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Tenth Sunday after Pentecost • August 18, 2019 
Jeremiah 23:23-29 and Psalm 82  •  Hebrews 11:29-12:2  •  Luke 12:49-56 
 

In the 1980s, a group of people from Advent had a good idea. They decided to build a 
memorial garden next to the church where they could inter people’s remains. There would also be a 
plaque in the church that listed the names of the people who were interred there. That same group 
of people, I don’t think any of them are still here so I can say this, had a very bad idea. Which was to 
adhere said plaque to the wall with an epoxy so strong that the plaque would be impossible to 
relocate. I like to imagine that when they were gluing the plaque to the wall someone asked, “What if 
they want to move the plaque somewhere else a few decades from now?” And the person putting 
the glue on replied, “That’s a problem for future Advent.” 
  Well, we are future Advent. We are the people who have inherited the decisions that people 
have made years, decades, and even centuries before us. As annoying as the glue on that plaque is, 
it’s not a bad reminder to have in church. It reminds us that the church never begins and ends with 
us. It’s a church that we have inherited from people with their own sets of beliefs, traditions, and 
practices.  

But, fortunately for us, we’re not stuck with other people’s choices. We get to decide what 
we keep and what we change. We get to decide which practices are life-giving and which traditions 
have become burdensome. The past is a given, but it isn’t our destiny. 

We should make those choices with humility. Because some day we will have to pass the 
church on to other people, too. We get to decide what kind of legacy to leave for our future Advent. 
We can leave a legacy of relationships and resources and investment. Or we can glue all of our 
golden calfs to the floor. So our decisions are always influenced by what we’ve received, and they’re 
guided by what we want to pass on. We depend on the people who came before us, and we seek the 
welfare of the people who come after us. We don’t do any of it by ourselves.  

You could say the same thing about faith. In today’s reading from Hebrews, the author tries 
to encourage the congregation they are writing to to keep the faith. And the author, whoever he or 
she is, we don’t know who they are, does it in kind of a funny way. If someone came to us and 
talked about their struggles with faith, we would probably say, “Well, tell me about your faith. Tell 
me about you. Tell me about your childhood. Tell me about your prayer life. Tell me about your 
spiritual practices.” The author of Hebrews does the exact opposite. They say, “Don’t think about 
you. Think about the faith of everyone who came before you. Think about the community of people 
who have built up your faith. The people you have inherited your faith from.” And so we get this 
long list of heroes of the faith that we heard from today. 

These heroes all had obstacles and struggles they had to overcome. One of the people the 
author of Hebrews talks about is Rahab. Rahab is one of the best characters in the Hebrew Bible. 
She’s a Canaanite woman who works as a prostitute. And to say that her community pushed her out 
to the margins isn’t just a metaphor. She literally lives in the wall of the city, as far away from the 
rich and powerful as she could be. Rahab might be from a totally different society than the Israelites, 
she might be pushed to the edge of society, but she has faith in God. And that faith ends up saving 
the lives of two Israelites. And this story, if you haven’t heard it before, is great. It involves spies, 
treachery, escape plans. It’s super dangerous. It involves going out and raking a huge risk. Rahab 
risks everything when she chooses faith over convenience. 

And when St. Matthew begins his gospel with this long genealogy of Jesus that we always 
skip: Asaph the father of Jehoshaphat, and Jehoshaphat the father of Joram, and Joram the father of 
Uzziah, and Uzziah the father of Jotham… I’ll spare you the full seventeen verses. Do you know 
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who is in that genealogy? Rahab. A Canaanite woman. So Matthew is saying, and the author of 
Hebrews is saying, too, that if you want to understand who Jesus is, if you want to understand your 
own faith, you need to know about this Canaanite woman who lived in the walls of the city. If you 
think God can’t use your faith because people tell you that you’re the wrong kind of person, 
remember the impact Rahab made.  

Ironically, the thing that makes the Rahab story so compelling, the excitement, the action, 
also makes it hard to relate to. Because for many of us, the barrier to faith is boredom. We have 
more in common with another story the author of Hebrews mentions, the Israelites walking around 
Jericho. And I know what you’re thinking. That story is exciting! It’s a story about these gigantic walls 
collapsing. Yea, trip number seven was pretty exciting. But think about trips one through six. Trip one 
you’re probably excited. Trip two you’re wondering why nothing’s happening yet. Trip number four 
you’re getting pretty bored. By the time you get to trip number six, you’re ready to just go home. 

Lap number six around Jericho is probably the best image we have of doing ministry. So 
much of the ministry we do together feels like we’re doing the same thing over and over and over 
again. We visit the sick over and over and over again. We celebrate the sacraments over and over 
and over again. We give to people in need over and over and over again. We study scripture together 
over and over and over again.  

The author of Hebrews makes it sound like faith is this unbelievably exciting endeavor. But 
we know that some of the time, maybe even most of the time, it’s just kind of the same old stuff. It 
doesn’t always feel like you’re making a difference. Art Collard hasn’t done his weekly trip to bring 
food to the Center for Food Action and been told, “Actually, we solved hunger.” Spike Enzweiler 
from St. Matthew Trinity hasn’t called Bob and Carol Brighton and said, “We housed everyone in 
Hoboken over the weekend, so no need to make the drive in.” None of our homebound members 
have refused communion because they just received it last month. It often feels like we’re just going 
in circles. 

But, the author of Hebrews says, that’s actually not true. Even when we feel like we’re going 
in circles, our faith is actually “be[ing] made perfect.” It is being made perfect not because your 
beliefs are becoming truer but because you are making Christ’s love more evident in the lives of your 
neighbors. Even when you feel like you’re not doing anything, even when you feel like you’re not 
getting anywhere, you actually are. Oftentimes we just don’t know it because our vision isn’t broad 
enough. We forget that just as we have inherited the faith from the people before us, we are passing 
it on to the people who come after us. And we are telling them something about what God is doing 
in Christ even when we’re just doing our ordinary, everyday stuff. 

Let me give you an example of this. At the ELCA churchwide assembly earlier this month, 
we added a new day to our liturgical calendar. June 17, Juneteenth, will be a day of repentance in the 
ELCA for the martyrdom of the nine people killed at Mother Emmanuel Church in Charleston, 
South Carolina in 2015. We will commemorate that day together next summer. We’ll transfer it to a 
Sunday if we have to. 

We will be commemorating the Charleston Nine as martyrs. That word is important. The 
word “martyr” comes from the Greek word for “witness.” So when we use the word martyr, we 
don’t mean they were killed and they also happen to check some demographic box. And we don’t 
even mean that this person was killed because of their faith. We mean that their faith was shown 
through in the way that they died. That their deaths tell us something about what God is doing in 
Christ. That’s why we don’t simply grieve martyrs. Martyrs inspire us. They help us grow in faith. 
Why do the Charleston nine inspire us? Because when a visitor showed up unannounced and asked 
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to join Bible study, they said, “Yes.” They welcomed the stranger. They took him into their spiritual 
home. They treated him the way Jesus would have.  

That gives us faith that we can be a part of God’s redeeming work, too. That’s what it means 
to be surrounded by such a cloud of witnesses. Clementa, Cynthia, Sharonda, Tywanza, Ethel, Susie, 
Depayne, Daniel, and Myra are part of that cloud. So is Rahab. So are the Israelites who trudged 
around Jericho on lap number six. So are all the people on that plaque. The people who encourage 
us to grow in faith and hope and love. Who inspire us to run the race with joy, knowing that Jesus 
has already perfected our faith. That the only death we have to fear is behind us, and the only life we 
have to achieve has already been given to us. 

And here’s the other thing. The thing the author of Hebrews implies but doesn’t come out 
and say. We are all a part of that cloud of witnesses, too. You are someone else’s source of support 
and encouragement. And you probably don’t even realize when you’re doing it. The heroes of the 
faith that the author of Hebrews talks about probably wouldn’t have described themselves as heroic. 
They just thought they were being faithful. Rahab trusted that she didn’t have to be afraid. The 
Israelites kept on walking. Clementa pulled up an extra chair. The heroes aren’t the ones who get all 
the applause or draw attention to their piety. The heroes are the ones who engage in quiet acts of 
revolution. 

That kind of faith isn’t always exciting. It isn’t always noteworthy. It isn’t always 
transcendent. It’s better than that. It’s perfect.  
 

Joseph Schattauer Paillé, Pastor 


