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August 14, 2016, 13
th

 Sunday after Pentecost 

Click here to view readings. 

Focus: Jesus guides us all the way through the race.  

“Oh, so you’re a runner?”  I had been telling one of my friends about the 5K that I was about to 

run.  Now to me, I didn’t know how to answer because runners are always everybody else.  

Runners started this weekend at the Olympics with track-and-field.  Runners are the people I see 

when I go out at 8am on a Saturday morning to pick up the paper and see them already coming 

down the street covered in sweat because they wanted to get their run in before the heat came up.  

Runners are people like my brother John who are in great shape and who are stars on their cross-

country teams.  Runners are people who are serious and maybe slightly crazy.   

Me?  I was not a runner.  A few years ago, it was the farthest thing from my mind.  As recently 

as two summers ago, I weighed over a hundred pounds more than I do now.  Through hard work, 

eating better, and the support of my friends and family, I was able to work it down, but even 

then, I could never run.  I would spend time on the bike or on the elliptical or on the row 

machine when I went to the gym.  I remember the first time I tried to run on the treadmill at the 

YWCA in Gettysburg, PA.  By this point, I was under 200 pounds.  I was really starting to be in 

pretty good shape.  I decided to set it on a fairly slow speed.  I lasted 5 minutes before I was out 

of breath and my legs hurt.  “You’re a runner?”  No, not at all. 

Running is really hard.  Your legs hurt.  You run out of breath.  You can get side-stitches.  

You’re covered in sweat.  But there’s more to it than that.  I once heard someone at the gym 

brag, “Oh yeah, running is easy, no problem.  I just don’t do it because I get bored.”   

Of course, that’s the hardest part about running.  It’s a mental struggle.  The brain’s a powerful 

thing.  When I’m running, I can think of a thousand things I’d rather be doing.  I can make a 

thousand excuses.  “Oh, you’ve already run a mile.  That’s good.  Just be careful with dinner 

tonight, and you’re fine,” or, “Oh, you have a meeting in an hour, you don’t want to smell!  

Better cut your run short and go home and take a nice warm shower instead!”  And then there’s 

the self-doubt.  “What if I really can’t do this?  My leg is starting to hurt.  Am I going to hurt 

myself for weeks at a time if I finish?”  Or, especially when you run outside in a Madison 

summer, “It’s 90 degrees, and after 20 minutes, my heart feels like it’s in my throat.  Am I going 

to have a heart attack?”  Yes, I’ve actually thought all that.  As hard as running is physically, the 

hardest part of being a runner is inside the head.  When the going gets tough, it’s so much easier 

to lose heart than to finish the race.   

Today, you have the opportunity to hear 3 sermons.  Mine, Bryan’s at 4, and then there’s one 

more.  The book of Hebrews.  It’s actually our oldest surviving sermon.  The preacher compares 

the life of faith to a race. 

Like running, the life of faith for the people he’s preaching to is really hard.  And make no 

mistake, we don’t need to spiritualize this metaphor too far.  For the people to whom he is 

preaching, it’s physically hard.  You look at these examples, and they get pretty grisly. Stoned, 

put to death by the sword, even the legend outside the Bible that the Isaiah was sawn in two.   

http://lectionary.library.vanderbilt.edu/texts.php?id=275#hebrew_oth_reading
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As bad as these things are, they aren’t even the hardest part.  It turns out again that the hardest 

part of being a faith runner is mental.  The preacher is worried that the people are going to lose 

heart.  In such a scary world and with no sign of Jesus coming soon, and with all the extra hard 

things that Christians had to endure: from chains of imprisonment to flogging, all the way down 

to even being mocked for their faith, isn’t it easier just to quit the race?  To return to whatever 

religion they came from, whether it’s Judaism for the Jewish Christians or paganism for the 

Gentile Christians?  What difference can one person really make anyway?  Why bother finishing 

the race?  Christians today in a world where our faith sometimes seems out-of-style or irrelevant 

might feel the same way.  Why be a runner at all?   

Fast-forward to Thanksgiving week 2014.  Every year in Midland, Michigan, the fitness center 

my family belongs to sponsors a 5k called the Turkey Trot.  This year my mom and my brother 

had conned me into it.  Now let me say that this is ridiculous.  Going into that week, I had never 

made it past even 15 minutes of running on a treadmill, and I had to watch a highly entertaining 

Iowa-Ohio State basketball game on the TV of the gym while doing that.  But that week, starting 

on Sunday, I finally made it to 30 minutes or so and the full 5 kilometers on the treadmill.  What 

was the difference?  My mom ran next to me and egged me on, when my legs felt tired, or I 

started feeling sick from the running.  When I finally saw the screen show that I had run 5 

kilometers, I was so excited.  And my mom was excited for me, too.  She knew how hard it was 

to put in all the work to be able to do something as hard as running a 5k.  As I woke up on that 

early Wednesday morning to mid-Michigan late November temperatures and saw my breath 

stepping outside of the house in my shorts and t-shirt, I was ready to do my best. 

Unfortunately, my mom didn’t feel so good.  The one who had cheered me on as I got ready to 

run my first 5k was feeling sick.  She decided to run with my brother and me, but as the signal 

went off to start running, she got off to a slow start.  Now, this was where it got hard.  Originally 

the plan was for me to run with my mom.  My brother John who as I said was on the cross-

country team was going to run on ahead and finish probably 10 minutes or so ahead of us.  Well, 

this crushed me.  I really wanted to run as well as I could after working so hard to get in shape, 

but I would have felt terrible leaving my mom behind to run the race alone.   

That’s when John ran the race.  Not the 5k.  But he ran the race of love and compassion for my 

mom and for me.  He knew how much it meant to me to run hard, and he knew how much my 

mom was struggling and needed someone to encourage her.  So this 17-year-old kid who was 

used to running and it was his favorite hobby, decided to run at a jog with my mom and let me go 

on.  Because of John’s actions, no one got left behind.   

When we all finished, I learned something.  There’s no doubt John has been gifted with more 

athletic abilities than me, but it’s how he uses them.  It’s how he uses them in his calling as a son 

or as a brother that is how he truly runs the race.  When the going got hard, he didn’t lose heart, 

but gave his heart even more, so that no one would have to run alone. 

We see that all the time in running.  It’s so much easier to run in a race when you have people 

with you.  The hardest thing is to set out by yourself.  It’s then when you have only yourself to 

talk to that the doubts creep in.  “Can I do it?  Is it really worth it?  How long do I have left?”   
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Isn’t the same thing true with faith?  How hard would it have been for the preacher’s 

congregation in Hebrews if they were the only people who ever went through this?  Or even the 

first, out there in the front by themselves?  How hard would it be for any of us to go through life 

by ourselves?  How hard would it be to run the race of faith through the world with only our own 

two feet in front of us? 

We don’t have to do that.  Look in front of you.  These are the people who ran the race before 

you.  You can’t find the full cloud of witnesses known as Resurrection Lutheran Church just in 

the directory.  You have to look at all the people whose sacrifices and whose dedication have 

built this place.  In some cases, they’ve literally built it: the structure or the education wing.  But 

maybe they built Resurrection by inviting you to church.  Maybe they’ve never even been here, 

but they taught you the faith.  Maybe it’s your parents or your grandparents who put a Bible in 

your hands or who lived a way that made the love of Christ come real to you.  We know that we 

can finish this race because we see that they’ve already run it.  We and all those around them 

have seen them live and in many cases die putting one step in front of the other on the way to the 

cross.  We finish the race following in their footsteps.       

But not just that, look around you.  Many of you have known each other as long as you can 

remember.  How many births have you celebrated or baby showers like later today?  How many 

trips to the hospital have you worried and encouraged each other?  And like any family, how 

many arguments have you had to live through and learn how to forgive each other?  How many 

deaths have you mourned together?  And yet, every Sunday and many times during the week, we 

run the race together, looking to the finish line of the great Easter.   

And don’t think that there aren’t more behind.  Today is our youth service.  I really hope you’ll 

come out because you’ll see that God calls everyone to run the race in their own vocations.  

We’ll see gifts of preaching, gifts of healing, gifts of prayer, or simply the gift that even with 

school already in session, these youths have taken the time to get ready, they’ve sent me e-mails 

making sure that they’ve got their parts together, they’ve stayed up late at night doing 

homework, all the while preparing to live out the life of their faith not only at our youth service, 

but in the classroom, the cafeteria, or the football field, too.  This race is important to them, too.  

And I am proud to say that we are running it all together!  

We never run this race alone.  Jesus Christ ran the race.  The pioneer: he was the one who chose 

to run the hard race out in front.  He was the one who had to run it all by himself.  He was the 

one who dealt with the mental struggle of the dark hour of Gethsemane, who stumbled on the 

way to Calvary, but didn’t lose heart.  He got back up and he finished the race.   

He never stops running the race for us.  He gives the signal at baptism when we begin.  He is 

beside us through every pain to encourage us.  And on his cross, no matter how far we stop short 

of the endpoint, he brings us through to the finish.  We are runners because his feet carry us the 

entire way.  And because of Jesus, none of us gets left behind.  All of us finish together kneeling 

at his feet.  Amen.   


