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“Living Up to Our Heritage”
Hebrews 11:32 – 12:2 

Some sports teams have a heritage to live up to. For instance, we might think about a team called the New York Yankees. Some of you may have heard of them. I think someone must have told the Yankees at one point in time that they have a divinely appointed right to go to the World Series and win every year, and if that doesn’t happen, then somebody’s head has to roll. Now, I have to admit that I have never been a fan of the Yankees, but, nevertheless I have to say there is something noble about that. They feel they have to live up to the heritage of Babe Ruth, Joe Dimaggio, Mickey Mantle, Roger Maris, Yogi Berra, Phil Rizzuto and the 27 World Series titles they have won as a team. And this year, like most, they are in the thick of the race in the AL East.

On the other hand we have the Seattle Mariners. Of course, no other team has a baseball heritage like the Yankees. But the Mariners have something in their heritage that even the Yankees don’t have: 116 wins in a single season, which they accomplished in 2001. They tied a major league record for wins set by the Chicago Cubs back in 1906 and broke the American League record for wins which had been set by…you guessed it, the New York Yankees, who had won 114 games in 1998. They also have a lot of pride in their 1995 season when Edgar Martinez drove in the winning run in an American League Division Series game to beat none other than the New York Yankees. 

Unfortunately, this year’s Seattle Mariners is not doing as good of a job living up to their somewhat lesser heritage as are the New York Yankees. But they do have promise!

Our Scriptural text for this week tells us that the church also has a winning heritage to live up to – and the passage is written in a way that also alludes to athletic competition. Chapter 12 starts out by saying, “Therefore, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses…” Now, the picture here is of a great stadium filled with these witnesses, who were the people of faith gone before them, sitting as fans in the stadium. These would be men like Gideon, David and Samuel, and women like the widow of Zarephath, whose son had been brought back to life because of her faith. And this great crowd of fans is sitting there in the bleachers, with their pop and their hot dogs, and Gideon up there is starting “the wave”, and Ruth is up there with a big foam finger pointing toward the heavens, and these people are all cheering us on. And so the passage continues, “…since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses, let us also lay aside every weight and the sin that clings so closely, and let us run with perseverance the race that is set before us.” So, the writer isn’t talking about baseball or basketball; he’s talking about track. Then, as today, when you are talking about running in track, you need to think about minimizing both the weight you are carrying, and the wind resistance you come up against. So runners today wear light-weight clothing, and nothing that will blossom out and create wind-resistance. 

In the Greek games of Paul’s time, they didn’t have “Speedos”. So when they took off their robes and tunics to run, well…let’s just say that America didn’t really invent “streaking”! 

The author of Hebrews was telling the people of his time, that just like to run a good race, the runners had to remove the encumbrances of clothing, for us to “run a good race” in how we live out our faith, we have to discard everything that gets in our way, especially the sins which tend to weigh us down. 

But the central point the author is making is that we should be motivated to run a good race by the fact that the people “in the stands” cheering us on are the great people of faith who have gone before us. We need to live up to a winning heritage. We are part of a body that began with an itinerant preacher, based in a rural area of a small country, and his twelve disciples. This small, mostly uneducated group went on to spread a faith throughout the world, so that now there are over 2 billion Christians from every continent of the world. And on every continent of the world, there have been Christians who have been winners because they made the world better. Christians like Martin Luther King Jr., Mother Teresa, Desmond Tutu and Jimmy Carter have won the Nobel Peace Prize. Christians like Albert Schweitzer took modern medical care to Africa; Christians like William Wilberforce got slavery outlawed in Great Britain; and the church was at the heart of the abolitionist movement, as well as the civil rights movement in our own country. In relation to such people, the author of Hebrews would write to us today, “Therefore, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses, let us also lay aside every weight and sin that clings so closely, and let us run with perseverance the race that is set before us.” 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Every individual Christian in this congregation is part of this winning tradition. So are you facing personal challenges in your life? Think of all of the people of faith, those you knew and those you only knew about, people who have gone before you and are now cheering you on. Who do you know who is up there cheering you on right now? They’re up there like the ’95 Mariners telling you to “Refuse to Lose!”

So, the first thing our passage tells us is, “Don’t forget the witness of those who have gone before us, and their cheering now ‘from the stands’” This includes the people who have gone before us in our church. We are the longest-established church in Issaquah.  We were born as the Issaquah Baptist Church on May 2, 1890. We didn’t thrive well early, and were frequently without a pastor, struggling along with a handful of people. But people didn’t give up! Then in 1924, the Baptists combined with a Methodist church which was also struggling to become The Community Church of Issaquah. In time our church really began to grow. I was looking at one of the photo albums which are down in Fellowship Hall today. It was taken in the early 1930’s and pictured around 150 people, 80 of whom were children and youth. Another picture from the mid-1950’s showed a worship attendance of over 200. And Earl Jones tells me that when he first started coming here in the 60’s there were around 50 high schoolers in the BYF. There is another photo album of some of those youth. It was in the 1960’s that we began outgrowing our old building. A variety of photos show children crowded into classes taught by people like Wilma Hill and Elvira Lindsay. So, led by people like Pastor Russ Hendrickson and Bill Cox, we built our present building, in which we have served the Issaquah community for over 50 years. 

And we have always been about serving this community. Norma Arehart tells me we were influential in starting Issaquah Church and Community Services, now Issaquah Community Services, and that it was housed in our building at one point in time. 

That’s our heritage. It’s been a winning heritage. To be true to it now as a church means for everyone to get ready to pitch in as we head into the Fall. To head into Fall with a winning heritage means to expect that great things will happen through us. We have a new intergenerational Sunday School coming! We have our fund-raiser for our mission trip to Haiti. We have Tent City IV. We won’t just “get by” as a church. It won’t just be “business as usual.” We will expect positive, exciting things to happen, just like a winning team should. And we will have people like Russ and Marty Hendrickson, Bill Cox, Roger Armstrong – and many more I know you could add – cheering from the stands. 

The second thing our passage tells us is that in order to keep up a winning heritage, you have to make some sacrifices. Hebrews 12:1 calls us to “lay aside every weight and sin that clings so closely” so we can run a good race. As I mentioned before, this referred to how runners of the time would discard clothing that would impede their running. Now, we won’t be asking people to do that part! But we will be asking people to look for and get rid of any impediments to being involved in the life and ministry of the church. That might mean going beyond your comfort zone to reach out to new people. It might mean opening yourself up to changes in the church as new people come in. And make no mistake about it, bringing in new people also brings change in a church. That might mean making some financial sacrifices in order to better support the ministry of The Community Church financially. Anyone on a winning team makes such sacrifices. If you’re struggling at the plate, you make the effort to get in some extra batting practice. Chapter 11 of Hebrews refers to many people of faith who gave a little extra to be part of a winning team. It tells of the victories won by people “who through faith conquered kingdoms, administered justice, obtained promises, shut the mouths of lions, quenched raging fire, escaped the edge of the sword, won strength out of weakness, became mighty in war, put foreign armies to flight. Women received their dead by resurrection.” And it also tells of the price people were willing to pay for their success: “Others suffered mocking and flogging, and even chains and imprisonment. They were stoned to death, they were sawn in two, they were killed by the sword; they went about in skins of sheep and goats, destitute, persecuted, tormented – of whom the world was not worthy. They wandered in deserts and mountains, and in caves and holes in the ground.”  This is the nature of those who are now “cheering us on” from the stands. They are the “Dave Neihaus’s” of our faith. 

But perhaps the most important thing our passage tells us is that if we want to live up to our winning heritage, we must keep focused on Jesus Christ. Hebrews 12:2 tells us that we must run our race, “…looking to Jesus the pioneer and perfecter of our faith…” In ancient times, the prize for the race was set at the finish line so that the runners could run with their eyes on the prize. It was in that spirit that the author of Hebrews wrote these words. Jesus is the prize at the end of our race, the prize that motivates us. The CEV version translates this verse, “We must keep our eyes on Jesus, who leads us and makes our faith complete.” To live up to our heritage we must make absolutely sure that this church continues to be about Jesus Christ. It can’t be about the personal preferences of a few. It can’t be about conforming to the society around us. It can’t be about money, whether we have it or we don’t. It has to be about Jesus Christ. 

I understand that the recent East Coast earthquake put a crack in the top of the Washington monument. But what is even more threatening are the foundational cracks in our country. I read a little while ago that several of our country’s most important structures are missing cornerstones. The nation’s capital building is missing its original cornerstone. In 1993 there was a celebration of the laying of the cornerstone of the nation’s capital, but no one could find it. Similarly, no one knows where the cornerstone of the Washington monument is. That cornerstone, which was put in place on the fourth of July back in 1848, was made of white Symington marble and weighed 24,500 pounds. But now no one knows where it is. You would think they couldn’t lose something that big! It’s kind of significant, isn’t it? We are losing touch with the foundations on which our nation was built. 

This church cannot afford to lose touch with its foundation, its cornerstone in Jesus Christ. It’s got to be about helping struggling people find forgiveness in Jesus Christ. We cannot forget that! There are too many people out there who want to be better people, and know they need to be better people. But they can’t find the strength within them to change. We’ve got to tell them about God’s forgiveness and grace. It’s also got to be about helping people find the Christ-like way of life as the viable alternative to the greed-oriented, consumer-driven values of American society. It’s got to be about taking the love of God as revealed in Jesus Christ and making it real by helping people to see it in real, flesh and blood people. John tells us in 1 John 4:12, “No one has ever seen God; if we love one another, God lives in us, and his love is perfected in us.”  That is the task of this church. That is the task we cannot give up on. “There’s some building to be done, O Lord…not with steel, not with stone, but with lives which are God’s own.” 

We at the Community Church of Issaquah are part of what has been a team with a winning tradition. But that this tradition will continue forever, regardless of what we do, is not divinely ordained. We have choices and those choices will affect what God will be able to do with us now and in the future. We can be a team that will revive the “championship years” of this church, and those who have gone before us will stand and cheer. If we pull back in fear and uncertainty, the silence in the stands will be deafening. 


