
 
  
 Running what was once called the Country Music Marathon and Half-Marathon is 
no easy feat. First, there’s the late April very unpredictable Nashville weather. Will it be 
pouring down rain and fifty degrees, or blazing sun and ninety-five? Then there are the 
hills; Nashville has an abundance of them. Finally, the crowd. You’re running with about 
thirty thousand of your closest friends, packed together like one giant blob. Drones fly 
overhead to catch the spectacular vision of a wall of people, curb to curb, stretching at 
least half a mile down West End Avenue. But inside that scrum, it is less than 
spectacular. Tripping over a mile marker, or a curb, or another runner is always a threat. 
 
 So, I was astonished to be running along, when on my left I saw a runner come 
alongside me holding two poles by his side, about six-feet long, and behind him, another 
runner holding onto the other end of the poles. It took me a minute to realize the runner in 
the back was blind…and fast, and seemingly not intimidated by the crowd around him, 
trusting in the one who led him to guide him through to the finish. 
 
 That blind runner is on my mind this morning as Hebrews takes up the metaphor of 
a race. Tom Long says the writer of Hebrews is really a preacher, and imagines him 
working up to this point in the sermon in a crescendo of names of all the ancient ones. 
And then the preacher just runs out of time. So he starts naming their deeds, his arms 
sweeping behind him as he tells of their great faith, even in suffering. Long says it is like 
a chain is running through the sanctuary. “This chain is part of an unbroken cord of faith 
that stretches from the beginning of human history all the way into the heavenly 
sanctuary of the City of God. It is a chain of faithful people holding onto the cord and to 
each other, links formed by generation after generation after generation.” And then there 
is this silence that you can almost feel in the text itself. 
 
 And at first it is almost as if the writer is venerating the past, engaging in that age-
old practice of the good old days, telling the congregation he is preaching to that we need 
to get back to those days, when giants of faith roamed the land. It would be like telling 
the story of our founding, lifting up Gideon Blackburn, our first pastor, and wishing we 
could turn the clock back to 1811. Or saying that mission has just never been the same 
since the days of Lena Reynolds, a medical missionary from our church. Or there’ll never 
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be a Sunday school teacher like Bill Barr, for whom we named the Barr Conference 
Room.  
 
 We are tempted to elevate them, venerate them, place them on pedestals and 
bemoan our own time. If only we could get back to the days of Gideon or Lena or Bill, 
we are tempted to say. Now those were the good old days.  
 
 And here is where the text takes a dramatic turn. None of these people, as great as 
they were, saw the fulfillment of the promise. Jesus is the fulfillment of the promise. It is 
Jesus who runs ahead of us. It is Jesus who pioneers the trail. Jesus who carries the poles 
that we run behind. Jesus who is the perfecter of our faith, which is to say the one who 
completes our faith. The preacher then looks at the gathered congregation and says to 
them that none of those people he mentioned, none of the giants of the faith, could be 
complete, could be perfect, apart from us. 
 
 The preacher dares to proclaim that the congregation sitting right there not only 
needs these greats of the faith who make up the cloud of witnesses; the giants of the faith 
he has named need them. They, and we, are an integral part of the story of God.  
 
 They need us, he says, and that’s why you must run. Cast off the weight of sin and 
run. Persevere and run. This is not about the past, but about the here and now. The pole 
runs right through this sanctuary. Can you feel it? Take hold of it.  
 
 Jesus is the pioneer. He leads the way, and the way is the way of the cross. Christ 
took on the shame of the cross and disregarded the shame for the sake of the joy he saw 
on the other side of it. And any time we, the church, run the race that Christ leads, it will 
be shaped like the cross.  
 
 It is Christ who leads us to the places where shame continues to prevail, whether to 
storm-tossed Mississippi or the seething borderland. It is Christ who leads us to share 
food with the vulnerable here in our own county and it is Christ who constantly pushes us 
out of spaces of comfort into spaces of change. It is Christ who inspires our worship to 
the glory of God, and it is Christ who leads us out of here into the world, so that whether 
it is in our schools, or in our marketplaces, or in our city centers, the cross of Christ – 
Christ’s self-giving love, Christ’s mercy, Christ’s inclusive grace are reflected in the race 
we run. I know it happens all the time, Christ’s way is represented by your race, because I 
see and here the impact so many of you make in the world.   
 

The preacher will not let us settle into nostalgia and sentimentalism. That great 
chain of faith runs right through this space. Can you see it? Can you feel it? Then take 



hold of it, proclaims the preacher. It is your turn to run. “Therefore…since we are 
surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses, let us run the race.”  

 
Martin Luther King, Jr. always spoke of the beloved community. For him, it was a 

way of acknowledging that we are, all of us, connected. The preacher in Hebrews would 
say that we are connected to one another and to the great cloud of witnesses and to the 
Christ who leads the way as a pioneer, the way of the cross. King also shared the radical 
idea, as radical in the tumultuous days of the 1960’s as it is today, that the beloved 
community included all. He constantly sought reconciliation where it was possible and 
saw the larger goal of the civil rights movement as racial reconciliation. I think about him 
when I think about the race, how the preacher said, “apart from us” the race would be 
incomplete, not perfect.  

 
We have a place – all of us – white or black or brown, rich or poor, conservative or 

liberal, gay or straight, young or old, no matter where you come from or what winding 
road brought you here – right now, at this moment, that great chain, those poles, move 
through this sanctuary, inviting you to take hold, together, and run. 
 
 For a couple of years, a group of friends and I ran the Ragnar Race here in 
Tennessee. It is a relay-style race. Twelve people divide into two vans, and for two days 
run relay style from Chattanooga to Nashville. By the time it is over, all twelve people 
will run three legs, ranging from three to nine miles.  
 
 When it was my turn to run one of the legs, it was freezing cold, cold enough that 
icicles were forming on my eyebrows. It was dark, about two o’clock in the morning. We 
were in a small town. I saw the headlamp of my teammate approaching from the dark, 
holding out the bright orange snap bracelet that served as the baton. I held out my wrist 
and she popped the bracelet on. I turned and faced the night, my little headlamp no match 
for the gathering darkness as I headed out of town and into the heart of rural Tennessee. It 
was my turn to run. It was a five-mile leg. There were no other runners around me, except 
for a guy dressed like Elvis who raced by me and disappeared into the night with a 
“Thank you, thank you very much.” 
 
 It was there, when the only thing keeping me company was the sound of my feet 
hitting the asphalt and various forms of wildlife; it was there, gripping my pepper spray 
canister a little more tightly, only able to see as far as my meager light could shine; it was 
there I realized, that, had I known where this leg was taking me, had I known how cold 
and lonely it would be, I might not have taken the baton.  
 



 That’s faith though. Grasping a baton in the dark, putting one foot in front of the 
other, grabbing hold of that ancient chain, and running your leg.  
 
 Somewhere in the dark up ahead, I heard a sound. It was a cowbell, clanging. One 
of our teammates had brought a Mississippi State cowbell, so I knew what that sound 
meant. The van was up ahead. And as I approached the bell got louder, and I could hear 
the cheers. 2:30 in the morning and they were all out in the cold. “You’ve got this! Great 
time! We’ll see you at the next hand-off!” I went by, my pace quickening, knowing I was 
not alone. 
 
 That cloud of witnesses is here now. Surrounding us, worshiping with us the One 
who runs ahead of us, the pioneer and perfecter of our faith. Let us take our place in line. 
Let us run the race for our time. The world needs us to run, our ancestors need us to run. 
The joy is set before us. We are not alone. Amen.   
 
   


