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8.14.2022 Pentecost 10                                       Pastor Timothy McKenzie 

Jeremiah 15:23:23-29; Psalm 82; Hebrews 11:29-12:2; Luke 12:49-56 

“Run with perseverance” 

Grace to you, and peace from God our Father and our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen.   

   The metaphor of running is often used to describe the journey of faith. Whether you are an 

athletic runner or not, all of us are running a lifetime journey of faith. For example, Paul writes in 2 

Timothy 4:7, “I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith.” The 

Bible contains many descriptions of faith as a race requiring perseverance and discipline (1 

Corinthians 9:24, Galatians 5:7, James 1:12, Habakkuk 2:2, Isaiah 40:31). Our entire lifetime can be 

thought of as running the race of faith.  

  Today’s reading from Hebrews contains some of the most difficult as well as inspiring language 

in the New Testament. Hebrews describes the human journey of faith as a race: “let us run with 

perseverance the race that has been set before us, looking to Jesus, the pioneer and perfecter of 

faith, who for the joy that was set before him endured the cross, disregarding its shame.” Each of us 

has a race that has been set before us that no one else may run in place of us. Each of us has been 

given gifts and tasks to do. Each of us has been given work we must complete during our lifetime. 

The Letter to the Hebrews uses Jesus’ example to describe how we are to run with perseverance. 

He is called “the pioneer and perfecter of faith” because he persevered for others, completing the 

way of the cross. The Christian journey is a very particular race because we look to Jesus who lived 

as a servant, suffering for others. 

Hebrews also describes a profound mystery saying that “we are surrounded by so great a cloud 

of witnesses.” The image of a great cloud of witnesses is meant to encourage each of us on our own 

race of faith. We are not alone; we are surrounded by the communion of saints. 

Please look at the stained-glass around the altar behind me (see page 4). Every morning the 

sunlight upon these windows is beautiful. How many millions of mornings has the sun risen and 

shone on this spot, long before there was a St. Mark’s, or a City of Charlotte, or even a United 

States? The design of this building and its situation on this site are magnificent. Every morning light 

floods these windows, suggesting the eternal light of heaven illuminating us and all who have 

journeyed before us.  

  Please take a closer look. First, look at the windows in their totality. The windows on the left and 

the right are meant to be thought of together with the altar and the mosaic reredos in the middle. 
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Notice the two dark arcs joined across the center, drawing our eyes from the figures in the windows 

to the risen Christ Jesus. Notice that the figures on both sides are looking to Jesus, the pioneer and 

perfecter of faith. 

  As you look at the stained-glass, start at the bottom where you see figures in contemporary attire 

like each of us. The stained-glass depicts children, youth, adults and elders, representing people 

who are alive and still running their race of faith. Above them on either side are the saints of the 

church and the Bible. On the right are Moses, Saint Francis and Mary, and on the left are Peter with 

the keys to the kingdom, and King David, wearing a crown and carrying a harp. Men and women, a 

great cloud of witnesses, all looking to Jesus – and above them are the angels and the hosts of 

heaven. 

  Every Sunday as you sit in this sacred space do you notice what is being described in these 

windows? This is the great cloud of witnesses, the communion of saints, visually describing the 

reality and mystery of God’s kingdom surrounding us on our human journey.  

  You are included in these windows as you run the race of faith. At the end of our lives, we too, 

will gain the crown of glory given to each who finish the race. These windows describe the totality 

of time and eternity in God’s kingdom, including each of us with a great cloud of witnesses. 

  In a few minutes, the eucharistic prayer will be sung with these words: “And so, with all the 

choirs of angels, with the church on earth and the hosts of heaven, we praise your name and join 

their unending hymn.” Each Sunday, these words remind us that we the church on earth are also 

surrounded by a holy mystery, a great cloud of witnesses – all looking to Jesus.  

  In looking to Jesus, we see the eternal Christ who, in emptying himself, became fully human 

showing us the way to live as servants for others. As we run with perseverance, we are encouraged 

by the saints and strengthened by Jesus over our entire lifetime. 

  Earlier I said each of us is running a race that has been set before us, a race that no one else may 

run in our place. This means Christians are not bystanders or spectators. What is the task and work 

God has given to you to complete during your lifetime? Looking to Jesus helps us understand both 

the present time and our entire lifetime. Looking to Jesus helps us interpret and understand the 

present time so that we might serve alongside him as we live for others.  

  In today’s gospel, Jesus described the work that had been set before him, the work that no one 

else could do in his place, saying, “I have a baptism with which to be baptized, and what stress I am 

under until it is completed!” Jesus is describing the way of the cross that he endured for every 
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person who has ever lived. I take comfort that Jesus felt human stress as he persevered to complete 

his own work. All of us experience stress as we also seek to complete the race of faith over our own 

lifetime. Through each of us, Jesus continues to extend his work of the cross to others.  

  Yet Jesus’ words are also difficult. To follow him, we must look to him, and in looking him we 

will often experience division in our lives. All of us experience the demands of others. Families 

demand our loyalty; nations demand our loyalty; careers demand our loyalty. Looking to Jesus will 

often place us in conflict with whatever or whoever seeks a place before Jesus in our lives. As you 

run your race of faith, as you look to Jesus, where are the divisions in your life? How has following 

Jesus caused stress, sacrifice or division for you? The divisions of the present time are no different; 

we see the storms of human conflict, discrimination, oppression, enmity, and war. Jesus is the Lord 

of time and eternity who gives our lives meaning, creating unity where there has been division. 

  To be baptized means to live as if we are also baptized into Jesus’ own baptism. Like Jesus we 

too say: “I have been baptized and what stress I am under until my life is completed!” In a divided 

world, we must run with perseverance, always looking to Jesus.  

Look to Jesus and you will understand the times in which you live. Look to Jesus to interpret all 

of your life’s questions – “Who am I? Why am I alive? Will my lifetime have meaning?” He will 

help you run the race of faith with perseverance.  

The race of faith is the way of Jesus and his cross. It is the way of worship, fellowship and 

service for others. Looking to Jesus, we gain perspective on ourselves in the present time and are 

able to envision a future that includes ourselves, our neighbors, and eternity. In looking to Jesus, we 

will always see a reality larger than ourselves.  

These stained-glass windows describe the present and envision the future. In the present time, do 

your work with justice, grace and love, knowing that your lifetime matters in God’s eternity. 

Look to Jesus. He runs with you. Lay aside every weight and burden, serving your neighbor.  

God has given you gifts and work that only you can do.  

Run with perseverance. You do not run alone. Amen. 
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St. Mark’s sanctuary windows and mosaic reredos depict the risen Christ surrounded by the church  

on earth and a great cloud of witnesses. Stained glass installed by Willet Studios, Philadelphia, 1960.  

(Willet Studios also installed windows in the National Cathedral, Washington, D.C.; West Point Cadet 

Chapel; Cathedral of St. Mary of the Assumption, San Francisco; and Grace Cathedral, San Francisco) 

 


