The Tenth Sunday after Pentecost 

August 18, 2019
"Reading the Clouds"
Hebrews 11:29-12:2   ~   Luke 12:49-56

Do you remember that classic Peanuts cartoon where Charlie Brown, Lucy, and Linus are lying on the ground gazing at the sky?  Lucy says, "If you use your imagination, you can see lots of things in the cloud formations ... what do you think you see, Linus?"  Linus says, "Well, those clouds up there look to me like the map of the British Honduras on the Caribbean ... that cloud up there looks a little like the profile of Thomas Eakins, the famous painter and sculptor ... and that group of clouds over there gives me the impression of the stoning of Stephen ... I can see the Apostle Paul standing there to one side...." Lucy says, "Uh huh ... that's very good ... what do you see in the clouds, Charlie Brown?"  Charlie Brown replies, "Well, I was going to say I saw a ducky and a horsey, but I changed my mind!"

Some people know how to read the clouds and others don’t, including the "cloud of witnesses" that Hebrews says surrounds us in our race through life.  After listing hero after hero among our spiritual forbearers … exemplars of the kind of courageous and persevering faith that Hebrews encourages us to emulate … the author says, 

Therefore, 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, looking to Jesus the pioneer and perfecter of our faith, who for the sake of the joy that was set before him endured the cross, disregarding its shame, and has taken his seat at the right hand of the throne of God.
The author of Hebrews reminds us that the spiritual life … which is not a separate, shadow life in addition to real life, but an integrated alternate way of real life itself … is not a sprint, but a marathon.  We have all seen the spiritual sprinters who bolt with great energy and promise but soon turn aside exhausted and disillusioned. They do not have the patience and endurance that it takes to stay in the race.  They do not connect with the spiritual friends who will sustain them and help them succeed.  They cannot make it through the hard times alone.  They cannot live two lifestyles at once.

The author of Hebrews warns us about that, too.  Set aside those things that slow you down, he urges … that hold you back … that make injury more likely.  The Bible calls it "sin," and it’s any kind of behavior that separates you from God and from other people.  Sin is a good word … it’s a warning word … not a word the Bible wants to use in a shaming, damning way as some have used it to bash other people while pretending that they don’t have any sin themselves.   It’s an encouraging word … a word that calls forth our best and protects us from harm. 
Because there is such a thing as right and wrong … good and evil … and in the messy realities of our life together we have to make hard choices.  Moreover, it is possible to talk about sin and righteousness … about ethics and morality … about standards and values … without being judgmental or abusive or so arrogant as to think we don’t struggle with sinfulness ourselves.  The author of Hebrews shows us how.  He isn’t condemning or shaming.  He just says, "Set that stuff aside.  You don’t need that.  There’s no life in that.  It will only slow you down."

But what about this "cloud of witnesses" that Hebrews calls us to see?  What’s his point about those?  In the first place, Hebrews recognizes that we cannot make this long Spirit journey alone.  Increasingly in our culture … in our time … we are pushed to be isolated individuals … lone consumers of whatever the culture wants to pass along as the latest and greatest have-to-have.  Families are reduced to their most nuclear state and the generations live far apart from one another.  The impact of this emphasis on individual freedom discourages us from making entangling commitments.   It encourages relationships with electronic screens instead of real people.  
John is a big fan of gadgets … particularly Apple gadgets.  Years ago, while looking over our credit card statement I discovered a charge to the Apple Store.  When I asked about it, he informed me it was for The Cloud.  “The Cloud, I asked, what in the world is The Cloud?”  He answered, “I’m not really sure, but I know I need it.”  He’s certainly not alone in this.  We like to know that we can work from home on our computer … that we can get our news and entertainment from our television … that we can shop by the internet … that we can even get our groceries and meals delivered to our door from our smart phones.  The ideal seems to be a retreat from any human relationship at all.  Even in the realm of faith we have begun to separate "spirituality" … a personal, private, connection with God of our own devising … from religion … a corporate, institutional and, in the mind of some, an oppressive entanglement.  But God calls us to relationship.  God has made us for each other.  In the Bible personal spirituality is always secondary and in service to spiritual community … for without relationship and community our lives are incomplete.

By ourselves we hang by a thin thread easily broken.  But entwined with one another the threads are twisted into a strong rope.  As one rabbi put it, "A human life is like a single letter of the alphabet. It can be meaningless. Or it can be a part of a great meaning."  We need each other.  We need family and community.  We need a great cloud of witnesses if we are going to survive … let alone do something beautiful for God.

But why does the author of Hebrews call them a "cloud?"  Does he mean they are insubstantial?  I don’t think so.  Maybe he means these witnesses, while present, cannot be held or touched.  Nevertheless, they are present and visible and surround us like the air we breathe. 

Every last one of us comes into this world already blessed by those who have gone before us.  They are a gift to our lives, and we build on the foundations they have laid.  But is this "cloud of witnesses" that Hebrews describes only referring to the dead heroes of days gone by?  Would he not include the living among us who bear witness to the faith?  Isn’t he also thinking of all the ways we might support each other?  In chapter ten he has just said:

Let us hold fast to the confession of our hope without wavering, for (the One) who has promised is faithful. And let us consider how to provoke one another to love and good deeds, not neglecting to meet together, as is the habit of some, but encouraging one another, and all the more as you see the Day (of the Lord) approaching (Heb 10:23-25).
“…Encouraging one another,” he writes.  John Claypool speaks of cellar voices and balcony people.  The balcony people are those friends who send us positive messages of encouragement … "Way to go!"  "You can do it!"  "I believe in you!" The cellar voices are those folks who discourage and dissuade us … "What’s the use?"  "You’ll only fail again!"  "What makes you think you can make a difference?" 

We have both kinds of people in our lives and after a while, we don’t even need to have them around.  They live in our heads.  We internalize their voices.  We hear them speaking in the words we say to ourselves.  We hear a parent saying, "I wouldn’t try that if I were you" or "Go ahead; you can do it!"  We hear a teacher saying, "I can’t believe you blew it again!" or "That’s all right.  Try again.  You’ll catch on soon enough."  We carry them with us … our cellar voices and balcony people.  The best advice I can give you … fumigate the cellar!

I’m not talking about surrounding yourself only with people who always agree with you and never confront you or hold you accountable in relationship.  Those aren’t friends … they’re enablers.  I’m talking about seeking the company of people who are positive and uplifting, "who speak the truth in love" (as Ephesians puts it) … who challenge you in ways you can bear because all the while you know they love you … they are for you … they are with you as you live. 

The trick is to ignore the cellar people and listen to the balcony voices, so you can move forward with confidence instead of being paralyzed by criticism.  The trick is to surround yourself with a community of balcony voices who will fill your life with good news and help you see the possibilities of what you might become.  The trick is to learn how to be a balcony voice for the people in your life … to practice what Myron Madden calls "the power to bless."  When is the last time you gave a word of thanks or praise or encouragement to another person?  Do you realize the difference you can make?

The author of Hebrews does not hesitate to name names where it comes to his "cloud of witnesses."  Abel, Enoch, and Noah, Abraham, Sarah, and Isaac, Jacob, Esau, and Joseph, Moses, the exodus people Israel, and Rahab, Gideon, Barak, Samson, Jephthah, David, and Samuel and the prophets … it is a quick outline of biblical heroes.  But he also reminds us of the unnamed heroes who have gone before us, 

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. Others were tortured, refusing to accept release, in order to obtain a better resurrection. 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 (Heb 11:33-38a).

But Hebrews goes on to say:

Yet all these, though they were commended for their faith, did not receive what was promised, since God had provided something better so that they would not, apart from us, be made perfect (Heb 11:38b-40).

We have an obligation to finish what they began, or at least to do our part in building the loving dominion of God.

Our cloud of witnesses …we live for them … we live with them … we live by their support.  We need them, and we need each other to run this race set before us. Thank God, we are not alone.  Let us then run the race that is set before us and create a community of joy that will bring life to all … in the name of Christ Jesus.  May we pray?

O God,

We thank you for coming to be with us as one of us, a real life person in the flesh. And you still come to us that way in the real life in the flesh presence of each other. Thank you for the cloud of witnesses you have given us in this place. May their encouragement lead us to finish the race and to be a blessed witness to those who follow us in Jesus’ name. Amen.
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