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Sermon by Rev. Patricia Farris 
 
 
 

Hebrews 11:1-3 
Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen. Indeed, by faith* our ancestors received 
approval. 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.   
 
We have just completed our fifty-somethingth year of Vacation Bible School here at First United Methodist Church.   Somewhere around 
2,000-3,000 kids’ lives have been shaped here by VBS.  
 
This past week, 42 kids and 30 volunteers participated in this year’s VBS themed “To Mars and Beyond!”  The week was described as 
a space travel adventure for kids to explore where God’s power can take them. Along the journey, Voyagers discovered a new realm 
of possibilities, reaching for the stars and encountering the limitless love of God. Their adventure included exciting music, amazing 
science, creative crafts, fun recreation, a mission project, and memorable Bible stories to help them know that God is with them to Mars 
and beyond. 
 
And what a week it was.  Their final performance Friday delighted family and friends with songs, Bible stories, and the inspiring theme 
of each day.  On top of all that, through this year’s VBS mission project, more than 200 trees have been donated to help reforest last 
year’s burn areas. 
 
The theme, “To Mars and Beyond,” was especially timely as just a couple weeks ago our nation commemorated the first landing of a 
man on the moon in the Apollo 11 mission 50 years ago.  I remember so vividly sitting in my grandparents den with my parents 
transfixed by the images on their small black-and-white TV. Holding our breath.  Tears.  Cheering!  Astronaut Neil Armstrong, just 38 
years old at the time, saying for the whole world to hear as his foot touched the moon’s surface: “One small step for man. One giant 
leap for mankind.”   
 
But you know, when you think about it, our VBS theme “To Mars and Beyond” inviting kids to dream big about where God’s limitless 
love and power can take them is of course timeless as well.  There are no limits to our dreams.  There are no limits to our goals.  There 
are no limits to our vision or to our capacity to accomplish great things in our own lives and for all humankind. 
 
We give thanks for Tricia Guererro, and to our staff and amazing volunteers, especially to the many youth and young adults who 
helped lead our VBS this year, choosing to dedicate some of their last precious summer days to make this possible for 42 kids, most 
from the neighborhood around our church.  What a gift! 
 
Something else happened this week that causes us to lift up our eyes to the heavens and the stars and give thanks.  The Nobel Prize 
winning author, Toni Morrison, ended her journey on this earth.  She was born in Lorain, Ohio, not that far from where Neil Armstrong 
was born in Wapakoneta, and not that far from Dayton which has known such grief this week. Across the four decades of her writing 
career, she left us the gifts of her work:  The Bluest Eye, published at age 40, Song of Solomon, and Beloved, for which she was 
awarded the Pulitzer Prize. 
 
I don’t know if Neil Armstrong or Toni Morrison got to go to Vacation Bible School.  But I do know that our 42 kids, or those 2-3,000 
across the years, have all been blessed with perceptions of imperceptible realities, a vision that formed Neil Armstrong into an 
astronaut and Toni Morrison into a writer extraordinaire.  They have raised their faces to the heavens and the planets and the stars and 
have dreamed and are dreaming big dreams, launching big visions of hope for this planet and for the whole of God’s beautiful 
universe.   
 
This is really what the writer to the Hebrews is saying in the passage we hear this morning. Nobody knows who wrote it for sure.  Some 
say Paul, some Barnabas, or maybe Apollos or even Priscilla (imagine that, Toni Morrison?!)  But since there’s no conclusive evidence for 
any of those theories, we say that the author was “anonymous.”  Name unknown to us, but faithful to the core. 
 
These verses form one of the most beautiful pep talks ever put forth, written first for a little band of Christians who were dealing with 
everything life could throw at them. They had been thrown in prison and had all their possessions confiscated.  Some of their company 
had been killed for their belief.  They had all been subject to ridicule and shame and hostility, all because they insisted on following 
Jesus Christ, their crucified and resurrected Savior and the power of the Holy Spirit that he had launched into the world.  But amidst 
persecution and hardship, they were starting to falter in enthusiasm and faithfulness. They were tempted to go backward instead of 
forward, so the writer of this text wanted to exhort them to keep on keeping on…and to draw inspiration from the great heroes of 
their faith. 
 
This was written for them, and of course, by extension, for us. 
 
By faith Abraham obeyed when he was called to set out for a place that he was to receive as an inheritance; and he set out, not 
knowing where he was going.  By faith he stayed for a time in the land he had been promised, as in a foreign land, living in tents, as 
did Isaac and Jacob, who were heirs with him of the same promise.  For he looked forward to the city that has foundations, whose 
architect and builder is God. 
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And in verses we didn’t hear read this morning, the story continues…By faith Abel offered to God a more acceptable sacrifice than 
Cain’s…he died, but through his faith he still speaks…By faith Noah, warned by God about events as yet unseen, respected the 
warning and built an ark to save his household; by this he…became an heir to the righteousness that is in accordance with faith. 
 
The little band of Hebrew Christians would have known all the old stories and all the heroes and heroines who are named.  Remember 
them, and take courage.  Through faith they conquered kingdoms, administered justice, obtained promises, shut the mouths of lions, 
quenched raging fire, escaped the sword, won strength out of weakness.  Oh, they, too, had suffered—mocking and flogging, chains 
and imprisonment, torture, but they persevered.  Remember them.  And the women received their dead by resurrection.  Remember, 
take courage, carry on. 
 
Faith is a kind of seeing.  It brings the ability to perceive imperceptible realities, to perceive a reality not immediately apparent to our 
senses alone.  Faith forms faithful followers of Jesus who trust in God’s plans for the future even when we ourselves cannot see the way 
ahead. 
 
Yesterday, a dozen or so of us were privileged to spend a couple hours at the Our Lady Queen of Angels Cathedral in downtown LA 
with our artist friend, John August Swanson.  Many of his pieces are being exhibited in two of the side chapels. As John, now 81, spoke 
of his work over the years, he shared with us that there have been times when he was tempted to give up, stop creating. He’d come up 
against something he didn’t know how to do, or a technique he hadn’t mastered.  But something kept calling him back he said.  Friends.  
The Bible stories themselves seemed to keep opening up and drawing him deeper.  He’s still working to this day. 
 
This is the company we join today, the latest in the long line of God’s saints, empowered to run with perseverance the race that is set 
before us.  For Jesus, we believe, is the pioneer and perfector of OUR faith, the One who leads the way and opens up new possibilities, 
the One who prepares the path for all who would follow after, the One who, for the sake of the joy that was set before him, endured 
the cross and has now taken his seat at the right hand of the throne of God. 
 
In an interview with the New York Times in 1987, Toni Morrison said: 
"You can do some rather extraordinary things if that's what you really believe." 
 
In this spirit, let’s claim our heritage and our faith.  And let’s press forward, turning our faces to the heavens and the stars, dreaming big 
dreams and unleashing new hope for the world and its future. 
 
Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Notes: 
The title comes from Summer Series 3: How Faith Acts by Cleophus J. LaRue in A Preacher’s Guide to Lectionary Sermon Series.  Louisville:  
Westminster John Knox Press, 2016. 
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