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On April 19, 2010 I stood in Hopkinton, Massachusetts having no idea what would be in store for 
me over the next four plus hours.  All I knew is that I had trained all winter and had raised over 
$10,000 in an effort to say thank you to Boston Children’s Hospital for saving my son Jacob’s life.  
Now I was standing 26.2 miles away from a blue and gold line painted on Boylston Street in 
Boston—and the only thing I had to get me there were the running shoes on my own two feet. 
 
Later that day I would cross that hallowed line—cramping, exhausted, and much slower than I had 
expected.  And I would feel emotions on that run that I also never would have expected. 
 
Some of those were from seeing Jacob and my family around mile 25—the tears in my eyes a 
combination of the culmination of such a tumultuous first year of Jacob’s life and the pain in my 
legs crying for me to stop.  And some had to do with mile 13 at Wellesley College, mile 20 at the 
base of Heartbreak Hill, and mile 26.1 as I chased that finish line I never thought I would catch. 
 
In many ways it would wind up being a wholly difference experience than my other two marathons 
which I ran in Portland, Maine.  But save for location, why would 138,435 feet of running be so 
different, you may be wondering?  Well before we go there, let’s turn back to our lesson today from 
the book of Hebrews. 
 
So our lesson for today begins with the author naming off a bunch of people who would have been 
well known to the Jews listening to this letter: Rahab, Gideon, Samson, David, Samuel and the rest 
of “Israel’s ancestors who exemplified unusual measures of faith.”1  They are all “commended for 
their faith,”2 with the author offering up a list of “their accomplishments.”3 
 
But what’s interesting about this list is that even though these are the exemplars of the Jewish faith, 
the author says that they did not receive what was promised; yet this isn’t because they had 
somehow failed.  No, it’s because God actually provided something better than was promised: that is, 
a way for them to become perfect in their faith by following the example of the person of Jesus 
Christ. 
 
Having said this the author then turns to a metaphor that the Jews would have understood well—a 
race—including “All the necessary elements . . . . the spectators, possible encumbrances, the trials 
involved in running a marathon, the lead runner, and the finish line.”4  Jesus, we learn, is the leader 
of this race—the one who “teaches us how to handle the long hills, how to get a second wind when 
the going gets hard: [and how to] keep [our] eyes on the prize.”5   
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Behind Jesus, then, is a “great cord”6 which connects Jesus—the frontrunner and exemplar, the pace 
setter and pioneer—to the rest of humanity who runs that very same race: everyone from the 
Israelites who crossed through the Red Sea to those of us running today. 
 
Used in this way, the marathon becomes a metaphor for our journey of life and our journey of faith. 
 
Now, recognizing that those who have gone before us have already finished the race we now find 
ourselves in, the author says that they didn’t just cross the finish line, take their medals and Mylar 
blankets and go home.  No, those who have finished the race have become a “great cloud of 
witnesses” who have taken their seats along the race route.  And yet, these are not “an indifferent 
gang of spectators who turn out on a pretty day to see who might win the race.  On the contrary, 
this particular group of observers is anything but neutral . . . . they line the roadway to encourage 
those who follow.”7  They are the cheering section, rooting for everyone else who follows. 
 
And this brings me back to where we started.  If you’ve ever been to a marathon then you’ll know 
it’s a unique sporting event.  For unlike most in which fans root for one team over another, in a 
marathon the crowd roots for everyone—often focusing their attention and encouragement on 
those who appear to be struggling the most. 
 
And this is what made the marathons in Maine and Boston so different.   
 
For instead of a little under 1,000 runners in Maine there were over 32,000 in Boston.  And instead 
of the rural neighborhoods and backroads of Falmouth and Yarmouth—where the cows that got 
loose on the course behind me one year, halting the race, probably outnumbered the spectators—
the streets heading to Boston had fans along the side every step of the way. 
 
It is estimated that 500,000 people line the roadway from Hopkinton to Boston each year.  That’s 
19,084 people per mile or 3.6 people per foot.  Ever try to squeeze 3 ½ people into a square foot?  
That’s how crowded it is.  People are literally rows deep cheering on runners—especially those who 
seem to be having a hard time. 
 
I remember well the girls of Wellesley College screaming so loud that my ears rang after I went 
through.  I remember someone pounding a drum at the base of Heartbreak Hill, playing a cadence 
for runners to step to.  And I remember not being able to see the storefronts on Boylston Street 
because there were so many people cheering for us to finish. 
 
And honestly that made all the difference.  When times get tough—as they do for so many in a 
marathon—we all need a little encouragement to get us through.  The same is true for our lives.  
When times get tough—as they do for all of us—we all need a little encouragement to get us 
through.  That’s where that great cloud of witnesses comes in. 
 
For you don’t need me to tell you that 2019 has been a particularly challenging year for so many of 
us.  You just heard the names of the loved ones in our church and in our lives who passed away 
over the last year.  From the tragic and so unexpected deaths of Betsy Feury, Tommy Leahy, Nick 
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Mayer, and so many others who died so young, to those who lived long lives, richly blessing us with 
their words and wisdom, like our beloved Lois West. 
 
My friends, today’s text tells us that these now count themselves among that great cloud of witnesses 
who stand along the side of the road, cheering us on to the finish.  And before you think that this is 
some outlandish vision, think about the experiences that so many of us have had with those who 
have passed away: hearing a loved one say that familiar phrase on a particularly difficult day, smelling 
their cologne while walking down the street, feeling their arms wrap around us when the tears will 
not stop falling, or having a dream in which we see our loved one’s face and we are so sure that it 
was real. 
 
Friends I could go on and on all day with examples that people have shared with me of experiences 
like this—so many that I have to believe it’s true; so many that I have faith to believe they’re true.  
And how many of you have sat with a loved one as they were ready to breathe their last and heard 
them say that they saw their husband standing at the foot of their bed, or that friends and family 
were filling their room beckoning them forward?  Ask any hospice volunteer and they can tell you 
story after story of people having almost identical experiences to these. 
 
Morphine induced hallucinations, you could say.  But I prefer to think of it as that great cloud of 
witnesses making themselves especially known, during hard times and as someone takes those last 
footsteps towards the finish line.  For even though death may have ended their lives, it doesn’t mean 
that death has taken them out of our lives. 
 
My friends, this is what the author is talking about.  As people of faith we find ourselves in a 
continuous line of racers—following the lead of Jesus—trying to get to the finish line.  There will be 
miles of smooth sailing and hills that will break our hearts, but the message is that we do not run this 
race alone—we have a great cloud of witnesses—to which we added a number of faces this year—
cheering us on every step of the way. 
 
But not only cheering us on—these are runners who have trod the same ground we’re on.  Some 
covered that distance very fast—faster than we would have liked; while some took a lot longer.  But 
the fact is that they all covered the ground we’re on and know what we need to make it through. 
 
So when we find ourselves ready to stop because the cramps of grief or pain have overtaken us; 
when our fears of not being able to crest the hill of indecision have us ready to drop out of the race; 
when the rough terrain of anxiety, depression, illness or addiction, have us uncertain as to where to 
plant our feet next; when the pain of mistakes we have made leave us wondering if we will have any 
support at all, we can trust and believe that Jesus and this cloud have been there before us—and 
while they will not take the challenges away or overcome them for us—they will cheer us on until we 
see them through. 
 
But here’s the other thing about a marathon that makes it unlike any other sporting event in the 
world: instead of people competing against each other, trying to outdo one another, the marathon is 
one big group supporting each other to the end.  So it is not uncommon to see one runner offering 
food or drink to another, or someone stopping to walk with another who is having a hard time, or 
another urging a fellow runner on, helping them cover one more mile or take one more step. 
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Friends, life is like that too.  For not only do you have that great cloud of witnesses cheering you on, 
but you have those running the course with you offering their support as well—those who surround 
you in these pews today, your family and friends at home, even strangers you’ve never met before, 
the saints of today—all of whom will do whatever they can to help you make it through. 
 
For the fact of the matter is, no one is saying that the journey of life is easy.  No one is saying that 
the hills won’t be painful or taxing.  No one is saying that the weather won’t turn, making a hard 
race even harder. 
 
But what this text does say, and what I believe our faith does say, is that such a great cloud will be with 
us every step of the way—because nothing, not even death, can keep them from lining that race 
route from start to finish. 
 
And so for those who have run the race before us, those who run beside us, that great cloud of 
witnesses along the roadside—indeed for all the saints—we can say, as we sang earlier: Alleluia, 
thanks be to God!  Amen. 
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