presented.  I want to share with you how Kim began 
her response.   
 

“My parents and I were led into theological study ‘formally’ at the same time.  Of course, 
being lifelong members of the church, we had, perhaps unconsciously, absorbed some 
theology in scatter shot form through reading scripture, singing hymns and choral 
anthems, participating in worship, and listening to sermons.  But in the years 1968-1970, 
when I was 10-12 and my parents were in their 40’s, a new curriculum arrived at our 
South Highland Presbyterian Church in Birmingham that offered the opportunity to ask 
and ponder the big questions of life, theological questions, in a focused way.   
 
My parents’ adult class studied Shirley Guthrie’s book, Christian Doctrine; my 7th and 8th 
grade class opened Albert Curry Winn’s book, The Worry and Wonder of Being Human.  
Both were part of the Covenant Life Curriculum.  It would be the first time that my 
parents were introduced to an ‘organized’ or systematic study of theology.  And I still 
remember the excitement I felt about my new Sunday School book, which was wholly 
different than anything church had offered me before.  It took us seriously enough to ask 
us to ponder and discuss big questions about God, the world and our place within God’s 
world.” 

 
IV 

 Studies like Kim and her family were exposed to, regular worship, fellowship and service 
equipped that family with faith foundations for the long haul. It paid off.  That is what we are 
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endeavoring to offer in this present time and which we hope you will take up the challenge for, 
and embrace your faith at a new deeper level, holding fast to your confession, knowing God will 
be faithful to his promises to you.   

The Hebrews writer urges, “Let us consider how to PROVOKE ONE ANOTHER to love 
and good deeds, not neglecting to meet together as is the habit of some, but encouraging one 
another.”iv  Friends we are here to worship and stir one another up in fresh, creative, authentic 
ways that will help us together and individually to grow up in Christ.  Paul writes to the 
Colossians,  
 

“Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly; teach and admonish one another in all 
wisdom, and with gratitude in your hearts sing psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs to 
God.  And whatever you do, in word or deed, do everything in the name of the Lord 
Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him.” 

 
 Today are you being built up in a life filled with meaning and hope and purpose?  Are 
you able to hold on at the center amid all the allures of the world around us?   
 

Building one another up, encouraging one another, being people of salt and light and 
hope and direction who know who we are and where we are going - that is what we are here for.  
That is what we help one another do. Doing so requires time and effort and presence.  You got to 
be here to worship God together in community, God who alone is worthy of all praise needs you 
to help others, your sisters and brothers along in this great adventure.  Psalms 145 says, “One 
generation shall praise your works to another, and shall declare your mighty acts.” 
 
 Generations before us, for two thousand years have believed, not only because they had a 
personal encounter with Jesus Christ, but because they inherited a great tradition of biblical faith 
that was fought for, suffered for, did for and hammered out in councils and creeds and finally 
reached us.  We are part of this great living tradition, this great chain of witnesses, reading the 
same Bible, praying to the same God through Jesus Christ, they did.   Doing so we remember we 
do not create the community of Christ.  This community of Christ creates us.”v  You can have 
confidence in this from beginning to end.  Are you ready for this great adventure? 
 

“The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, 
 the love of God,  
and the communion of the Holy Spirit be with all of you.” 

 
 Amen 
  
 
 
  

i Samuel Lloyd, Sermons from the National Cathedral, p.105 
ii Thomas Long, Hebrews – the Interpreter’s Commentary, p.95 
iii Hebrews 10:23 
iv Hebrews 10:24-25 
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v M. Craig Barnes, in a sermon “Finding Spiritual Community”, given 3-7-1999, at National Presbyterian Church, 
Washington, D.C 
V1Psalms 145:4 


