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Faith is our topic today, what the Letter to the Hebrews calls 

“the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen.” 

Modern, secular culture has very little patience with the kind of faith 

Hebrews seems to be talking about. Setting your hopes on a heavenly 

home, rather than abandoning hope in the misery of the present; 

believing in the unknowable and indeed improbable hope of God’s 

love is folly to the modern mind. “The opiate of the populace,” Karl 

Marx said, that allows oppressive governments and institutions to 

operate unchecked, and stands in the way of reason.  

 Perhaps you have felt the same way from time to time – that 

some of the things we Christians are supposed to believe in are just too much? And yet there are many 

things unseen that modern, rational people believe in: atoms and electrons, for instance. Quarks and 

neutrinos. Distant planets. Scientists attest to the existence of these things not because they have seen 

them, but because their effects can be observed and repeated. 

Love your neighbor. Forgive your 

enemy. Feed the hungry. Raise up 

the downtrodden. Pray without 

ceasing. Store up your treasures 

in heaven and not on earth. Do 

justice, love mercy, and walk 

humbly with your God. Proclaim 

the good news about Jesus to the 

ends of the earth. Iôm sure you 

could make your own list. 
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 Religious faith, though, is a different matter. We assert things, improbable things, things as 

unlikely as quantum mechanics, whose effects can be observed but not repeated. The power of God to 

change the disposition of the heart. The transformative effect of love. The gifts of the Holy Spirit, just as 

invisible and unpredictable as quantum states. And so faith, for Christians, has largely come to be 

defined not by what we believe, but by what we believe in. 

 The creeds are our best example: a listing of the things Christians believe in. God the Creator. 

Jesus the Son. The Holy Spirit. The virgin birth. The crucifixion. The resurrection. The church. To say 

we believe in these things is to argue against those who claim they are contra factual, that they didn’t 

take place or don’t exist. And after asserting their reality, we make our religion out of figuring out what 

they mean. 

 But it seems to me that belief in these things is actually the least part of our faith. Believing in 

God, believing in Jesus, believing in the Holy Spirit is the easy first step in a life of faith. The real 

journey of faith comes after that – the road from believing in God to believing God; from believing in 

Jesus to believing Jesus; from believing in the Holy Spirit to believing the Holy Spirit. 

 Do you see the distinction? Many who believe in Jesus don’t believe Jesus when he says things 

like “judge not, lest ye be judged,” or “love your neighbor,” or “forgive your enemy.” 

 But think about it. Who is closer to heaven? The one who believes in the virgin birth but turns 

his back on the poor, or the one who forgives his enemy but has some doubts about the resurrection? 

 For most of us, this is even truer with the Holy Spirit. We constantly hear her promptings – in the 

urgings of our better nature, in the voice of our conscience, in the encouragements ands blandishments 

of our community – and yet, although we believe in the Holy Spirit, we often don’t believe the Holy 

Spirit. And we end up, as the prayer says, following too much the devices and desires of our own hearts. 



 But faith, in the end, is not a thing that you have or you don’t. It is a part of your nature that will 

be nurtured and will grow, or will be starved and will wither. The letter to the Hebrews describes faith as 

a kind of confidence, and like all confidence, it must be built up. It strengthens with practice. And 

practice does not mean trying to believe six impossible things before breakfast, like the Red Queen in 

Alice Through the Looking Glass. To practice your faith means to follow the commands of God, the 

teachings and example of Jesus, and the promptings of the Holy Spirit. 

 Love your neighbor. Forgive your enemy. Feed the hungry. Raise up the downtrodden. Pray 

without ceasing. Store up your treasures in heaven and not on earth. Do justice, love mercy, and walk 

humbly with your God. Proclaim the good news about Jesus to the ends of the earth. I’m sure you could 

make your own list. 

 Doing these things won’t necessarily take away your doubts. I’m not sure that it should. Doubt 

seems to me to be a gift from God that preserves us from self-righteousness and self-importance. But if 

you believe God – if you do these things – your faith will grow despite your doubts. And perhaps faith 

isn’t really much more than the willingness to act in the face of doubt. 

 I’m going to usurp our liturgist’s role today, and bid the Nicene Creed, because I want to try an 

experiment. Let’s rehearse our faith, but let’s leave out the word “in” in the statements about God, Jesus 

and the Holy Spirit. Instead of “We believe in one God…” say “We believe God.” Instead of “We 

believe in one Lord, Jesus Christ…” say, “We believe Jesus Christ.” And “We believe the Holy Spirit.” 

Let’s try it and see if it changes anything for you.  

Let us stand and affirm our faith in (most of) the words of the Nicene Creed. 

We believe God,  

 the Father, the Almighty,  

 maker of heaven and earth,  

 of all that is, seen and unseen. 
 

    We believe Jesus Christ,  

 the only Son of God, 

  eternally begotten of the Father,  



 God from God, Light from Light,  

 true God from true God,  

 begotten, not made,  

 of one Being with the Father.  

 Through him all things were made.  

 For us and for our salvation  

      he came down from heaven:  

 by the power of the Holy Spirit  

      he became incarnate from the Virgin Mary,  

     and was made man.  

 For our sake he was crucified under Pontius Pilate;  

     he suffered death and was buried.  

     On the third day he rose again  

           in accordance with the Scriptures;  

     he ascended into heaven  

           and is seated at the right hand of the Father.  

 He will come again in glory to judge the living and the dead,  

     and his kingdom will have no end. 
 

    We believe the Holy Spirit, the Lord, the giver of life,  

 who proceeds from the Father and the Son.  

 With the Father and the Son he is worshiped and glorified.  

 He has spoken through the Prophets. 

 We believe in one holy catholic and apostolic Church. 

 We acknowledge one baptism for the forgiveness of sins. 

 We look for the resurrection of the dead,  

     and the life of the world to come. Amen. 


