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A number of years ago, one of my predecessors in Baltimore returned to preach and stood in 
the pulpit and said: “This place is haunted.” He went on to mention a whole host of people in the 
congregation, some long dead, who remained very much a part of that place. He said he could still see 
them, sitting in their usual places. You have people like that too. You know their names.  Some of 
them I’ve known: Marjorie Stevens, Betty Williams, Ellwood Bell, Bonnie Noszek, Ken 
Erickson…you know others. They and a whole host more are amongst us still and always will be. We 
are not alone in this place; we are surrounded, even right now, by a great cloud of witnesses. 

The writer of this letter lifts up a marvelous list of the saints who are part of the cloud of 
witnesses, those who have gone before us, those who have kept the faith, even the midst of doubts 
and troubles, those who offer an example to us, those who cheer us on today. They include the likes 
of Abel, Noah, Sarah, Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Joseph, Moses, the people of Israel, Rahab, Samson, 
David, the prophets. The writer says, “Time won’t allow me to tell of all the saints.” They are not just 
the people who were triumphant in battle, they are also those who showed faithful endurance in the 
midst of suffering. These all surround us. And not just these, but so many more, right up to and 
including those saints we have known. We are surrounded by a great cloud of witnesses. 

When I read this I think of a great stadium, packed full, with this enormous sell-out crowd, 
cheering us on, as we run the race set before us. We know about the home team advantage in sports. 
Most teams have a better record at home then they do on the road. That isn’t surprising. We know 
how an enthusiastic crowd can spur us on. Well, this letter today suggests that we have a home team 
advantage every day, with our own best beloved, with the likes of Samson and Rahab and Jesus and 
Peter and Sojourner Truth and John Paul II and so many others cheering us along the way. We are 
surrounded by the saints. We are not alone. 

Of course we Presbyterians don’t make too much of a fuss about saints. We don’t pray to the 
saints, as if they could bring us closer to God. In Jesus we can get close to God on our own. Saints 
can be problematic if they keep us from recognizing our own abilities, our own potential to be just 
like those saints. They may seem super human, but they were just like us. They had problems and 
doubts. They made mistakes. Look at the biblical figures. Every one of the prophets tried to get out 
of that job. David was the smallest, the weakest of his brothers, but he was chosen king. He also made 
the stupid mistake of sleeping with someone else’s wife and then getting her poor husband killed after 
he got her pregnant. Jacob lied to his father to steal his brother’s birthright and yet also raised the likes 
of Joseph and Benjamin. If you read the biblical story of the saints you will see people who did great 
things and also made whopping mistakes. Saints do not belong high up on a pedestal. They were 
people, earthy people, people who were a bundle of contradictions, people who tried to do right and 
sometimes did wrong. There is an amazing combination of saint and sinner in every saint that ever 
lived. 

What makes them different is that they didn’t just sit around waiting for someone else. They 
got to work themselves. That is part of their inspiration for us. Like those saints, we don’t have to 
wait for someone else to carry God’s work forward. We can do that ourselves. That’s our calling. 
Imagine what this world would be like if everyone of us, instead of waiting around for some special 
leader, asked “what is God calling me to do? What can I do? Where can I help?” What would this 
world be like if we all could recognize that we are surrounded by a great cheering crowd? 
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And it is not only the biblical characters from of old who surround us. Remember as well all 
the people who have helped to make you who you are today. Parents, teachers, coaches, friends: they 
belong among that cloud of witnesses. They too are cheering us on. We are not alone. 

Even more, look to Jesus. He endured hostility. He endured the cross, disregarding its shame, 
and now has taken his seat at the right hand of the throne of God. Look to Jesus, he’s with us in this 
race. Like him, we will get hurt, but like him we will also know a greater glory.  

Some of you might remember the story of a saint from Great Britain named Derek Redmond. 
It is a story I first discovered as it was told by Bill Glauber in the Baltimore Sun. Redmond was running 
in the 400-meter semi-final at the Barcelona Olympics in 1992. He was a shoo-in for the finals. He 
took the lead early and was looking strong. Then, coming round the backstretch, he heard a pop. It 
was his hamstring and he fell and just lay on the track. Medical people raced toward him with stretchers 
while the other competitors finished the race. 

“I looked up and realized I was in the Olympic semi-finals,” Redmond said. “I looked down 
the track and saw the others and said, ‘I must finish the race.’” Redmond got up. And began to run. 
“Ain’t no way I’m going to get on the stretcher,” he said. He took a hop with his right foot and skipped 
with his left. The crowd started to watch him now. Steve Lewis, the reigning champion from the 
United States had long ago crossed the finish line first. And Lewis’ U.S. teammate, Quincy Watts, was 
getting ready to run his heat, poised to run the second-fastest 400 in history. But all that mattered was 
this kid named Redmond. Suddenly everybody’s hero at the Olympics. 

Section by section, the cheers rained down and the fans stood up. A hundred fifty meters to 
go…Redmond could hardly balance himself. He cried. And he ran. “I wasn’t going to be stopped for 
anything,” he said. 

Jim Redmond was up in the stands. The butcher machine salesman from London was in the 
top deck. He wore a cap that said, “Just Do It.” The father did. Olympic security was no match for a 
man running to his crying child. Jim Redmond started down exit ramps, rushed through blocked 
corridors, climbed over chairs and finally barged his way onto the track and went into a full sprint past 
a guard toward his son. “I was not going to be stopped, “ Jim Redmond said. “In an emergency, you 
don’t need an accreditation.” 

The father grabbed the son. Wrapped his left arm right on the son’s back. And started to carry 
him to the finish. A hundred meters to go. The crowd roaring. Fifty meters to go. Officials backed 
off. Father and son made their way to the straightaway. The crowd shouting through the night. Father 
and son walked the last meters and crossed the finish. And the photographers encircled them and the 
crowd still stood and the whole thing was magic. 

That is the way it is for us. The whole cloud of witnesses is standing, cheering us on, and 
frankly God our Father, God our Mother, is even more ready to run to our rescue, to run right with 
us, when we tumble and fall. That’s what the example of Jesus is all about.  No one and no thing can 
keep God away. 

So Saints, for that is what you are. Saints: since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of 
witnesses, let us run with perseverance the race that is set before us, looking to Jesus the pioneer and 
perfecter of our faith. Keep racing on.  
  
 

Let us pray: Stay with us O God and help us to sense that great cloud of witnesses, our own home 
team crowd, cheering us on in our own struggles to be faithful. Empower us, loving God, to keep 
racing on and all this we pray in the name of Jesus Christ our savior. Amen.   


