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 My Mom loved the book of Hebrews. Well, I 

don’t know if she loved the Whole book – but, she sure 

was keen on the 1st verse in chapter twelve: “we are 

surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses” – she 

shortened it a little to better suit her purposes. 

 Don’t think I ever heard that verse until I was, 

maybe, 13 or 14: the time of puberty when some little 

boys have been known to sneak a peek at other little 

boys’ ‘dirty magazines’ secretly pulled from under their 

dad’s side of the bed. That wasn’t me – of course…my 

halo kept falling into the centerfold… 

 But, just to make sure, my Mom would freq-

uently – often to the point of being really irritating – 

share that out-of-context biblical quote as long as I was 

within hearing distance: ‘Remember, Cameron: ‘we are 

surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses…’” In 

particular, she would reference my Aunt Mattie: her 

dearly departed sister who had been the secretary at my 

school since before Abe Lincoln scratched on that chalk- 

board by candlelight.  I couldn’t get away with anything 

there – and, even though she was dead – my Mom 

reminded me I couldn’t get away with anything now, 

either. 

 I got the impression that Aunt Mattie was the 

“head” of that “great cloud of witnesses” up in heaven –  

peeking over the edge of a cloud with her eagle eyes 

trained only on me.  And, I sure didn’t want to embarrass 

her in front of God, now did I? It was a great early 

teenage discipline tool.  

 But, I don’t think that was what whoever wrote 

the book of Hebrews – and nobody really knows – had in 

mind: “we are surrounded by so great a cloud of 

witnesses…so, let us run with perseverance the race that 

is set before us…” 

 Hebrews asks: will we finish the race - that is our 

life – with faith? Or will we run off course, and give up?  

In today’s Gospel, Jesus tells us the race is hard – and, if 

we follow him - if we stand up for what is right: expect 

conflict. 

 

 

  

 

 I’ll never find myself on the same tennis court 

with Bjorn Borg…if I ever passed a football there 

wouldn’t be a Carolina Panther there to receive it. But, 

when you run a race, everybody starts out exactly the 

same: at the starting line.  

 There’s a certain confidence that brings – albeit 

fleeting as soon as the starting gun sounds…so, I suppose  

it’s the finishing that really does make the difference…or 

is it the running itself? 

 Chris had a really close friend in high school – and 

they both ran cross country. Chris was about 5-foot 8 

with 2% body fat, while his buddy Dave…well, let’s just 

say Dave was big. Huge. And not what anybody would 

call an ‘athlete.’  But, I tell ya, ‘Big Dave’s’ heart and 

attitude were as big and awesome as all of Gaston Day 

School’s jocks put together.   

 He played basketball – couldn’t move all that fast 

– but, was pretty good from the 3-point line…lumbered 

down the soccer field – until the coach figured out that 

his girth alone would make him a good goalie…and cross 

country: 3-point-1 miles of competing, really, only 

against yourself.  And, Dave finished every meet.  Dead 

last – by as much as 10 to 15 minutes – but, he finished. 

And, the cheers and support from the kids and the 

parents was always genuinely overwhelming. I never 

knew if it was for the “finishing,” or for having the 

chutzpa to run in the first place. Or both. 

 Hebrews gives 4 snippets of advice about how to 

finish ‘out of the woods’ just like “Big Dave” always did: 

First, remember who surrounds us: “…since we are 

surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses…” – thee it 

is again…  

 Think of being an athlete in Rio looking up at the  

78-thousand fans - some who are mere spectators, while 

others are witnesses – and a pretty great cloud of them 

at that! A ‘spectator’ simply watches you go thru 

something. A ‘witness’ has gone through something 

themselves: people in the stands we pass by in life and 
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who surround us: people of the Bible, martyrs of the 

Church - even people we know whose witness 

encourages us: rooting for us, crying with us when we 

stumble, calling to us when we wander -  urging us to 

finish the race. They’re people who’ve gone thru what we 

struggle with, people whose reliance on the strength God 

gave them can - in turn - give us strength and courage 

when we need it. 

 Carol Long, Nancy Huffman, and Mike Pyne are 

three whose witness encourages me: Carol – Maxine and 

Phyllis’ brother – has been a quadriplegic since a car 

wreck when he was 21 – yet you ought to see the smile 

when I bring him communion… 

 Nancy, in the last year or so seems to have 

broken every meaningful bone in her body – and escaped 

what – for anyone else – would have been certain 

death…yet, see how she witnesses in God’s service to 

others.  

 Mike had a stroke only a few months after I got 

here – and now look at him: our PA Operator 

Extraordinaire!  Turns out we have many “witnesses” 

working on our behalf.  

 Hebrews also advises to take off what weighs us 

down. Ever seen a track star running a race carrying a 

backpack full of bricks? What is it that causes us to 

stumble rather than sprint: our attitude and perception?  

Guilt? Fear? Bigotry? Pride? Hebrews says we can set 

those weights down – and let God forgive and heal 

whatever gets between us, or… him. 

 When the going gets tough, and the miles drag 

on, and obstacles pop up out of nowhere - when every 

stretch of the road seems uphill, Hebrews tells us we can 

rely on what God has already given us: spiritual resources 

learned – like I quoted from Robert Fulghum last Sunday: 

“not at the top of the graduate school mountain – but 

down in the sand pile at Sunday School.” 

 The word Hebrews uses for all this is “perse-

verance:” defined simply, as “patient endurance.” 

‘Endurance’ is one thing. Patient endurance is another. 

 Patient endurance – says The Rev. Dr. Amy 

Richter, Rector of St. Anne’s Episcopal Church up in 

Annapolis -  “looks like encouraging others even in the 

midst of difficulty – ours, or theirs. It looks like saying 

something kind- or maybe nothing at all - when 

something unkind comes more readily to mind. It looks 

like giving of ourselves generously in ventures, even – as 

our weekly Prayer for Trinity church says – “of which we 

cannot see the ending, by paths as yet untrodden, 

through perils unknown.' Give us 'faith to go out with 

good courage not knowing where we go, but only that 

your hand is leading us, and your love supporting us…” 

 Most of all, Hebrews reminds us to remember 

who goes before us: not being distracted by other things 

along the way that can cause us to stumble, but, instead, 

“looking to Jesus the pioneer and perfector of our faith, 

who - for the sake of the joy that was set before him - 

endured the cross, disregarding its shame…” 

 Jesus has already given us a good “beginning” in 

faith – in our Baptism…in so many “witnesses” who’ve 

helped us along: Sunday School teachers, parents and 

grandparents, our true friends; maybe even a pastor or 

2…and has “gone before us,” to show us ‘The Way,’   

 If we let him, our faith assures us that he’ll get us 

out of those woods in the “cross-country” race of our life 

– just like Chris’ friend, “Big Dave” - and across the 

“finish” line in one piece as well. And, we won’t be last. 

Thanks be to God! Amen. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sources Consulted 

Much of the inspiration for this sermon comes from The Rev. Dr. Amy Richter, Rector of St. Anne’s (Episcopal) Church, Annapolis, 

MD in a sermon provided through Sermons.com.  I didn’t plagiarize – but, reflect on several of her powerful and affirming 

observations. 


