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LIVING INTO THE PROMISE 

HEBREWS 11:1-3, 8-16 

 
 Billy Graham died last year at the age of 99.  You may remember my telling you 
a story about him that took place in 2000.   At that time the leaders in Charlotte, North 
Carolina, decided to honor their favorite son with a luncheon.  
 Initially Billy Graham was hesitant to accept the invitation, because of his 
struggles with Parkinson's Disease.  But the folks in Charlotte wouldn't have it.  They 
said, “We don't expect a major address.  Just come and let us honor you.” 
 Well, Billy accepted and just as you would expect, everyone there had wonderful 
things to say.  When it was his turn to speak, Billy Graham looked out at the crowd and 
said this: 
 I'm reminded today of Albert Einstein, the great physicist who this month has 
been honored by time magazine as the man of the century.  Einstein was once traveling 
from Princeton on a train when the conductor came down the aisle, punching the tickets 
of every passenger.  When he came to Einstein, Einstein reached in his vest pocket.  
He couldn't find his ticket, so he reached in his trouser pockets.  It wasn't there, so he 
looked in his briefcase but couldn't find it.  Then he looked in the seat beside him.  He 
still couldn't find it. 
 The conductor said, “Dr. Einstein, I know who you are.  We all know who you are.  
I'm sure you bought a ticket.  Don't worry about it.”  Einstein nodded appreciatively.  The 
conductor continued down the aisle punching tickets.  As he was ready to move to the 
next car, he turned around and saw the great physicist down on his hands and knees 
looking under his seat for his ticket. 
 The conductor rushed back and said, “Dr. Einstein, Dr. Einstein, don't worry, I 
know who you are.  No problem.  You don't need a ticket.  I'm sure you bought one.” 
 Einstein looked at him and said, “Young man, I too, know who I am.  What I don't 
know is where I'm going.” 
 And having said that, Billy Graham continued with his speech: 
 “See this suit I'm wearing?  It's a brand new suit.  My wife, my children and my 
grandchildren are telling me I've gotten a little slovenly in my old age.  I used to be a bit 
more fastidious.  So I went out and bought a new suit for this luncheon and one more 
occasion. 
 You know what that occasion is?  This is the suit in which I'll be buried.  But when 
you hear I’m dead, I don't want you to immediately remember the suit I'm wearing.  I 
want you to remember this: 
I not only know who I am...I also know where I'm going.” 
 Now I would say that by telling this story about his suit, Billy Graham was also 
making a faith statement.  He knew that heaven was his final destination.  Our lesson 



this morning from Hebrews begins with a famous definition of Faith:  "Now Faith is the 
assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen."   Eugene Peterson 
says that Faith is "our handle on what we can't see."  In his book, Secrets In The Dark, 
Frederick Buechner writes that Faith is "The Eye of the Heart." 
 Whatever you and I want to call Faith, it is that unseen force that moves us on, 
that allows us to see the promise of a new day.   
Buechner says that "Faith is different from Theology because Theology is reasoned, 
systematic, and orderly, whereas Faith is disorderly, intermittent, and full of 
surprises….Faith is homesickness.  Faith is a lump in the throat.  Faith is less a…sure 
thing than a hunch.  Faith is waiting (Secrets In The Dark: A Life In Sermons).  I love 
Martin Luther King, its definition:  “Faith is taking the first step even when you don't see 
the whole staircase.”  
  In our scripture reading for the day, Verse 8 of Hebrews 11 speaks about the 
Father of Nations:  "by Faith Abraham obeyed when he was called…and he set out, not 
knowing where he was going."  No matter who we are, you and I simply cannot predict 
the future.  We can't know what lies before us.  But we can live into the promise.  In a 
famous prayer penned by the late Thomas Merton, The Trappist Monk wrote these 
words: 
My lord God, I have no idea where I am going, I do not see the road ahead of me.  I 
cannot know for certain where it will end.  Nor do I really know myself, and the fact that I 
think that I am following your will does not mean that I am actually doing so.  But I 
believe that the desire to please you does in fact please you.  And I hope that I have 
that desire in all that I am doing.  I hope that I will never do anything apart from that 
desire.  And I know that if I do this, you will lead me by the right road, though I may 
know nothing about it.  Therefore will I trust you always though I may seem to be lost 
and in the shadow of death, I will not fear, for you are ever with me, and you will never 
leave me to face my perils alone (Thomas Merton, Thoughts In Solitude)? 
Faith is that sense of being led, of holding onto the hand of God when the way ahead 
cannot be seen. 
 Think of your own life.  If you are anything like me, you wonder about the future.  
I've decided that each time I open my check book, it is an act of Faith:  because I 
always have more Faith than I have money to spend!  So many times I haven't been 
able to see how things will work out financially, but I have learned to trust that 
everything will eventually be all right. 
 Time and time again, the people of Hammond Street Church have been called 
upon to step out in Faith—whether it's putting a new roof on the sanctuary, or 
refurbishing the steeple or restoring a hook pipe organ.  We continue to surprise 
ourselves by the ways we launch out in Faith to meet these challenges.   
 Chapter 11 of Hebrews is titled, "The Meaning of Faith."  Abraham and Sarah 
and Isaac and Jacob are all cited as examples of faithful people.  Later the author of 
Hebrews names Moses and a number of other Israelite heroes.  But what ties them all 
together in the biblical record is that these men and women were people of great faith. 
 The road for Abraham and Sarah and their descendants was difficult.  How 
tempting it would have been for this elderly couple to live out their retirement in ease 
and comfort.  And yet because they were called by God to be the father and mother of 
nations, they uprooted home and family and moved to a far country--to the land of their 



inheritance.  There is a strong sense that Abraham and Sarah did this--seeking "a better 
country"--not for themselves but for those who would follow them.      
 And that notion of paving the way for those who come next--leaving a legacy for 
children and grandchildren and untold generations to come--that hope is often at the 
very center of Faith. 
 A UCC Pastor remembers her grandmother as “A Woman of Faith.”  The minister 
writes that she doesn't 
...say that because [her grandmother] went to church all of her life and raised seven 
children who went to church all of their lives, or because she was named “Mother of the 
Year” by the Catholic Daughters of America or because she had a son who was a priest 
and a daughter who was a nun.  I say my grandmother was a woman of Faith because 
she was a strong woman who endured much with the help of the trust she had in God.  
She had to raise small children on a farm while my grandfather found work in the city in 
order to support the family.  Two of her children died.  She suffered many illnesses in 
her life, including tuberculosis, and gave birth to triplets—at home—at the age of thirty-
nine—in 1929!  No sophisticated medical facilities or skilled surgeons were there to help 
her.  But my grandmother never wavered in her trust in God's loving care for her and for 
those she loved.  She loved my grandfather very much, and just a few months after he 
died—both of them were 88 years old—she hurt her back reaching for one of her great-
grandchildren.  She spent a few weeks in the hospital, saying good-bye to all of us who 
loved her, and then slipped into a coma.  At the very end, surrounded by her daughters, 
she suddenly sat straight up in her bed, lifted up her arms toward the end of her bed 
and looked beyond them all, saying with a wonderful smile on her face, “Oh...it's so 
beautiful!”  And then she died (Kathryn Matthews Huey, “Living Into The Promise,” 
Sermon Seeds). 
 Who could ever doubt that this elderly woman was a person of Faith?  Each of us 
present this morning knows women and men who are for us people of Faith.  Who 
would you add to the roll call in Hebrews—a parent, a grandparent, a family member, a 
teacher, a pastor, a friend, a spouse? 
 Today we are honoring Gregory Bridges—Music—our own Pastor Greg—for the 
ways his Faith journey has impacted our Faith journeys during the past twelve years.  
When I received Greg's Letter of Resignation three weeks ago, my reply said this in 
part: 
 You have rendered great—chiefly volunteer service—to Hammond Street Church 
during this period.  I have been appreciative of your presiding—always in an upbeat 
way, your children's moments—often memorable for the laughter they occasioned!  
Your preaching on occasion and your willingness to be open and vulnerable, and for the 
special ways you brought the issues of the LGBTQ community to our door.  You really 
have been a tireless advocate for the folks on the margins, and I know the trans 
community, especially, is forever grateful. 
 And so you and I, as people of Faith, have learned from Greg—and he from us.  
And because that is true, we have Faith to send Greg and Mark forth to write new 
chapters in the book of their life together.  And even as they live into that promise, we 
don't give Greg and Mark permission to forget the good folk at the corner of Hammond 
and High Streets!  Come and see us when you can....      



 And that leads me back to the beginning of this sermon.  What is Faith?  The 
writer of Hebrews says it best of all:  "Now Faith is the assurance of things hoped for, 
the conviction of things not seen." 
 Believe it, my friends.  Believe it! 
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