
Hebrews 12, Race and cheering throngs, August. 18, 2019 

 My husband officially retires on August 31, but his final work day prior to using up 

accrued vacation was this past Thursday, August 15.  He’d told me that this final week felt like 

he’d been running a marathon, and he’d already decided that whatever else he might do this 

morning, he wasn’t going to attend church!  Which means it’s one of my last good opportunities 

to talk about him, right?  So, many of you have kindly asked how his retirement celebrations 

have been, and they have been wonderful!  Grace really did it up for him!  Big services this last 

Sunday and Wednesday evening, since they have two services a week, and a program last 

Sunday, at which I spoke, including gifts, festive music, moving tributes, and so forth. There 

have been some meaningful kind of God-incidence book-ends to Phil’s beginning and ending of 

ministry.  For example, his first work day at Grace 8 years ago was August 15, and his last work 

day at Grace this past week was August 15.  One of the enthusiastic young girls in his first call to 

Jesse Lake Lutheran Church 34 years ago is now the adult youth and family worker at Grace, as 

he retires from his final call there.  On the August weekend he was ordained 34 years ago in 

Poughkeepsie, NY, his sister and her husband were married on that Saturday, and Phil preached.  

And on Sunday afternoon, he was ordained, and they postponed their honey moon to be present, 

along with his parents and others, of course.  This final last weekend of his ministry, his sister 

Laurie and her husband attended the service, and his Dad was present also, representative of his 

Mom, now gone and his other family members.  Meaningful bookends that are like little notes of 

affirmation from God:  “well done, thou good and faithful servant!”, we can imagine God saying. 

A helpful bookend for me=---and it is all about me, isn’t it?---is that the text from Hebrews we 

have this morning was a part of the installation service for Phil in his first call, 34 years ago, to 



Jesse Lake.  The Bishop at that time, Bishop Herb Chilstrom, spoke at the service and said, “In 

the end when you look back on your ministry, it won’t matter how ‘successful’ you were; it will 

matter that you were faithful.”  And Bishop Chilstrom referenced our lesson from Hebrews, 

saying, “Let us run with perseverance the race that is set before us.”  That’s the essence of 

faithfulness---running with perseverance the race that is set before us.   That’s what my husband 

did.  This final call to Grace was a call with initial challenges, as he knew going in.  All of this 

was acknowledged last Sunday during the program. The preceding pastor had left under bad 

circumstances, and the congregation had lost 1/3 of its membership and financial support.  There 

were lots of days, weeks, and months throughout the first years there that Phil may have wished 

to quit the running and leave the race course altogether.  It was an act of perseverance and faith 

in those times to keep on running the race; it would have been easier to give up.  But the fact that 

he persevered, that he finished the race and completed his call there, meant that the trajectory of 

the congregation turned around in a significant way; they are in a much better place now than 

when he came, and he can leave with the satisfaction of a job well done.  He finished that 

particular race, he persevered and was faithful.  That’s what God asks of us! 

 Do you relate to running a race as a metaphor for life and faith?   Even non runners 

amongst us probably can.  How often do we say of a busy week, as my husband did, “Feels like 

I’ve been running a marathon”?, whether or not we’ve actually ever run a marathon?  Both in the 

time this book of Hebrews was written and in our own, running races were a common enough 

cultural phenomenon for this metaphor to resonate.  And impressively, probably both then and 

now, the same event is the premier example:  The Olympics.  Have you seen the occasional ad on 

TV already announcing that next summer the Olympics are happening in Tokyo?  Our modern 



day Olympics are directly related to the athletic events held in Olympia in ancient Greece, dating 

back to the 8th C. BC and continuing on through the 4th C. A.D.   Which means that the writer of 

this book of Hebrews, who remains anonymous throughout, by the way, very likely knew all 

about them, as would most people in that time.   That writer very likely had them in mind as he 

wrote these words in Hebrews 12.  But, I ’m getting ahead of myself, because we do have some 

verses from the end of Hebrews, chapter 11 to consider first. 

 Chapter 1, verse 1, of Hebrews, which is not before us,  begins with that profound 

thought—“Now faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things unseen.”  And 

then the author goes on to list a great number of heroes of the faith from the Old Testament.  He 

starts with Cain and Abel, works through Noah, spends quite some time on Abraham and Sarah, 

then focuses on Moses.  We catch up with the text in the description of the Hebrew slaves, led by 

Moses, passing through the Red Sea in the event of the Exodus. Next, our attention is drawn to 

the entrance of the Hebrews into the Promised Land, including the falling of the walls of Jericho 

and the role of a certain Canaanite prostitute, Rahab, who assisted the Hebrew spies prior to the 

conquest.  It is certainly worth noting what an inclusive list of the faithful this is:  Rahab is 

neither male, nor a Hebrew, nor even a virtuous woman, and yet she makes the list.  Further 

prophets and kings like Samson and David, are mentioned more briefly, along with the kinds of 

experiences they had.  And these experiences cover a broad range.  First, we hear of the awesome 

and the miraculous:  like conquering larger kingdoms, shutting the mouths of ravenous lions, 

quenching raging fires, and the like.  Then we hear, quite graphically, of experiences of torture 

and persecution, including stoning, being sawn in half, killed by the sword, and left without a 

home. Some of these instances we can identify clearly with an individual or event, like Daniel in 



the Lion’s Den, for example with the shutting of lion’s mouths.  Others are not as clear, but may 

well have referred to events that happened between the writing of the Old Testament and of the 

New Testament, a period of about 400 years or so.  At any rate, we have laid out before us a 

listing of the community of faith that is rather surprising.  It is surprising in terms of who makes 

the cut---people we wouldn’t expect to see,  like Rahab. It may also surprise us in terms of what 

quality shared by these folks that is held up for us---it’s not moral excellence or the power to 

move mountains, but is instead the same quality so valued throughout this letter to the Hebrews: 

endurance.  Perseverance.  Faithfulness, especially in the face of hardships.   This list 

demonstrates that faith shines in both triumphs and difficulties, if we endure.  These words, 

likely directed at a community of Jewish Christians experiencing some degree of hardship, 

would have reminded them that they were not alone, but were part of a vast community of the 

faithful who shared both victories and struggles for centuries upon centuries.  A community that 

endured. A community that is both deep and expansive and brings together saints in heaven and 

on earth; saints of the past and of the present.   

 It is this very community that makes up the “cloud of witnesses” that chapter 12 holds up 

for us.  Here’s where we get back to the Olympics. The image is that of a Greek marathon race, a 

familiar image, as I said,  in this roman-Greco dominated era.  The runners ran with their baton, 

passing it on to the next runner as their section of the race was completed.  The final lap was 

typically run within the stadium, filled with throngs of cheering fans.  Just as we see in the 

Olympics.  Or maybe we might picture the crowds lining the race course for Grandma’s 

Marathon, encouraging the runners with music, noise, cheers, particularly as the finish line draws 

near.  Think about this for a moment: It is true that the runner alone must find the motivation and 



courage to endure the rigors of the race; but it is also true that the runner is not alone; they are 

cheered on by countless fans, some of whom they know, most of whom they will never know 

and others run alongside them. That is the picture shown us here,  and isn’t this an uncannily 

accurate picture of the life of faith? 

 To begin with, as Christian disciples, we are not mere sprinters, we run a marathon race.  

We’re in it for the long term.  But the entirety of the race doesn’t begin and end with us; there are 

those who go before us and pass the baton onto us, and there are those who come after us, to 

whom we pass on the baton.  If we had time, we could each likely name those grandparents, 

parents, teachers, pastors, or so on, who passed the baton onto us.  And we could envision those 

to whom we are passing the baton ---our children, grandchildren, church children, and so on.  

When we celebrated our 90th anniversary last summer, I was so moved by the recognition of all 

those saints of this congregation who preceded us; who started a church, endured the Great 

Depression and two World Wars, who saw commercial fishing thrive and falter, who saw a 

Norwegian fishing community morph into our present community.   Without a doubt, we stand 

on their shoulders.  But we are the shoulders that others stand on.  I absolutely see our kitchen 

project, set to begin tomorrow, as us doing our part to be faithful, to persevere, to contribute 

some sweat equity and some of our resources financially or otherwise, to sustain this 

congregation and allow it to thrive into the decades that will come.  We are part of a historical 

tradition that reaches before us and continues on after us.  Our leg of the race is terribly 

significant; we look to run it faithfully and well; but it’s not by any means the only leg of the 

marathon.  



 We see also that we are not alone in this marathon.  There are many who run with us, 

even in the present moment.  We see them sitting in the pews beside us, and we know they also 

worship this morning in Africa, in Asia, in Europe.  Most of them we do not know, but some here 

we know well, and they are unspeakably dear to us.  As we run alongside them, we share their 

journey.  We know their joys and sorrows.  For example, in a way that is difficult to describe, but 

absolutely real, we all ran with Deb and Jim Allert their race of  Deb’s enduring treatment for her 

cancer.  I spoke with Deb about this, and she was eager for me to share how strongly she felt our 

presence with her through prayer and support in running that race.  We all run with Becca 

Kuichle her present race of cancer treatment; we are praying for her and rooting for her.   We all 

run with the Ellestad family as John has entered hospice.  We run together. We are not alone.  We 

are a part of a family right here and everywhere that supports us and that we support in prayer, in 

resources, in love, and in encouragement.  Don’t we show up for each other as needed, in times 

of both joy and sorrow?  No one runs alone.  Not only is God with us; but we are with one 

another. 

 And, mind-blowingly, it’s not only the present community of saints on earth that runs 

with us; the cloud of witnesses of the past surrounds us to cheer us on.  This is where things get a 

little cosmic.  But, in the kingdom of God, time is not a barrier to the communion of saints.  We 

share a connection with them through our faith.  And sometimes we catch a glimpse of that 

reality.  Much as I rejoiced in all the family members present for Phil’s celebration this past 

weekend, I shed some tears for those absent:  my Mom and Phil’s Mom, Ginnie.  But I wore my 

Mom’s wedding ring, and Phil’s sister wore Ginnie’s wedding ring, and they were in our hearts, 

on our minds, and somehow, honestly, they were present there with us.  They were also cheering 



Phil on as he finished that particular race.  And doesn’t that paint an amazing image for us?  A 

stadium filled with cheering saints of the ages?  Just imagine it: There’s Mary, Martha, and 

Lazarus.  There’s Martin Luther and Martin Luther King, Jr.   There’s Mother Teresa and there’s 

Mary, the Mother of Christ. There’s Bach and Michelangelo and St. Augustine.  There’s 

Grandma and Dad and the friend we loved and lost.  It’s a glorious mix in that cloud of 

witnesses.  And what is quite wonderful about them is what they’re doing.  Spectators at sporting 

events aren’t merely passive observers.  They cheer, they shout, they encourage!  Isn’t that a lot 

to wrap our minds around?   We might expect or fear, for example, that our forebears might sit in 

judgement of us; that we let them down; that we are a disappointment.  We might fear that our 

shoulders are not nearly as strong as theirs, that our example of perseverance or our fortitude in 

dealing with difficulties pales in comparison to how staunchly they faced perhaps greater 

challenges.  Yet, here we are given a picture, not of a panel of judges from the past, finding fault, 

but of a cheering section from the past, encouraging us and urging us on; not judging us, but 

giving us a much needed boost.  Isn’t that grace in place of condemnation?  The grace of God?  

 Our text ends with a practical suggestion to aid us in our running.  It’s a matter of focus.  

Even as we run, whether the terrain be ideal or terrible, we keep our eyes fixed on the end point, 

the finish line, the joy of completion.  And remember, as we cross the finish line, it doesn’t 

matter that we’re first or last; what matters is simply that we kept running.  And that finish line is 

for us, as Christian, Jesus---described here as the pioneer and perfecter of our faith.  So, how 

shall we run?  We must lay aside every weight and the sin that clings so closely.  Just as runners 

certainly don’t carry any unnecessary weight and choose the most streamlined clothing as 

possible.  We must run with perseverance.  Again, it’s not a sprint, it’s a marathon.  There has 



been, is, and will be, much that each and every one of us must endure in our race.  That’s just the 

reality, and we all know that.  Endurance is one of the least glamorous and absolutely most 

necessary of virtues.  We must run with perseverance.  But doesn’t it help to know, as we run, 

that we are not alone?  That we are cheered on by saints of the past as well as by our fellow 

runners in the present?  And moreover, we have a place to fix our eyes, a focus that keeps us 

going.  That focus is Jesus.  If we run aimlessly, our eyes roaming and easily distractible, 

gawking and gazing without purpose, we will surely get lost or injured.  Our eyes are fixed on 

Jesus.  And they are! Through worship, through prayer and study, through acts of service, 

through stewarding of our resources and environment, through glad and generous giving, through 

sheer gratitude and joy in experiencing the goodness of God, our eyes are fixed on Jesus.  And 

we run.  We lay aside what weighs us down. We hear the cheers of the cloud of witnesses.  We 

are grateful for our fellow runners, for we do not run alone.  Our eyes are fixed on Jesus, and we 

run with perseverance the race that is set before us.  That is the mark of faithful living for God.  

And that is why God says to us, “well done, thou good and faithful servants.”   Amen. 


