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“A Journey Towards Belonging”
Hebrews 11:29-35a, 39-12:2 September 1, 2019

A couple of weeks ago, I came across this very interesting 
video from Business Insider on the YouTube platform. It 
was about how the “I Spy” books were made. I hope you are 
familiar with these books. But if you are not, let me explain 
them to you briefly. 

Much like the “Where’s Waldo?” series, these books 
present different riddles that you are supposed to find 
within the artwork on a page. What makes these books 
a little different from others is the great variety of items 
the author uses as part of the riddles – it can be animals, 
numbers, specific toys, cars, tools, people, colors… you 
name it. So, in theory, these books present more challenging 
riddles since there is a universe of possibilities for choosing 
the riddle items.   

Photographer Walter Wick is the person responsible 
for making the images for these books. In the video he 
explains how the first thing he does is to choose a theme – a 
school day, or a day at a playground, or a day at the forest, 
and so on. Then, based on that theme he would build the 
image sets. Building these sets requires a lot of precision and 
therefore takes several weeks to complete – he has to make 
sure the colors match, or that the items are well placed, or 
that the set is neither too crowded nor missing anything. 
The most fascinating part about all of this is that he hides 
the riddle items as he builds these sets.  

I always imagined that perhaps the riddle items were 
placed first and then the set was developed, or that the set 
was built in the first place and then the items were hidden 
at last. But it’s nothing like that. The rationale behind this 
method, Wick expresses, is so that he also participates in 
the process of finding the riddle items once the image set is 
completed. In order to find the items, he explains, one must 
look at the “bigger picture” while not forgetting to narrow 
one’s vision into every single corner of the image set.  

This is a complex mental exercise. 

Keeping a perspective that allows for a wide range of 
vision while still focusing on every single detail seems to be 

a rather impossible task. And sure, in children’s books like 
“I Spy”, we are taught that we are kind of capable of finding 
these hidden riddle items.  

But what about finding the not so fully visible things in 
life – like, God’s presence?  

 I truly enjoyed learning about these “I Spy” books 
because, I think, the process through which they are made 
provides us with a vivid example of God’s creative process 
within our lives. I can imagine God sitting in front of a 
white canvas surrounded by many shelves containing all the 
possibilities of the universe. Then, God proceeds to choose 
a theme for our lives. And so God starts to pick items, 
places, and people to fill these image sets – to fill the life we 
are meant to live. 

Most importantly, as God creates this beautiful image 
sets, God also places and hides certain riddle items to 
remind us that God is indeed the author of life and ever-
present with us. The funny thing is that these riddle items 
come in a great variety of ways – places, moments, prayers, 
and people. Remember, there is a universe of possibilities. 
And just like in the “I Spy” books, in order to find God’s 
presence in our lives and within this world, we have to 
expand our vision and look at the “bigger picture” – beyond 
what is in front of us – while also narrowing our eyesight to 
the very details of our ordinary routines.   

But that is a complex mental and spiritual exercise. 

And it is even more challenging when we experience 
times of great distress, uncertainty, or when we are 
overwhelmed by all the turmoil around us.  

Such were the social conditions under which the 
prophet Jeremiah provided counsel to the people of Judah 
– the southern kingdom of Israel. During this time, there 
were great conflicts in the land. The Egyptian empire 
was moving north in efforts to win territory against the 
Assyrians coming from the east. But a bigger threat was 
north of Judah – the Babylonian empire. They had already 
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captured the Northern kingdom of the people of Israel, so 
there was nothing except time between Judah and Babylon.    

This rather small kingdom could not fight against any 
of these world powers. They knew the end was near; it was 
just a matter of time. There was a crisis in the land. So, 
Judah was overwhelmed by these feelings of hopelessness, 
desperation, and anger. And such feelings were so great 
that led the people of Judah to question God’s presence in 
their lives. These hard times pushed the people of Judah to 
stop seeking God’s presence and instead rely on their own 
wisdom and their own integrity. 

The people of Judah decided to abandon their faith. 
They had decided to surrender to the chaos by forsaking 
the stories of the faith of their ancestors. They ignored 
the promises God had made with Abraham; the miracles 
God had shown through Moses, and Joshua, the Judges 
and kings; and the protection and faithfulness God had 
demonstrated time and time again throughout their lives. 

All of those things seemed forgotten. As a consequence, 
they chose to cut deals with Assyrians and Egyptians while 
also providing offerings and bribes to symbolize their 
commitment to them. They surrendered their own money 
and resources and even worshipped the idols of Babylon to 
demonstrate their alliance. 

Judah had given up its identity as God’s beloved people. 
Judah had traded the faith stories of their ancestors and the 
promises God had made with them for selfish protection 
based on their own selfish prerogatives.  

This is why the prophet Jeremiah offers a powerful 
prophetic word. Judah needed to be reminded of God’s 
faithfulness and the love God had shown towards them. 
They needed to be reminded that God had always been 
present, all the way back from Abraham and Sarah to their 
current reality. The prophet Jeremiah encouraged them to 
see the larger story of faith while also paying attention to 
the small, sometimes invisible ways through which God 
was still working right at that moment. 

It is already hard enough to find God’s presence within 
our lives and within our common realities within the 
ordinary. Therefore, it is even more challenging to find 
God’s presence when life is so overwhelmed by stress, anger, 
or hopelessness. 

When our eyes are no longer fixed on God’s faithfulness 

and God’s promises, our vision begins to wander, pushing 
us to ignore the stories of faith from ages past. When our 
trust in God begins to tremble, it becomes more difficult to 
find God’s presence in our midst. When our faith is being 
questioned by selfishness, it becomes extremely hard to 
place our faith story within the greater story of faith. 

Finding the not so visible presence of God is a complex 
mental and spiritual exercise. 

Growing up, I sometimes encountered “I Spy” riddles 
that were too hard for me. In those cases, it would take me 
a long time to find each of the hidden items, so I would 
get frustrated which would lead me to give up, become 
angry, and walk away. Perhaps on those occasions, my mind 
was too distracted to really pay attention to the details or 
perhaps I wasn’t looking as well as I should have been.  

But it was during those times that my mom would 
come and sit next to me. She would remind me to be more 
patient and take my time – there is no rush! And then she 
would also remind me that the riddle items were really 
there. I needed to trust the maker of the image set.   

So, how can we find the presence of God? 

I think, by keeping a perspective that allows for a wide 
range of vision – always looking at the larger story of faith 
– while still focusing on every little detail within our own 
faith stories. 

But that still is a complex mental and spiritual exercise…  

This upcoming year here at Second Presbyterian 
Church we are embracing the theme of belonging. We will 
be studying and reflecting on what it means to belong to 
God and how such relationship informs us of our belonging 
to one another. 

The presence of God manifests through different 
moments, places, and people. Remember, there is a universe 
of possibilities. Therefore, we must understand that God is 
present in the totality of the human experience. God uses 
all kinds of different people to show us that God is indeed 
here with us. God expresses God’s attentive love to us in all 
sorts of places, like this church, in our homes, in the streets, 
in shelters and hospitals, and natural parks. God holds our 
hands in difficult moments and God laughs with us when 
happiness abounds in our lives. 

God is always present. God has always been present. 
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And God will remain present. 

So, when we finally understand that God is present in 
every person, in every moment, and in every place in some 
form or another, then we will realize that we all do belong 
together. 

But coming to this realization doesn’t happen in the 
blink of an eye. It is a journey – a journey towards belonging. 
My invitation for you this morning is this: let us begin this 
journey together. So, find a comfortable space – here in 
your pew or your favorite couch; open up your own “I Spy” 
book to your current page; read the riddle that God has 
given you, and begin searching for the presence of God. But 
before you begin, let us remember three essential things:

Number 1: Faith. Have some faith in God and 
place your trust in the Maker. And do not forget 
the faith stores of our ancestors. Always remember 
God’s promises and realize that your faith story 
belongs in the greater story of faith. 

Number 2: Patience. Just like in the “I Spy” books, 
it takes a little time to find God’s presence. God 
is not hidden from us. Rather, we must really pay 
attention to the details of life and the lives of others. 
God is working, don’t give up to the selfishness of 
this world. 

And number 3: Friends. When you struggle to 
find God and begin to become angry or frustrated 
or hopeless, don’t act against people. Rather, let 
people help you find God’s presence. We all belong 
together in this great story of faith. Remember, 
there is a universe of possibilities through which 
God shows up.   

Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a great 
cloud of witnesses, let us throw off everything that hinders 
and the sin that so easily entangles. And let us run together 
with perseverance this race, this journey marked out for us, 
fixing our eyes on Jesus, the pioneer and perfecter of faith.

Amen. 


