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Faith

If you are facing in the right direction, all you need to do is keep walking.

(Ancient proverb)

Faith is that which sustains our spirit when all else has gone. When we have faith we know that all is as it should be with us, and that no matter what we must face, we will come through and be stronger for it. Faith keeps us holding on when we are tempted to give up. With faith, we can trust in ourselves, in others, and in God, the higher power that will lead us forward and give us the strength to survive.

It is faith that Rudyard Kipling was referring to when he wrote, in the poem ‘If’:


If you can force your heart and nerve and sinew

To serve your turn long after they are gone,

And so hold on when there is nothing in you

Except the Will which says to them: ‘Hold on!’


Faith is about holding on and keeping on, even when the road ahead is filled with fears and doubts. Faith is the certainty that is left to us when all else is uncertain. And it is faith that helps us to treasure people and health more than possessions and power. 

Faith, in many people’s minds is most often associated with religious belief. Faith in God has enabled many of the great figures of history to achieve extraordinary things and to endure the unendurable. However, faith is not exclusively religious. It is a quality of spirit which marks out all those who believe in themselves and in others, in rightness, goodness and justice. It is faith that makes us optimistic in the face of incredible odds, which keeps us keeping on when otherwise we might lose heart and which often allows us to achieve the seemingly impossible.

Think, for instance, of Lance Armstrong, one of the greatest cyclists of all time who, in overcoming the removal of a brain tumour and testicular cancer, went on to win six consecutive Tour de France races. Lance said:


Without faith we are left with nothing but an overwhelming sense of hopelessness every single day, and it will beat you. I did not fully see until the cancer, how we fight every day against the creeping negativities of the world, how we struggle daily against the slow lapping of cynicism. Dispiritedness and disappointment, these are the real perils of life, not some sudden illness.1


The kind of faith Lance Armstrong showed is a deep amalgam of qualities and resources hitherto unknown or untapped, which can lift us to new heights of achievement and energy and which others find irresistible. His words resonate with truth: it is lack of faith which leads us into doubt, disappointment and dispiritedness. When that happens we feel lost, we cannot find a way forward, we do not know how to take the next step.

Faith, therefore, is as fundamental to the survival of the human spirit as food is to the survival of our bodies. With faith, anything is possible; without it, there is nothing. So nurture your own faith, in yourself, in others and in the wonderful possibilities life offers us every day. 

One of the most challenging times of my life as a Padre to The Black Watch, that most famous of Scottish Regiments, came about during a six month tour of Belize, when our families back home seemed so very far away. Telephone communication was expensive and rare, and there was always a great surge of eagerness when the mailbag arrived. 

It so happened that a situation had arisen within regimental life about which I felt I needed to take an uncompromising and uncomfortable stand – it was far from easy and yet I felt strongly, with Martin Luther King, that ‘our lives begin to end when we fail to stand up for those things that matter’. I had placed my reputation at risk, going against what appeared to be the accepted view. As a result I felt very lonely, and worried whether I had done the right thing in the circumstances.

Imagine my delight and relief therefore when, one hot and sultry evening, I saw an envelope among the eagerly anticipated mail on which I recognised the handwriting of my wife Elizabeth. She could not possibly have known of my trials and tribulations at that moment, but her letter assured me not only of how much she loved me but also how fortunate she felt The Black Watch were to have someone of my faith and principles among them.

It was almost as if her belief in me reached out across the oceans to strengthen my faith and so to help me, in the words God spoke to Joshua, to ‘Be strong and courageous… for the Lord your God will be with you wherever you go.’ (Joshua 1:9)

Faith so very often comes from security, from loving and being loved, from knowing that some things, and people, can forever be trusted and will always be there, and from beliefs which are unshakable.

Allow your faith to blossom and grow. Faith is not a result of what has happened, but a certainty of belief which enables us to cope with whatever we must face. 

Faith in our beliefs

In our society today the reaction to those who have deep faith in their religious beliefs is often fear or embarrassment. It is not ‘cool’ to be religious, to believe in God, to make references to religious faith in television and radio discussions. Those who believe in God are often considered to be anti-reason, anti-science and anti-freedom. However, this attitude overlooks the fact that we live in a culture that relies on its religious foundations and that, far from being unreasonable, Christianity is the foundation stone of much of the achievement of Western civilisation, having made enormous contributions to the development of science, democracy, equal rights and the arts.

Religious faith is still a deeply ingrained part of our national psyche, and countless men and women do have a deep, abiding and growing faith. Those who show evidence of the inner spiritual strength that is faith draw that strength from their beliefs. And those who do not have this faith often express their longing to find it. We have all said, or heard someone say, ‘I wish I had your faith.’ So how do you find faith?

There can be no better route to faith than by learning from the example of Jesus of Nazareth. He endured terrible suffering, throughout which he was sustained by his own faith in God, his Father. And he was able to inspire faith in those around him, when they were fearful and lost.


Stormy seas and stormy experiences were commonplace in the lives of the first followers of Jesus. Brothers Peter and Andrew and their friends James and John were no strangers to fear – when the winds blew and the sea began to toss and turn they must have feared for their lives. Yet nothing in their prior lives had prepared them for the storm of all storms on the Sea of Galilee, throughout which their leader slept soundly on the bottom of the boat. Eventually they woke him up and said, ‘Will you not save us?’ And so began the miraculous calming of the stormy waters, at the end of which each turned to each the other and said, ‘Who is this, that even the winds and the waves obey him?’ 


No matter what the meteorological or supernatural actualities of that account from the life of Jesus and his earliest disciples might be, there can be no disguising the simple truth that hearts full of fear and panic were calmed, and the stormy tenor of their lives was stilled through the presence of Jesus, with his own momentous faith.

We, in turn, can reach out to Jesus amid the storms and turmoil of our lives. And it is faith which enables us to make that first leap towards him. When we allow his spiritual help and presence to fill our hearts, then we can find faith, and with it serenity, purpose and understanding. We are enriched and enabled to go on with our lives in renewed trust and confidence.

As the letter to the Hebrews reminds us, ‘Faith is being sure of what we hope for and certain of what we do not see’ (Heb. 11:1). In other words, faith is not an automated religious transaction, but a bold and emphatic renewal of deep inner realities. Paul listed these qualities when he wrote, on another occasion, to friends of his in Galatia. He said, ‘The fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control. Against such things there is no law’ (Gal. 5:22–23). And to his friends in Philippi he wrote:


Finally, brothers and sisters, whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable – if anything is excellent or praise-worthy – think about such things. Whatever you have learned or received or heard from me, or seen in me – put it into practice. And the God of peace will be with you. (Phil. 4:8–9)


The values described in these letters are timeless, and for those who live according to them, faith is both the sum of the parts and the whole which enables each part to exist.

With faith it is possible to believe in miracles. Jesus, many times, performed seemingly miraculous acts, through the power of his faith. And to those who witnessed these miracles, faith was given.


As Jesus was on his way, the crowds almost crushed him. And a woman was there who had been subject to bleeding for twelve years, but no one could heal her. She came up behind him and touched the edge of his cloak, and immediately her bleeding stopped. 

‘Who touched me?’ Jesus asked.

When they all denied it, Peter said, ‘Master, the people are crowding and pressing against you.’

But Jesus said, ‘Someone touched me; I know that power has gone out from me.’

Then the woman, seeing that she could not go unnoticed, came trembling and fell at his feet. In the presence of all the people, she told why she had touched him and how she had been instantly healed. Then he said to her, ‘Daughter, your faith has healed you. Go in peace.’ (Luke 8:42–48) 


For the crowds who witnessed extraordinary moments like these, faith in this young teacher with his wonderful presence and healing gifts must have come willingly and joyfully.

Today we cannot witness Jesus’ miracles first-hand. But what we do have are the miracles, small and large, that happen every day in our own lives. The Bible is filled with stories of ordinary people whose faith overcame great obstacles, but so is the world today! All around us there are tales of heroism, determination, courage and perseverance, all born of the absolute faith that ‘it can be done’.

There are many wonderful tales of miracles, and of faith born or rediscovered, that come from Lourdes, to the small market town lying in the foothills of the Pyrenees, famous for the apparitions of Our Lady of Lourdes that are reported to have occurred in 1858 to a young miller’s daughter, Bernadette Soubirous. The town became a focal point for pilgrims and a site of great healing and I know that, while not everyone can be physically healed, no one leaves Lourdes without gaining in faith. It is a place with an extraordinary peaceful energy which is a balm to the most troubled soul and brings great serenity and joy to all who visit. Lourdes is a centre of faith, and the shared sense of faith to be found there is very powerful.

However, it is not necessary to go to Lourdes to find miracles. The wonderful thing is that we can all find miracles in our lives when we look for them, and every miracle becomes a cornerstone of faith.

Every parent knows that to bring up a child is to witness daily miracles – from birth to first smiles and from first steps to graduations and grandchildren. 

Then there is the miracle of friendship. What faith a true friend inspires; there are few things in life more precious. Health and healing are full of wonders too. Every time we recover from an illness, or an injury heals, it is another miracle. 

If we pause to look around and appreciate the daily miracles in our lives, then we see faith at every turn, and our own faith cannot help but grow.

When others have faith in us

While faith in our beliefs can become a cornerstone of a life well lived, nothing is more wonderful or more affirming than to find that someone has faith in you. Most people who have achieved success in life can look back and pick out the one or two particular adults who encouraged and believed in them when they were children. Often there has been a special teacher, a relative or a family friend who took the time and trouble to show interest and who had faith in the individual child, even when things might not have looked promising. And as adults too, knowing there is one person who has complete faith in you can give you the self-belief to transform your life.


Jack, a man in his forties, was devastated when he lost his job in the tool factory where he had worked for many years. He dreaded telling his wife, Rose, that they would have no income, and wondered how on earth he would find another job. When he got home his wife saw his drooping shoulders and tired face and asked what was wrong. With a heavy heart Jack told her, but to his astonishment, his wife, instead of looking worried, began to smile. She went into the bedroom and brought back a little box that she kept in a drawer. When she opened it he saw it was full of money. ‘There’s enough here to keep us for a year,’ Rose said. ‘Now you can write that novel you’ve always dreamed of writing. I’ve always known you could do it, that’s why I saved the money.’ Jack was astonished by his wife’s generosity and faith in him. He began work on his book the following week, and went on to become a highly successful writer.


The faith Jack’s wife showed in him inspired him to take a totally new and ultimately fulfilling path in life. Without her support he might have gone on to another dull job and never known what might be possible. It is when we doubt ourselves that the faith of others who believe in us can be the fuel that keeps us going.


I discovered this for myself when I was a young chaplain to both the Parachute Regiment and The Black Watch. I knew that the men of both regiments were facing difficult and testing times and would rely on me to help them keep their faith in God, no matter how tough things became. Many times men came to see me, sore at heart, filled with doubts and unsure of their purpose or direction. They missed their families and feared letting down their fellows when up against it. Sometimes it was hard to know how to be there for them, what to say that might restore their strength and purpose. Was I really up to this challenging task? What helped me most, alongside my own faith in Jesus, was knowing that those men had faith in me, and believed I could help them. Their faith in me which they showed by coming to my door in the first place gave me the wisdom and courage I needed to be able to help them. 

Faith when times are tough

It is when we are tested that we discover whether or not we have faith in ourselves. And we are all tested during our lives, most of us many times over. We all have to face loss, failure, disappointment, hurt and heartache. At those times we can feel uncertain about how to carry on. The effort of getting out of bed, or putting one foot in front of the other, can seem beyond us. It is then that faith is most needed. Yet if we can find faith, then we can endure, with belief and hope and trust, and know that all will be well and that ultimately our hearts and spirits will be healed.

Sometimes faith is simply a question of gritty determination, as the story of Irwin Rosenberg so beautifully illustrates.


Irwin Rosenberg was a junior officer in the US navy when he was diagnosed with cancer and, according to the standard military procedure of the time, he was discharged. Irwin had loved the navy, and because of this he decided to fight for his health and get his job back. As his illness progressed, there came a point when he was given two weeks to live. But through faith and dogged determination, Irwin survived – and began to recover. Once he had his illness under control, he began to dream of becoming a naval officer again. This, he was told, was impossible. Navy regulations forbade the reinstatement of a person discharged with cancer. ‘Give up,’ everyone told him. ‘It would take an Act of Congress to get you reinstated.’ But Irwin didn’t give up. If it was going to take an Act of Congress, then he would campaign for that. It took years of waiting, petitioning and battling bureaucracy. But President Truman eventually signed into law a special bill that allowed Irwin Rosenberg to re-enlist in the navy. This he did, and he went on to become a rear admiral in the US Seventh Fleet.


Irwin Rosenberg loved his job so much that he found the determination and faith he needed to overcome his illness and win the job back – faith in himself, in justice and in God. Stories like his, stories of gritty determination, are inspiring and uplifting for everyone who hears them. 

Irwin fought for a goal that meant everything to him. But sometimes we need gritty determination alongside our faith simply in order to survive.


In 1987 Terry Waite was kidnapped by an Islamic militia group in Beirut. He had travelled to the troubled city as an envoy for the Church of England, hoping to help secure the release of several Western hostages. Instead he was taken hostage himself and held for almost five years, the first four of them in solitary confinement. He endured fear, loneliness and great hardship, but his faith sustained him, and when he was released he said, ‘My sufferings pale into insignificance compared to the suffering of many people in that region.’ 

 Twelve years later he returned to Beirut to visit projects in the Palestinian refugee camps in north Lebanon which were being funded by Y-Care International, the development agency of the YMCA movement, which Waite had helped to found. When he set off for Beirut again, he said, ‘Lebanon holds no ghosts or horrors for me.’ His faith had not only sustained him, but had allowed him to look back on his experiences without bitterness or hatred.


When we look at stories like those of Terry Waite and the other hostages in Beirut, as well as elsewhere in the world, we begin to understand better the words of St Paul when he said, 

Therefore we do not lose heart. Though outwardly we are wasting away, yet inwardly we are being renewed day by day. For our light and momentary troubles are achieving for us an eternal glory that far outweighs them all. So we fix our eyes not on what is seen, but on what is unseen, since what is seen is temporary, but what is unseen is eternal. (2 Cor. 4:16–18)


How beautifully he puts the simple truth that if we look beyond our present circumstances we will find the courage to survive. And it is faith that allows us to look beyond, to see the ‘unseen’, that which lies ahead and for which we can strive.

Faith in action

If faith can help us to survive terrible ordeals and inspire others, it can also be our comfort and support when we are setting out on a new endeavour or venture. Such a venture might be the business idea that you have been nursing and nurturing over several months or even years. It may be an adventure you are planning – a mountain climb, a fundraising marathon, a trip across the desert. But it might also be one of the ventures of our everyday lives. Perhaps it is committing to a relationship, bringing a child into the world, hoping to become a good parent, or wanting to be a better and more thoughtful son or daughter. 

At times like this it is the voices of others who, in their anxiety for, or jealousy of us may also cast doubt, or whose mocking may seem louder than our own inner voice of faith and trust. Of course we may also have our own inner uncertainties too, an inner voice of doubt and fear which, in the words of Ben Zander, the celebrated conductor of the Boston Philharmonic Orchestra, ‘sits on our shoulder as if to say to us: And now you’re coming to the difficult bit’.

So how do we rise above the doubters – outward and inward – and find the strength of our own belief in ourselves?

It is then that faith kicks in.

If our faith is strong, we can overcome fear and doubt, reassure those who fear for us, and turn away from those who mock. With faith in ourselves, in our goals, in the power of adventure, we can do extraordinary things.

William Hutchison Murray, forever known as W. H. Murray, was the pioneer of mountaineering in Scotland and in Europe. W. H. Murray was a Scot who longed to share his love of the hills and the mountains with men and women just like himself. During his eighty-three years from 1913 to 1996, Murray took every opportunity, despite the great weight of his mountaineering clothing and the limited kit then available, to try new things. It was W. H. Murray who, along with his friends, opened up many routes that have now become almost commonplace to today’s walkers and hill-climbers, and the debt owed to him by modern mountaineers is considerable. W. H. Murray was a brilliant man, a thinker and writer, who wrote this marvellous passage about setting out on a new venture: 


Until one is committed, there is hesitancy, the chance to draw back . . . Concerning all acts of initiative (and creation), there is one elementary truth, the ignorance of which kills countless ideas and splendid plans: that the moment one definitely commits oneself, then Providence moves too. All sorts of things occur to help one that would never otherwise have occurred. A whole stream of events issues from the decision, raising in one’s favour all manner of unforeseen incidents and meetings and material assistance, which no man could have dreamed would have come his way. “Whatever you can do, or dream you can do, begin it. Boldness has genius, power and magic in it.”

 Begin it now.2


What a marvellous way of summing up the power of faith. Once you find the faith to set out on your venture, no matter what it is, no matter whether your journey is outwards or inwards once you set off with boldness, you will find your way to your goal, so long as you are prepared to keep going.


A Church of England vicar returned for the first time in a long while to a parish in which he had been very happy for several years. At the end of the special anniversary service which he was conducting, an old lady came up to him and said, ‘I always remember one of your sermons and try to practise it daily.’ The vicar, delighted to have been not only recognised but also remembered for one of his sermons, eagerly enquired what the sermon had been about. To which the old lady replied, ‘I can’t actually remember what the subject was, but at the end you said that sometimes we’ve just got to keep on keeping on! That’s what stayed with me.’


Some years back, when I decided to make a long-held dream a reality, I learned for myself that, in addition to boldness born of faith, sometimes there is nothing else to do but ‘keep on keeping on’. I wanted to build a centre where people from all walks of life could come to learn the inner greatness of their leadership skills and so go on to fulfil their potential. That was the start of Columba 1400, the charity we named after St Columba, the monk who fled from Ireland to Scotland in ad 563 and founded a monastery on Iona, which became the cradle of Celtic Christianity in Scotland. When we began fundraising in 1997, it was exactly 1,400 years since the death of this remarkable man.

When almost enough funds had been raised to build our centre, and a perfect site had been found in Staffin on the beautiful island of Skye, work commenced. All seemed to be going well, until I received a call one day to say that the builders had gone into receivership and the half-finished building could not be completed!

It was a heartbreaking moment. Months and months of effort had gone into raising the money and we believed we were nearly there, only to find that the builders’ earlier creditors had called in the receivers – they were effectively ‘bust’.

For a moment I contemplated giving up. But before I had put the phone down I knew that I could not, and should not. I set about fundraising again, and a few months later the building work was back in progress. When the centre finally opened, three years after we started, I knew it had been worth every back-breaking, heart-wrenching moment of effort. 

Since then we have been running leadership academies and retreats for people of all ages and backgrounds, but most especially youngsters from tough realities, who need and deserve an opportunity to realise their own inner greatness, no longer to be the victim or product of their environment, but rather determined to be the people they were created to be. We see young people arrive, cowed and without a shred of self-belief – and see them leave, days later, with their heads high and full of plans for the future. It is a humbling experience.

It was the vision of what might happen in the future that kept me going, and that has kept many thousands of others going, when the going got tough.

Keeping faith

If you are searching for faith, remember that sometimes you will find it where you least expect it. We can pray for faith, but remember also that faith is inspired by our love and care for those around us, as is shown in this story from the anthology Pathways towards Heaven on Earth by Sir John Templeton. He tells the story of a Christian monk who earnestly prayed that a vision of Jesus might be revealed to him. 


After praying for many hours, the monk heard a voice telling him the vision would occur the next morning at daybreak. Before the first rays of dawn appeared the following morning, the monk was on his knees at the altar. 

A fierce storm was brewing but the monk paid it no heed. He watched and prayed and waited for the vision. As the storm broke in great fury, a soft knock came at the door. Interrupted in his devotions, the monk turned away from the altar to open the door. He knew some poor wayfarer was seeking shelter from the raging storm. As he turned towards the door, he caught a glimpse of the vision for which he had prayed.

Torn between his desire to stay and experience the vision – one that he felt would last but for a moment – and his desire to help a brother in distress, the monk quickly decided that duty must come first. Upon opening the door, he gazed into the bright blue eyes of a small child who had apparently lost her way. She was tired, shivering from the cold, and hungry.

The monk gently reached out
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If you have enjoyed reading The Power of 3 and found it beneficial then you may wish to consider attending an accompanying retreat.

Retreats, either one to one with Norman Drummond or within a small group setting, offer the time and space to explore each of the themes in more depth.

If you would like further information regarding these retreats or Norman Drummond’s work, please visit the Drummond International web-site www.drummondinternational.com or e-mail info@drummondinternational.com. 

If you are interested in finding out more about Columba 1400 then please visit www.columba1400.com.
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