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Scripture Reading:  Hebrews 12:1-13 (The Inclusive Bible)

Ginny Davidson has been a champion for gay and lesbian rights in the Presbyterian Church forever.  She represented what a heterosexual ally should be, and she didn’t just do that with any one cause.  She realized that she had privilege as a heterosexual, and she needed to live out a part of her life bringing justice to that community.  But also as a white person, she realized that because she had some unfair advantages and she needed to dedicate a portion of her life to making that right and rescaling that, and she did that with every aspect of her life.  She passed away this week, so I went up to be with Janie Spahr who is, as many of you know, very charismatic.  She calls herself the Lesbian Evangelist and goes around to a denomination that doesn’t want to hear it sometimes, and shares the message of God’s love to all people.  

It was kind of interesting because I was stuck on the plane with the text – I had it in Greek – and I also had a Greek book on Aristotle and so the meditation, and that being put in a funeral context, really marinated the whole experience.  Hebrews is a very strange book.  Did you get that feeling when you were hearing it?  One of the things people are tempted to do is to just throw it away because it sounds so harsh, so primitive.  Another way to approach those texts is to realize that they were addressed to a very different time, and that’s the way we’re going to look at it today; that maybe it’s talking to a level that we’re not used to, but might benefit from that.

Even in our time, finding our path in life is very difficult.  How do you make those decisions that tell you who you are and how you should live?  In the ancient world, one of the temptations was to use superstitious methods to find that, and it’s understandable.  We all want clear information in a universe that isn’t clear, that isn’t finished, and so we can’t get that kind of clarity…but we want it.  So there were people who believed that the stars were in perfect, clock-like order, and if you studied them you could figure out how a human being should live, because the precision was such that if you could figure out where this constellation was, that would give you the information you needed.  They also would study birds.  They also had scholastic experts who would study where birds landed, and in a very scientific language describe what should happen because the birds landed in that part of the field as opposed to another part of the field…very scientific.  I can’t explain it all.  They used the most modern philosophical language because they were afraid, because they wanted clarity and they didn’t have it.  They also would interpret animal kidneys and livers, which is another very scientific way – they’d cut it open and where the spots were – they would study these internal organs and the imperfections would tell them the future they thought.

Well, even if we want to look at the world that way, now it’s really hard with what we’ve learned about the universe.  The stars that seemed like a clock…we now know we’re watching an explosion.  It’s not like precision, it’s like marbles that have been thrown out and the only reason we don’t know that is that we’re even briefer than that.  We don’t like that, either.  They say that a hummingbird, when they look at a human being, it looks like a statue because their metabolism is so fast.  So they might see you as something they could use to predict the future…who knows?  But we’re like hummingbirds watching a train wreck and thinking “that wheel must mean something as it spins by.”

Somehow, we have to find the courage to go into life as it is and find direction there, find hope there, find courage there.  And that’s where Paul is coming in here.  Now, I’m using the name “Paul” even though Paul probably never even saw this book.  There are several books in the New Testament that Paul wasn’t there to write, and they don’t have his style, they don’t have his vocabulary, but they have his spirit sometime, so you realize these were probably students of Paul.  But in the ancient world, they would call that “by Paul” so that’s what I’m going to do today even though Paul never saw the book, probably, I’ll be talking about “Paul”, what “Paul” wants you to know, because some student of Paul thought this is what Paul would say to you if Paul were here.

He wrote the book of Hebrews to dispel the need for superstition in religion and to prepare people for the persecution that would come when they walked their path.  Those were two of the purposes of the book of Hebrews.  Now what the church did with it is interesting.  We understood that we were supposed to leave the Jewish superstitions and so instead we took up Christian superstitions – that’s a lot better, isn’t it?  It’s got the “home” label on it, it’s gotta be good, even if it’s the same jelly, you change the label and if it’s got the “Jesus” label, it’s gotta be good, right?  Well, no, Paul is saying no.  That you have been given reason that can guide you in life, and it’s not everything, but it’s sacred – a gift to guide.  Also, Paul was not saying that we should move from being persecuted by other people, to the point that when we get power, we, then, can persecute other people.  One of the unlearned lessons of the Christian experience is that nobody should be the boss of anybody else.  So, what Paul is going to do is write us a letter.  There’s something here that can help us live our lives and find our path.

The beginning of this section says, “because we’re surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses” and I spent a long time trying to figure out what that means.  A cloud of witnesses – “witnesses”, that’s pretty clear.  That’s people that see and help you get your bearing.  Human beings don’t have rear-view mirrors, so the living community where we help each other, encourage each other and challenge each other – that makes sense.  But “cloud”? You’re surrounded by it.  If it’s a cloud you can’t see it.  It’s a fog when you’re in it.  Well, Paul is going to use that image and he’s going to use some athletic images.  Paul loves sports and whoever this person is loves sports, too.  He used words like “the race” that’s translated, it’s “run the agonies” – that’s how you translate that literally.  The “agonies” word – those struggles of the athletic contest, and he’s going to use that word throughout this verse.  He’s also going to use “discipline” a lot, but it’s more like training – the training you’d give a child.  Now what it sounds like to our ears is “when God beats you up, be glad…be happy.”  That’s not what it’s saying.  We should never seek out pain.  Notice that Paul says, “Jesus, for the sake of joy endured the cross.”  The church has said the cross is at the center…the pain.  We’re saved by the pain, we’re saved by the blood.  Paul didn’t know that.  The early church didn’t know that.  They thought we were supposed to love and live, and have joy.  For the sake of joy, Jesus experienced the cross.  In other words, it wasn’t the pain that was saving us, it was the love that was willing to face that kind of pain that transforms everything.

So what Paul is going to say is that you are on a path that you are running.  It’s like an athletic journey, and just like in real athletics, it hurts to do that; life will hurt you sometimes when you stay on your path.  But don’t let that dissuade you.  It’s not saying “God is going to hurt you to make you feel better.”  It’s such a pathetic, pathological message to say God made this world…loves us very much, but we’ve made a mistake.  So then, God wanted to hurt us really bad, but Jesus said, “no Daddy, hurt me instead.”  It’s not very healthy, is it?  Angry Dad, wanted to hurt us, but Jesus stepped in and took it so now we can go to Heaven and be with that Dad.  Great! (Just be very careful, right?) (laughter)  It can’t be the message…it can’t be.  And when you look at the text, it’s not.  For the sake of joy, Jesus was able and willing to go through that kind of suffering.

Now what it’s saying is, when we seek our path, the temptation is to ask, “What is my path?”  But what Paul, and most of the great ancients said is what you’re designed to do is actually, two things:  One is to care for the earth…all the Genesis stuff, and the other is to be a friend to humankind.  And how you do that will be your unique path.  But that part, you don’t have to figure out…to be a friend to humankind in your own way.  Ginny Davidson was so smart.  People used to ask her what she thought of their sermon, and that was always a mistake.  She was so deep and so committed that she could always find something.  For example, these really scholastic people would do these sermons that were about women, and then not quote any women…just quote the guys.  Or talk about justice for the world and only quote Americans.  That’s what we do.  When you’ve fallen in on yourself, that’s all you know about, and what she did was to challenge them.  One of the ministers at the funeral was saying that he had been really timid on a social justice issue.  One day, he was sitting in his office and a note was slid under his door.  He opened it and it said, “Turtles make no progress unless they stick their necks out.  Love, Ginny.”  That stinging love meant enough to him that now he saw that as a gift.  To take our little love that we have for ourselves – that frustrates us, that disappoints us – there’s nothing more disappointing than a selfish life.  When my own personal happiness is my highest good, everything frustrates me, everything disappoints me.  And what Paul is saying is when you open up to the common good, it doesn’t erase your good.  You start with your happiness and broaden it until it includes everyone.  And you think, “what kind of a world would make everyone happy like that, and how do I have to change to be a citizen of that world…to run towards that world?”

Now he uses the word “sin” here and you have to realize it doesn’t mean it in the modern sense at all.  That’s not a word to make you ashamed, believe it or not.  The word literally means “to miss the mark.”  When happiness for all people is your goal, then that’s what a meaningful life is – to run towards that – knowing that you never quite get there.  It’s more like you’re passing a torch on to other people.  But that’s the goal.  When we forget that and aim at something else, we sell ourselves out.  The image he gives is of Esau, selling his birthright for porridge.  We Americans do it sometimes for even less.  When you lose your path, there’s nothing that is really a good trade.  The word he uses is for something that can be translated like “pleasing entanglements.”  They’re not bad, they are lesser goods.  They’re all of those things that lure you from the call – your call, your path, that in your own way, joyfully, work for the joy of others as well.

Obviously, this weekend I was on a plane.  Going there, you see America in miniature in an airport.  We claim to be a classless society, but in an airport, you know it’s not true.  They have a place where the first class people – it’s like a red carpet that is about four feet long – and it has little ribbons around it.  So you’re really important if you can stand there for four minutes and get on the plane two minutes earlier than the rest of us.  And then, they have all these strange categories like “economy-plus.”  What in the heck is that?  And they go through them…they say, “first class people” and then all of our special “challenger” people, you come on through.  All of you making $100,000 a year or more, you can come in now.  And I’m always with the “plebeians and cattle.”  The very last to get in.

What Paul is saying is what gives us the most meaning and the most sense of value is to have a noble purpose.  And nothing can replace it…no promotion, no success, can replace the idea that you lived your life for a great cause…and what is the greatest cause?  The happiness of all people, the joy of all people, the health, the benefit of all people.

We don’t have to live in this kind of a world.  When it talks about heaven, or the “kin”- dom of God, or realm of God, it’s talking about what this world could be if all of us lived our lives a certain way.  And I know you’ve been told “don’t even try, because not every one of us is going to do it.”  That is the message:  do it!  Live that way, speak that way, because if we do, there’s nothing to keep us from doing it.  No external constraint keeps this world from being Paradise.  It’s the lack of trust.  One of my favorite images of Hell is a great pit where there are no walls.  You could walk out if you wanted to, but nobody will let anyone else get out.  They keep grabbing each other’s legs and they fall back down again.  Have you ever been in that place?  Or was it that you wanted to keep someone else from getting happiness so badly that you would sacrifice your own happiness to do it?  Just invert that.  Just switch it around.  Paul said it’s a story that we tell about ourselves, the story we live out is the most important thing about us.  In our Bible class the other day, Walt Herbert said “you’re responsible for the text.”  When you look at Paul and how he quoted the Old Testament, he was very flexible.  When he quoted it, he would twist it to make his point.  That wasn’t seen as lying.  It was the work to craft the theology.  When the story has been told in a way that it excludes other people, we have to retell it.  And it’s not just that we can do it, we have a duty and a responsibility to tell the story in a vocabulary, in a language that includes all people.  

There’s a type of therapy that is used with children sometimes, where they’ll take the stories, the pathological stories that the children tell about their lives, and they will use the same characters, and retell the story in a healthy way.  So there’s enough familiarity there with the child’s world that they go through a type of transformation.  That’s also what theology is – to take the stories that have been told – the best that people could do under the constraints they had…and improve it.  Again, that’s not just a right that we have, but it’s a duty that we have – to give our children a clearer understanding of the message of universal love than our forebears were capable of.

Virginia Davidson used to say, “Do it while it’s still hard.  If you wait for the culture to change, if you wait ‘til the cause is popular, you will miss your time in history.”  I want to invite you to a community that makes the sacrifices to change the world.  That’s what a church is.  I know we come with many needs, and we need to heal, but ultimately, if you do not find your path and run it, there’s nothing in life that will replace that vacuum.  Do it while it’s hard.  Do it while your friends don’t understand.  Do it while it’s still dangerous…because that is the life well worth lived.  And the thing of doing it in community, in a church, is that you don’t have to run alone.  Not only does it take a village to raise a child, it takes a village to be a human being, because we watch each other’s back.  You don’t always have to “be on” in community.

But Paul does one last switch here:  the cloud of witnesses.  Remember that?  He’s been talking about the prophets, and that is the cloud of witnesses.  But now he changes the scenery where you are in the stadium and they are in the audience watching.  Have you ever realized that Jesus cannot now give the gift of love that he would want to give – that Paul cannot do that, Isaiah cannot do that…Jeremiah, Socrates, Buddha – none of them can speak now unless we do.  So the images of all of the heroes that you have from the past who gave you the torch in the first place, now sitting on the sidelines, cheering you on.  Because they know that their lives cannot be complete, their story cannot be complete unless you run your race.  So the payoff is not you getting to success or any finish line.  They didn’t reach the finish line and you won’t.  But to gratefully receive that torch that was the best they could do, and to run your life as hard as you can, until that light glows as clear as you can make it, and then to give it to the children brighter than you received it, knowing that they will make it brighter, still.   
Transcribed and edited by a member of the St. Andrew's Sermon Transcription Project.
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