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My friend MaryAnn Mckibben Dana begins her latest book talking about “the guy at the
airport.” She overhears Airport Guy—as she later refers to him—talking with a colleague. He has a
particular kind of confidence and swagger about him. And this confidence extends to his child, a
student at an elite university, a student with an abundance of AP credits and every opportunity in
the world. At that same moment, one of MaryAnn’s children had been in and out of in-patient
mental health programs for a year. Initially when her child’s challenges began, MaryAnn confesses
that she thought the issues could be managed with some simple coping strategies and maybe
some medication, “a fixer upper project...moved through quickly.”! That did not end up being the
case. There were dark nights and scary moments, to put it mildly. That said, she doesn’t begrudge
Airport Guy. In fact, she sees herself in him. Who wouldn’t want to celebrate their child’s
successes? And beyond Airport Guy’s casual confidence, he radiated what MaryAnn had once
secretly felt, too:

[He’d done it. He'd] cracked the code. He'd set his kid up for the good life. [She writes,] as
he slung his bag over his shoulder, it didn’t occur to him to glance behind him to wonder
what unexpected hardship was stalking him, as it comes for every human, sooner or later.?

MaryAnn did not, does not wish hardship on him or anyone. She simply knows from her own

experience that his apparent certainty was not trustworthy:
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Certainty sells us the lie that cause and effect are a simple equation, completely within our
control to solve, [and the other lie that] the fruitfulness of our lives comes through our own
efforts and abilities, and if things fall apart, that’s for the individual to sort out on their
own.?

Certainty wants us to believe there is a code to crack, and that it’s on us to figure out how to do
just that. But we’re not called to live by certainty; we’re called to live by faith.

We do not know much about the letter to the Hebrews. What scholars do agree on is that
this letter—an extended sermon, really—was written to a “church in crisis.”* The crisis seems to be
a combination of persecution and turmoil paired with the reality that Jesus has not yet returned.
Staying faithful in the meantime has not been easy. So the preacher tries to reassure the
congregation by pointing out that their ancestors—our ancestors—the heroes and heroines of the
faith persisted not by gumption or wits, but by faith. And the writer or preacher famously insists
that “Faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen.”® Yes, as
followers of Jesus Christ, there are things we can be certain about: God loves us beyond measure.
Jesus was born, lived, died and rose to show us just how much, and the Spirit is at work even now
encouraging us and drawing us close to God and one another. In faith, we are assured of these
fundamental truths. And, as scholar Richard Spencer argues:

Faith as it is presented here is not a tame, pious Christian virtue, encapsulated in spiritual

slogans and greeting card phrases....It is the behavior of someone who allows God to be

God, trusting in someone other than one's self...in everyday life, in one's fears, during the
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exam, in facing an operation, at the wedding altar, on the field of battle, in dormitory life—
in human encounters both friendly and hostile. Faith derives from an inner anchoring to
things that are real beyond what is present and visible, to a reality that gives bearing in the
chaos and pain of life.®
Faith in other words cannot be measured, contained, or managed. Faith is a gift. And faith
provides a solid foundation, freeing us to trust that God is at work even when all the evidence we
can see or gather points to the contrary. Beyond our text, the preacher of Hebrews goes on to lift
up Abraham and Sarah, Isaac and Jacob and others emphasizing that they looked forward to
something they could not imagine on their own, because they trusted God to be God. Faith is a
gift, and the community of the Hebrews may have begun to believe that gift was not what they
thought it was. Could it be that they thought their lives should look more like an ancient version of
Airport Guy? Persecution and struggle have always been part of the life of faith, largely because
faith in God and devotion to God above everything and everyone else rarely jibes with the powers
that be. But even if | am not facing down Caesar, trusting in God is not a magic spell that protects
me from illness, failure, detours, or disappointment no matter what some want us to believe.
Spencer continues:
[Faith] is a sureness in the soul, not that things will probably work out as we planned them
or ‘as they should,” but that behind and beyond everything there is a God who is good and
trustworthy. It is an anticipation without full proof of God's final goodness being fulfilled

somehow. It believes that whatever comes, the crisis of the moment is not the end.’
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Faith calls us beyond certainty and invites us to embrace curiosity, the very thing MaryAnn offers
as an alternative virtue, a faithful posture to adopt “when our certainties break down.”®

A few months ago, we looked at Jesus’ call to the first disciples in John’s gospel—the text
Claudia read earlier—as an invitation to curiosity, “Come and see.” MaryAnn’s words have pushed
me to lean into curiosity more deeply, to admit what | don’t know, and to wonder more
intentionally about what | don’t understand. She describes curiosity as “an open-hearted approach
to the world, and an open-minded willingness to find a new place in it.”? Curiosity pushes me to
let go of my frustration when life does not follow the script | have in my head and to look with new
eyes at what could be and at what is. It’s not simply about changing my mind. Curiosity calls for a
change of heart. MaryAnn writes that the root of the word curiosity “connects to the Latin word
for care.”1° Curiosity then is not simply an intellectual exercise but an exercise in love and
compassion. Curiosity is not simply a head thing; it’s a heart thing. Curiosity is an act of devotion.

And this kind of curiosity, a virtue built on faith, love, and wonder may well be a balm for
life in a conflicted and contentious world. Every year, Vacation Bible School reminds me of the
power of wonder, faith, trust, play, and yes, curiosity. The children who show up each morning are
not set in their ways, certain about how people should be and how the day should go. Yes, they
benefit from structure and a schedule, but it is their eagerness to learn about Jesus, God, and the
life of faith that takes my breath away and points me back to something | have occasionally lost
along the way. As | sit on the floor with three-year-olds and talk about following Jesus, they are all

ears, eager to know more. They wonder, ask questions, play, sing, and wonder some more, all
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while being loved, nurtured and cared for by teachers and volunteers who show them how
treasured they are, just as they are. They have not built their certainty boxes, at least not yet. They
wonder out loud and ask questions, genuinely loving, occasionally silly, curious questions. For the
most part, they are eager to learn more and know more and are not embarrassed or frightened
when they encounter something or someone new. Where and when did | lose that impulse? When
did | build my certainty box and why do | cling to it so fiercely? My hunch is that it happened bit by
bit, when disappointment, frustration, and cynicism wormed their way in and taught my heart to
fear. Somehow, | convinced myself that it is simpler and safer to draw my lines and decide who can
be trusted and who cannot simply on sight, to control the narrative and protect my tender heart,
to map out a plan and stick to that plan.

I’m not alone of course. It gives me some comfort that even old Abraham and Sarah let fear
and the shiny promise of certainty lead them to lose their way on occasion. These two also came
up with their own plans when they convinced themselves that God couldn’t really be trusted to
give two senior citizens a baby of their own. And yet, because God is more faithful and gracious
than any human could ever be, God was still determined to bless the world through those two.
And apparently that same God is still determined to work in and through you and me, too.

| don’t know what happened to Airport Guy. Maybe he is still on top of the world, and
maybe his child is, too. My guess is that he has hit some bumps along the way. | pray that he has
the love and support of a community who remind him and reassure him of God’s love for him
when his code-cracking ways fall short. | think that’s what the preacher of Hebrews may be up to
after all, working to shape and encourage a community to offer a faithful witness to the God we

meet in Jesus Christ, to recognize themselves as a community of faith. Such a community stands



not on the shaky platform of its own certainties but on the sure foundation of God’s faithfulness to
us and love for us in Jesus Christ. Assured of this unshakeable grounding, we are then freed to
wonder about the world in which we live, to be lovingly curious about God and one another. And
when | forget, when | start to rebuild certainty boxes for myself and for everyone else—because,
let’s be honest, certainty is hard to shake—I give thanks that by the grace of God, | am not left to
live the life of faith all on my own. Like the Hebrews before me, | have a community of faith and
the words of an ancient preacher to remind me, over and over again about the faith that | did not
fashion, the faith that undergirds me even when | waver. This faith, this solid underpinning allows
me, urges me even to be curious about Airport Guys, about the neighbor who disagrees with me
on every single thing, and about what it means to follow Jesus through the eyes of a three-year-
old. And for that faith, for those gifts | am forever grateful.

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.



