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Allen Pruitt

I have never been a runner.
I always preferred baseball and tennis

to sports like soccer.

Let me run as fast as I can
from one base to another

or scramble around during a point,
and then, give me a chance to rest.

Much better that
than the relentless slog of soccer,

which seems to be a little like running a marathon
while trying to perform tricks with a ball.

We all have friends who run,
people who get out at all hours of the day and night,
who don’t feel quite like themselves

unless they are able to get out and run 3 or 4 times a week.

I admire the discipline it takes,
to get out when it’s hot,

when it’s cold,
when you are tired or busy,

or just don’t feel like it.

Discipline like that eventually becomes a habit.
Who knows,

if I got out there every couple of days,
maybe it would become a habit for me as well?

We all need good habits.
Maybe I’ll try to work on some habits that don’t involve running!
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I took a class in seminary,
during my senior year,
taught by one of my favorite professors,

someone who always told the truth as he saw it.

It was called, “The Habit of Priesthood.”
To make a good priest,

you’ve got to have good habits.
To make a good athlete,

you’ve got to have good habits.

It takes discipline;
you’ve got to have good habits.

In the religious world,
we also talk about “putting on the habit.”

Nuns and monks wear habits,
the garb of their office.

Habits are something we do and something we wear.
If you take on certain habits long enough,

it’ll change what you wear:
take up the habit of running,

and you’ll need a new wardrobe;
so too

if you take up the habit of getting a chocolate waffle cone
at the Medicine Cabinet.
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What kinds of habits do we have?
What are your habits,

for health,
for peace,
for sanity in this world?

Can’t think of any?
Maybe we need to work on that!

Habits take work,
they take discipline.

Discipline is just a habit, reinforced.

I used to write my sermons all through the week,
usually spending a few hours on Saturday finishing up.

Then I had a family,
people to hang out with,
commitments to keep beyond work.

I wasn’t in the habit of finishing my sermons till Saturday night.
I needed a new habit.

It took a lot of work;
I had to make some new choices.

It doesn’t happen every time,
but now,

I’m pretty much in the habit of finishing before the weekend!
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We all need good habits.
The writer of Hebrews seems to think that faith is a habit.

Discipline yourself to it,
make a habit of faith,

and you’ll see everything through new eyes.

“By faith the people passed through the Red Sea
as if it were dry land;

by faith the walls of Jericho fell down;
by faith: conquered kingdoms,

administered justice,
obtained promises,
shut the mouths of lions

…by faith, by faith, by faith.

Faith is a habit;
it requires discipline.

Without discipline
…it will just fade away.

It’s hard to make a habit,
to have the discipline.

All through the Olympics we’ve learned about the athletes,
learned about family and friends who helped them along the way.  

We’ve learned about their coaches and trainers.

The author of Hebrews imagines that we have a whole host of trainers,
“we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses.”

People who’ve gone on their way back to God:
Abraham and Moses;
my grandaddy and your great grandmama.

People we’ve loved
and people we’ve never even heard of,

and they are all cheering us on.
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You and I too,
cheering each other on,
trading secrets

like baseball players in the dugout,
up against a pitcher who keeps striking them out.

We’re all here for each other.

Let me say that again, a little differently:
we are all HERE

for EACH OTHER.

In this place, today,
this group gathered.

In this place, week after week,
the people who make their way in and out of this community.

In this place, gathered around that altar,
all the train of saints,

from the just born to the long dead.

Here to help each other run the race with endurance,
to pick up the ones who have fallen,
to point out the hazards some of us have already tripped over.

That’s why we’re here,
for each other,
to run the race together.
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But it’s not easy.
That’s why the race takes endurance.

Even our salvation requires endurance:
Jesus talked about the fire,
about division

that would be kindled by the coming of the Son of Man.

This race we are running,
it’s no walk in the park.

I’m not sure when anybody
started trying to convince anybody else

that faith was easy,
or that having faith would make your life any simpler.

Jesus pointed to nothing
if he did not point toward hardship,

toward rejection;
he pointed toward the cross.
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But what if we could imagine,
even just for a second,

that all those difficulties:
the hardship,
the rejection,
the cross itself,

what if we could imagine
that when difficult things happen,

they are not a punishment,
but instead God’s disciplining us,

preparing us for a life of faith?

It could be
that the hardships we endure

are the very training we need,
to live fully,

in the face of all that comes our way.

Jesus did not offer an easy life,
but he did offer FULL life,

life abundant,
life eternal.

And all the while,
he pointed toward the cross.

I have a line of crosses on one wall in my office.
We have an enormous stone cross out in front of our church.
Many of us wear crosses from time to time.

Why?
Pointing toward the cross.
Showing us the shape of eternal life.
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Redemption,
forgiveness,

open arms,
hard wood,
pain,

betrayal
…forgiveness

…redemption.

The Letter to the Hebrews, pointed toward the cross:
“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.”

The Great Cloud of Witnesses,
all pointing toward the cross.
all inviting us to discipline ourselves,

to make it a habit,
to put on the habit,
to have our whole lives,

take the shape of the cross

Redemption,
forgiveness,

open arms,
hard wood,
pain,

betrayal
…forgiveness

…redemption.


