
A Faith That Follows In The Dark! 

Hebrews 11:1-2, 8-16 

It was Christmas Day, 1939 and King George VI of England was preparing to deliver his 

annual Christmas Day address.  England was at war with Nazi Germany and all was dark 

on the horizon of history.  In the previous three years, Hitler’s Germany had occupied the 

Rhineland and Austria, the Sudetenland and Czechoslovakia, and just 4 months prior to 

that dark Christmas of 1939, Germany had invaded and conquered Poland, thus 

precipitating war with England and France.  In a few short months, Germany would invade 

and conquer Denmark, Norway, the Netherlands, Belgium, Luxembourg and France itself, 

leaving England to stand alone.  What would King George say that fateful Christmas Day 

of 1939?   

Well, he began by lamenting the sad state of war that then existed between England and 

Germany, while also acknowledging the necessity of it, and then went on to thank all 

those serving in or preparing to serve in the armed forces of his Kingdom.  Finally, he 

came to his conclusion: “A new year is at hand,” he said.  “We cannot tell which it will 

bring. If it brings peace how thankful we shall all be. If it brings continued struggle, we 

shall remain undaunted.  In the meantime, I feel that we may all find a message of 

encouragement in the lines which, in my closing words, I would like to say to you.”  And 

here, the King quoted from a poem by Ms. Minnie Haskins: “I said to the man who stood 

at the gate of the year. ‘Give me a light that I may tread safely into the unknown.’ And he 

replied. ‘Go out into the darkness and put your hand into the hand of God. That shall be 

to you better than light and safer than a known way.’ May that Almighty hand guide and 

uphold us all,” the King said in closing. 

Did you hear those words?  “I said to the man who stood at the gate of the year. ‘Give me 

a light that I may tread safely into the unknown.’ And he replied. ‘Go out into the darkness 

and put your hand into the hand of God. That shall be to you better than light and safer 

than a known way.’”  I’m not sure there has ever been penned a better description of true 

faith than that.  Faith is following in the dark…walking hand in hand with God into the vast 

unknown! 

Abraham had such a faith as that.  According to Jewish tradition, Abraham’s father made 

and sold idols in the city of Ur which was located on the Euphrates river in what we now 

know as southern Iraq.  Somewhere along the line, Abraham became a monotheist and 

cast off the idolatry of his time.  Jewish tradition tells of a time when Abraham’s father left 

him in charge of the idol shop.  When he returned, he found all of the idols but one 

smashed and lying on the floor, with the one unbroken idol holding a stick in its hands.  

When Abraham’s father asked what had happened, Abraham said a woman had entered 

the shop to make an offering to one of the gods, and the gods then quarreled about who 

among them would receive the offering.  A fight ensued and one idol smashed all the 

others.  Well Abraham’s father didn’t believe that story.  “They have no knowledge; they’re 

only statues,” he said.  “Then why do you worship them?” Abraham asked!  Clever, don’t 

you think! 



Sometime after that incident, Abraham’s father migrated with Abraham and others of his 

family to Haran, a city located hundreds of miles north of Ur in what is now present-day 

Turkey.  It was there, when Abraham was 75 years of age, that God called him to leave 

Haran and travel to a land that God would show him.  According to Genesis 12:1-4, 

“The Lord said to Abram, ‘Go from your country and your kindred and your father’s house 

to the land that I will show you. I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you, and 

make your name great, so that you will be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you, 

and the one who curses you I will curse; and in you all the families of the earth shall be 

blessed.’ So, Abram went, as the Lord had told him….”  

Interestingly enough, God didn’t give Abraham a map.  And of course, Abraham had no 

GPS.  All he had was God to lead him on the way, step-by-step and day-by-day.  So, 

Hebrews 11:8 says, “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.”  Yes, Abraham set out, not knowing where he was going! 

You see, faith is following in the dark…walking hand in hand with God into a vast and 

great unknown. And that’s just what Abraham did.  One step at a time, one day at a time, 

he followed God, not knowing where he was going but knowing with whom he was going!  

And that was enough!  For after some five or six hundred miles, God led Abraham into 

the Promised Land.   

But even there, Abraham still had to follow in the dark.  You see, the Promised Land 

wasn’t exactly given to him upon his arrival.  It was occupied by other peoples, and all 

Abraham ever owned of it was a burial plot for his wife Sarah – a plot he bought from 

those people many years later when she died as described in Genesis chapter 23.  That 

was it!  That was all!   

No, Abraham never owned any of the Promised Land, but he believed the promise and 

followed the One who made it…even during those long dark years of waiting.  That’s why 

the author of Hebrews says, “By faith (Abraham) 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… All of these died in faith without having received the 

promises, but from a distance they saw and greeted them. They confessed that they were 

strangers and foreigners on the earth, for people who speak in this way make it clear that 

they are seeking a homeland. If they had been thinking of the land that they had left 

behind, they would have had opportunity to return. But as it is, they desire a better 

country, that is, a heavenly one. Therefore God is not ashamed to be called their God; 

indeed, he has prepared a city for them.” (Heb. 11:9-10, 13-16) 

Indeed, God had prepared a city for Abraham – a heavenly one! So when Abraham was 

175 years old, “…he breathed his last and died in a good old age…” (Gn. 25:8)  And then 

he took the hand of God and followed him into the darkness of that last, vast, great 



unknown that we call death, and he awoke in a bright Light glowing on the other side! 

(See Mk. 12:18-27) 

Well I don’t know how your life with God has been, but mine has had its moments of bright 

light and crystal clarity, like that moment when I first met God and realized that he was a 

living God and not just the subject of some ancient stories in a book.  Or that moment 

when God unexpectedly provided a full-tuition scholarship to pay for my college 

education.  Or that moment at the end of a worship service when I felt a physical blow to 

the top of my head and heard a whispered voice calling me to preach.  Or that time when 

I was sick with a fever and prayed for healing and felt a gentler touch on my fevered brow, 

followed by the immediate dissipation of my fever. Or that time when I was trying to decide 

whether or not to leave parish ministry and accept a commission as a Navy chaplain.  I 

asked God for a word of guidance and then opened the bible at random and read Psalm 

107:23, “Some went down to the sea in ships, doing business on the mighty waters; they 

saw the deeds of the Lord, his wondrous works in the deep.” Or that moment near the 

end of my naval career when I asked God’s guidance for my next military assignment and 

heard the word, “Retire!” sounding clear as a bell.       

No, I don’t know how your life with God has been, but mine has had both its moments of 

bright light and crystal clarity interspersed with much longer periods of silence, darkness, 

and the vast unknown. And if I were to put all of those moments of light and clarity onto a 

timeline of my life then you would see that they would be only occasional blips on the 

radar of my life with God.  Mostly, I’ve walked with God as Abraham walked with him – 

not always knowing precisely where I was going but always trusting that I was going with 

God – or at least, God was going with me.  And in this going, I must confess, I haven’t 

always imagined that I’ve always gotten it right, but I trust God has gotten me right, despite 

my faltering footsteps all along the way.  That, at least, is what my faith means to me.  

And I suspect that’s what it means to many of you, too.  It’s following God in the light…and 

often mostly in the dark. 

A few weeks ago, I was in a meeting where Fred Tinsley prayed a prayer by Thomas 

Merton, that great 20th century Trappist monk, who is known by many as one of the 

greatest spirits of these modern times.  Afterwards, I asked Fred for a copy of that prayer, 

as it seemed to describe my own life of faith better than just about any other description 

of faith I know: “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 

that I think I am following your will does not mean I am actually doing so. But I believe the 

desire to please you does in fact please you. And I hope I have that desire in all I am 

doing. I hope I will never do anything apart from that desire. And I know if I do this you 

will lead me by the right road though I may know nothing about it. I will trust you always 

though I may seem to be lost and in the shadow of death. I will not fear, for you will never 

leave me to face my perils alone.  Amen” 

Well unlike Abraham, Merton, or myself, maybe your life of faith has been a life of 

certitudes and certainties unmarred by any clouds of darkness or of doubt.  But I suspect, 



for most of us, our life with God is a life filled with brief moments of bright light and crystal 

clarity interspersed with much longer periods of silence, darkness, and a vast unknown.  

That’s ok. If it was good enough for Abraham, it’s good enough for every man…and 

woman…and child…seeking to follow God by faith.  And if we follow God by faith, even 

in the dark, then we need not fear the darkness of the grave. For like Abraham, if we take 

the hand of God and follow him into the darkness of that last, vast, great unknown that 

we call death, then we, too, like Abraham, will awaken in a bright Light glowing just for us 

on the other side!                     

So, let us remember what Ms. Minnie Haskins wrote and what King George VI did quote: 

“I said to the man who stood at the gate of the year. ‘Give me a light that I may tread 

safely into the unknown.’ And he replied. ‘Go out into the darkness and put your hand into 

the hand of God. That shall be to you better than light and safer than a known way.’ May 

that Almighty hand guide and uphold us all.”  And all God’s people said – Amen! 

 

 

     


