
Note from Fr. Nate: This Sermon “is a total riff off of a talk I gave a while back on 'faith'.  It's so 
long, but it's attached.  I edited as I preached, so this is 'teacher-esque' . . .”  
 
Faith  
2022 In-Service 
 
*Opening* Discuss the 3 theological virtues/3 transcendentals and how we structure/rotate 
teacher in-service 
 

Epistle: Hebrews 11:1-3, 8-16 

1Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not 
seen. 2Indeed, by faith our ancestors received approval.3By 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. 8By 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. 9By 
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. 10For he 
looked forward to the city that has foundations, whose architect and builder is God. 11By 
faith he received power of procreation, even though he was too old—and Sarah herself 
was barren—because he considered him faithful who had promised. 12Therefore from one 
person, and this one as good as dead, descendants were born, “as many as the stars of 
heaven and as the innumerable grains of sand by the seashore.” 13All 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, 14for people who 
speak in this way make it clear that they are seeking a homeland. 15If they had been 
thinking of the land that they had left behind, they would have had opportunity to 
return. 16But 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. 

So this is my concern today, out of which comes an educational goal or two:  Let us suppose 
you are God.  Your existence is so permanent, so profound, so utterly complete, so completely 
without a beginning, that to even call it existence seems to cheapen the absolute reality of it all.  
So total is your being, so potent and active your word, that a million universes awake and spin 
out at a mere utterance.  A mere thought.  And then, more shocking than anything else, you 
bestow your image on a little biped on a tiny planet called earth, and then later take up 
personal residence on this planet and die when your little biped breaks the world.   
 
So all of that being true.  How do you communicate this knowledge of yourself (God) to your 
image-bearing bipeds?  Especially if you want the primary dynamic of the relationship to be 
that of love?  How does your self-revelation work?? 
 
Or to state it another way.  Again, here is my concern and personal indignation (at least at first 
glance):  of all the seeming available ways to communicate the fullest knowledge of God….of all 



the ways, God….!  You would think that you could give us the fullest access to the knowledge of 
you through sight, and yet you do not.  You would think that you could give us the fullest access 
to the knowledge of you through reason, rational argument, proofs of existence, and reason 
alone, and yet you do not.  You would think that you could give us the fullest access to the 
knowledge of you through sound waves (speaking)—God I want to hear you in contemporary 
English.  Just speak to me already—audibly—and yet you do not.  Instead, you leave us in a 
place, described by Pieper, as “mental unrest” (he’s quoting Aquinas at that point).   
 
Instead, God has chosen that the fullest and most perfect knowledge of God, and all that he has 
done is through faith.  And not because he’s out of options; not because he’s messing with us; 
not because he’s “giving us as much as he’s gonna give us, after all.”  Rather, faith can do what 
sight could never do.  Faith can do what reason could never do.  And I want to know why, 
because faith is hard.  It’s mystical and mysterious.  It’s wonky and gropy.  Of. All. The. Ways. 
To. Communicate. The. Most. Important. Things. In. the. World. Why. Did. God. Choose. 
Faith???????   
 
And yet he did, and therefore it is in the cultivation of faith that you will have your highest 
success as a disciple-maker/educator at the Academy.  Your goal as an educator is to 
increasingly and better understand the nature of faith, such that the fullest knowledge of God is 
available to these children.  Our job is to begin creating the proper environment and conditions 
for the full flourishing of faith in classrooms as the handmaiden to genius and the bearing of 
fruit in keeping with the Holy Spirit. 
 
But I wanna know why faith….!  Why is faith the perfect gift? 
 
Now before I jump into Pieper, I have seen moment after moment of exercised trust (a 
corollary to faith, though not the same) as a pastor, a friend, a school employee, a husband.  
They all share in this beautiful but unsettling Christian virtue.  You’ll forgive another kid story, 
but three and a half years ago I sat in a surgeon’s office with my 13-year old son whose at-times 
breathlessness and reduced blood flow was catching up to him.  We had been chasing this 
problem since he was born, but his blood flow was now restricted by over 30%.  Prescribed by 
his Mayo Clinic trained surgeon:  a Ross procedure and a Nuss bar—both of which this 
gentleman had surgically mastered, but never had he done together in the same surgery.  He 
carefully detailed the surgery to a very forthright and honest Lewis, “we will steal your 
pulmonary valve from its current location and relocate it as your new aortic valve.  We will then 
put a donor valve into the stem of your pulmonary arch and reattach.  We will then re-start 
your heart.”  Then Lewis Honor looked him in the eye and said, “Will I make it through the 
surgery?”  So here’s the moment.  My son has no ability to independently verify the man’s 
actual skill.  Perhaps he could be introduced to others who had had their own success with Dr. 
Burkhart, but Lewis hadn’t seen the work done himself in the O.R.  Perhaps Dr. Burkhart 
could’ve pointed to a degree on the wall, and said, “There’s your answer.”  But that would’ve 
dodged the question and provided nothing of proof for this two-fold, previously unperformed 
double surgery.  Dr. Burkhart instead looked Lewis in the face, set his folder aside, and said, 
“Honor, #1, I’ve personally never had a patient die on the table.  I’ve been very lucky.  Secondly, 



I’ve performed both of these surgeries successfully numerous times.  But there’s always a 
chance.  There’s always a chance.  But let me tell you this:  I have a son your age, and he was 
facing what your were facing, I would whole-heartedly recommend these surgeries to him and 
push forward.  I think this is the right thing to do.” 
 
And Lewis agreed to it.  What sight could not verify, and what reason could only suggest as 
plausible, the physician finally ‘sold’ through trust.  My son was forced to simply trust the man.  
Now again, this is not precisely the same thing as faith, but as a corollary, it shares many 
features that we hope to establish as the best foot forward for educational enterprise.  In the 
end, we are all here to assist students in flexing a ‘faith muscle’…which is hard…and less 
obvious that so many other ‘muscles’ that we exercise in education. 
 
Let’s first begin with inadequate descriptions of faith (p. 21): 
 

1. Emotional conviction (David Hume) 
2. The subjectively adequate but objectively inadequate acceptance of something as true 

(Kant) 
3. “practical” certainty about matters that cannot be justified “theoretically” 

 
Whatever insight any one of these may offer in nudging us toward a description of the ‘mental 
unrest’, none of them come close to a rich theological understanding of faith.  Do not merely 
aim for these, even if you see these manifest in the life of a student along the arc or pathway of 
their growth in faith.  I say it that way to protect us from either ‘ditch.’  While we may not aim 
for these—such as emotional conviction—we must also not criticize a student still journeying 
along.  Never begrudge the small beginnings.  Just get out a mile in front of them and keep 
encouraging. 
 
Those three lacking the true substance of the virtue of faith, let us begin to press into a stronger 
definition (using Pieper).   
 

1. Augustine (24) – the formal subject of belief is what is not apparent to the eye, what is 
not obvious of its own accord, what is not attainable either by direct perception or 
logical inference.  In fact, “Belief cannot refer to something that one sees…and what can 
be proved (with sight) does not pertain to belief.”   If you can see it, then your 
acknowledgement of that thing is fine, but your acknowledgement is something other 
than belief.   

2. There is still something communicated in belief, though.  So keep that in your mind.  
“For belief to be possible at all, it is assumed that the communication has in some way 
been understood.”  (24).  Sight and belief both communicate something.  They share 
that.  In saying that sight and belief are different, we are not saying that belief does not 
have communication as an assumed requirement. 

3. This is great news!  That means that mysteries can still be communicated.  They just use 
a different faculty than sight.  It’s called belief.  As Aquinas says (25), “man could not 
believingly assent to any proposition if he did not in some way understand it.”  In fact, 



one is tempted to say that our belief in such mysteries (such as the mystery of the 
incarnation, which cannot be fully subject to human reason) is ‘proof’ of the legitimacy 
of belief as a way of knowing that is every bit as legit and reliable and every bit as in 
keeping with human nature as something like ‘sight.’   

4. Next in our definition – belief has different source material than sight.  The reason (30) 
for believing ‘something’ is that one believes ‘someone.’  (repeat this).  And risking a full 
jump of the gun, here enters love.  We are treading out into some of the very substance 
of ‘love of neighbor’ that we more often associate with kindness or generosity.  But 
undergirding our first instincts of thinking that love of neighbor means ‘taking care of 
others’ is this doctrine of belief.  

5. In fact, this also introduces another idea that we hold dear at the Academy—the spirit of 
inquiry.  Freedom of inquiry, you might say.  “Wherever,” says Pieper, “in the 
relationships of men to men, ‘belief’ in the strict sense is demanded or practiced, 
something essentially inhuman is taking place, something contrary to the nature of the 
human mind, something that is equally incompatible with its limitations and its dignity.”  
This is why our classrooms, with faith as the essential goal and function of the human 
souls in front of us, are not, at the Academy, governed in ways keeping with propaganda 
and coercion.  Instead, our governing metaphor is that of hospitality, inquiry, 
winsomeness, invitation, and service of our fellow human.  Love Thy Neighbor governs 
the relationship of student and teacher.  One cannot cause humans to flourish by 
teaching them with methods that undermine their very humanness.   

6. The obvious exception – God.  There is one essential condition that, if met, would have a 
certain ‘right’ to demand belief (33):  “that Someone exists who stands incomparably 
higher above the mature man…and that this Someone has spoken in a manner audible 
to the mature man.”   

 
Blah, blah, blah.  Here we go, friends  (36) – “It is one thing to regard what someone else has 
said as interesting, clever, important, magnificent, the product of genius or absolutely ‘true.’  
We may feel compelled to think or say any and all of these things in utter sincerity.  But it is 
quite a different matter to accept precisely the same statements in the way of belief.  In order 
for this other matter, belief, to come about, a further step is necessary.  A free assent of the will 
must be performed.  Belief rests upon volition.”  That is St. Augustine 101, friends, for my 
Protestant and Catholic believers both.   
 
So are you ready for the mission statement to finally come into view????  Are your ready???  
We believe…your students believe…. NOT because we see, perceive, or deduce something true 
(37), but because we desire something good.   
 
Do you see it??  Do you see it??  We assist parents in shaping students’ affections for truth, 
goodness, and beauty.  The entire mission statement, dear friends, rest forevermore upon the 
doctrine of faith.  The discharge of the will.  Your job, dear teachers, is to assist students in 
cultivating a desire for the good, and in so doing, you are flexing that great muscle of faith given 
by the Holy Spirit.  And in so doing, you free the classroom to be soul-craft, so that mind-craft 
(the typical but misguided telos of education) is downstream…and because it is properly 



downstream, you can actually get it right!  Their mind can now rest upon something firm!  Their 
mind can now properly function in keeping with the rest of human nature.  Aim for the mind, 
you might get a portion of it.  Aim for the will, you get all of it.  Affections are the handmaidens 
of faith.  Aim for faith in math class.  Aim for faith in science class.  Aim for faith in catechism.  
Aim for faith in philosophy class.  Aim for faith. 
 
This puts us in relationship one to another!  This is the church deepening her churchiness: 
 

(40) “…the ‘good’ toward which the will of the believer is directed is communion with 
the eyewitnesses or knower who says ‘it is so’; this communion comes to life and reality 
in that the believer, repeating this ‘it is so’…this idea has been summed up most 
cogently by John Henry Newman in his Oxford University addresses:  ‘We believe 
because we love.’” 

 
Boom.  Love is the meaning of the world.  It is the meaning of botany, art perspective, fractions, 
syntax, John 1, the poetry of Hopkins, etc. etc.   
 
We are now forming community.  “This very advertence of the will, which (41)..partakes 
somewhat of love’s nature—this sense of mutual trust and free interchange of thoughts 
produces a unique type of community.  In such a community he who is (merely) hearing 
participates in the knowledge of the knower.  It is an axiom of theology that belief puts man 
into contact with the knowledge of God himself.”   
 
So are you beginning to see it???  Belief is not the ‘last ditch effort’ of God.  It is not the ‘good 
enough for the damned’ bit of crumbs cast out for the blockheads of planet earth.  It is on 
purpose!  It is the only possible way to put the fullest knowledge of God, which is love, properly 
within love’s nature—mutual trust!  Free interchange!  A partaking of love’s nature.  Reason 
was not designed to do this.  Sight does not reinforce mutual trust in this way.  One must use a 
completely different delivery method for the fullest knowledge of God, and that delivery 
method, by design and definition, is belief, belief, belief.  Faith!  Fide!  To believe means to 
participate in the knowledge of the knower (42).  It’s the only way to get into the life of the 
Trinity.   
 
You could say it this way, says Aquinas (44), “Under otherwise similar conditions, seeing is surer 
than hearing; but if the one from whom we learn something by hearing is capable of grasping 
far more than one could obtain by seeing for oneself, then hearing is surer than seeing.”  And 
good news – we can hear from God.  We can hear from God. 
 
We do not want to be modern man, who at the same time does not achieve the alleged 
independence of the knower while simultaneously despising the dependence of the believer.  
Instead, we join the believer (45).  We are the believers.   
 
I might add, briefly, that the full exercise of belief does not eradicate doubt.  It is (52) part of 
the nature of belief to leave doubts possible.  Do not despise a doubting student along the way.  



Though belief gives us the full participation in love that we otherwise seek to solve in a million 
other ways, the believer’s ‘intellect’ is not always satisfied because the mind as the mind feels 
as if it is operating on alien soil.  Be patient with your students.  Bringing the broken soul into 
slow but ever consistent communion with God, takes a lifetime.  There are stops and starts until 
death itself.  These things are never brought into perfect balance on this side of the veil.  Do not 
despise a doubting believer, “Lord I believe.  Help my unbelief,” says Peter. 
 
But again (54), “Belief is more certain than any imaginable human insight—not insofar as it is 
belief, but insofar as it properly rests upon divine speech.”  The Words of God himself as 
communicated through belief. 
 
So here are your steps as an educator (Augustine 102): 
 

1. Deo credere – to believe what God says is true 
2. Deum credere – to believe that he is God 
3. In Deum credere – believingly to love, believingly to go to him, believingly to cling to him 

and to be joined to his members 
 
But in listing these, I’ve lied to you, for Augustine says, “these are not three different acts, but 
one in the same act in which man believes God.  This is the basic structure of the act of religious 
faith (57). 
 
Let me fall upon a passage in C.S. Lewis that makes all  of this quite adventurous and horrifying 
at the same time (read page 61). 
 
This may be the most potent insight for the teacher, the disciple-maker, the mentor, the aide, 
the PE teacher, the admin.  To teach with the insight of faith is to conduct the most unsafe 
experiment available to the human soul.  So let your instincts be informed as a teacher by the 
absence of or side-stepping of “security.”  It is alive, so teach as if it is so.  He is alive—teach 
molecular structures as if it is so.  He is alive, teach direct objects as if it is so.  He is alive, 
conduct your committee meetings as if it is so.  He is alive, pray together and pray with your 
students as if it is so.  He is alive, fundraise as if it is so.  He is alive, spike the volleyball as if it is 
so.  The insight…the revelation…informs the action, it informs the mentoring, it informs the 
coaching, it informs the management, it informs the leadership.   
 
So why faith?  it is the only access point by which love is made available to any of us, and 
therefore it is the only possible first instinct of the teacher.  To teach is to love.  Love God.  Love 
your students.  Love the church.  Love their churches.  Love what you teach.  Be swallowed 
whole by love through faith.  Amen.   
 


