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OSLC Sermon – Outdoor Worship 08 18 19 

Hebrews 12:1-2; Luke 12:22-31 

 

Grace to you and peace… 

 

Two years ago I officiated at the funeral service for my beloved 

sister-in-law, Cindy. Before the service, in the room where family 

was gathered, a man I had met only briefly prior to this occasion 

asked me where I was currently serving as pastor. When I told 

him Our Saviour’s on Chicago Avenue in Minneapolis he 

responded by saying, “I went to Sunday School there as a child.” 

Listen carefully to this extended connection: this man was the 

father of the woman who married my nephew – Cindy’s first born 

son. 

When a congregation has been about the business of proclaiming 

the Good News of Jesus Christ in word and deed for 150 years, 

these kinds of connections happen all over the place! I frequently 

hear things like, “My grandparents were married there,” or “My 

pastor did their internship in that congregation,” or any number of 

other historic associations with the life of this congregation. As we 

celebrate 150 years of ministry as Our Saviour’s Lutheran Church 

we are indeed surrounded by a “great cloud of witnesses.” 

Generation after generation people of faith have been called to 

this church, nurtured in their faith, and sent out to places near and 

far to celebrate, serve, and do justice in the name of Christ. 

At any given moment our membership ranges from those recently 

born to those nearing 100 years of age; from members who have 

been here all of their lives to those who have just found 

themselves worshipping in this community, and every 
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circumstance in between. Each of us can call to mind the names 

and faces of those who have been faithful witnesses for us and to 

us – those still with us in this life and those who have passed into 

eternity – all contained in what the author of Hebrews calls “a 

great cloud.” 

But, of course, those of our memory are only a small fragment of 

the witnesses that surround us. Just as the connections to Our 

Saviour’s extend far beyond the walls of our present day church, 

a ministry of 150 years, so the great cloud of witnesses expands 

beyond what we can functionally comprehend.  

The original readers of the Letter to the Hebrews were beginning 

to experience the tension of outliving their expectation of Jesus’ 

imminent return. They had to adjust their understanding of God’s 

promises in Christ in light of what seemed to them to be a 

disappointing delay. What’s more, they had become more and 

more marginalized and persecuted for being outside the 

mainstream of society at the time.  They were no longer welcome 

in the synagogues, and they were suspect by the political rulers of 

the time. What would it mean for them to hold fast to their faith in 

such turbulent times? 

The book of Hebrews is a word of encouragement for just such a 

time of fear, doubt, and trials. The writer urges followers of Jesus 

to remember the faith of those who have gone before them, upon 

whose foundation they now stand. From Abraham and Sarah who 

received God’s promise of land and descendents, through Moses 

who led God’s people out of slavery into freedom, through all the 

judges, kings, prophets, and faithful people both famous and 

anonymous we are introduced to the great cloud of witnesses that 

surrounds us. All of these, we are told, “though they were 
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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.” 

The fulfillment of God’s will, the embodiment of God’s reign “on 

earth as in heaven,” always points us beyond ourselves toward 

the all inclusive future that is God’s design and purpose. Like our 

earlier faith ancestors we too may “die in faith without having 

received the promises, but from a distance” we see and greet 

them. This is the faith venture into which we are called – to live in 

constant anticipation of the Beloved Community inaugurated by 

Christ that is not yet complete. To this we are witnesses. 

Last week Pastor Martha talked about Abraham’s moment of 

doubt, when he complained to God that he had not yet seen the 

fulfillment of God’s promise of descendents to him and to Sarah. 

She reminded us that in answer to Abraham’s uncertainty and 

questioning, God invited him to “go outside.” Looking upon the 

multitude of the stars in the sky, awed and humbled by the 

grandeur of God’s good creation, Abraham found the assurance 

he needed to trust that God would provide. 

We come outside today for much the same reason. Here in the 

beauty of this green space preserved for the benefit and 

enjoyment of all who live and work in this community, we catch a 

glimpse of the commonwealth of God’s provision. The impressive 

background of the large city made by human hands is diminished 

in comparison to the vast expanse of sky overhead. The 

persistence of pavement and concrete are revealed as fallible by 

the greater determination of plants and insects to break through 

and find their way to new life. The green of the grass reminds us 

that God alone brings rain and snow to water the earth. And here, 
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vulnerable to the natural elements, we are reminded of our rightful 

place as creatures, gifted with life by the pleasure of our Creator. 

Like drops of rain that fall into the sweep of a mighty river we 

remember that we are part of something much greater than 

ourselves. As much as we take pride in our ancestors in the faith, 

the ones who built the foundation of Our Saviour’s Lutheran 

church so many years ago, we must also remember the larger 

history of which we are a part.  

Our Scandinavian ancestors settled on this land that was already 

inhabited and cherished by indigenous people who came long 

before. Dakota and Ojibwa people, known by many tribal names 

and languages, roamed this land until our invasive domination 

drove them into reservations and threatened to destroy their 

cultures. Even today the Phillips Neighborhood is home to one of 

the largest urban Native communities in the country. 

European immigrants were followed by immigrants from many 

other places: African Americans from the southern United States 

taking part in the Great Migration; Southeast Asian refugees from 

the war in Cambodia and Vietnam; Liberian immigrants fleeing the 

violence and dispossession of Civil War; and now Somali, 

Ethiopian, and Latinx immigrants live and work and play here – all 

seeking a way of life that allows them to thrive. 

We are witnesses of these things. While we likely will not see the 

fullness of God’s reign in this world, we are charged with 

participating in God’s abundant and gracious love, and with 

inviting others to join in God’s inclusive vision. The One who 

provides enough for the birds of the sky and the flowers in the 
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field continues to nurture and sustain life. For all that has been, 

we say, “Thanks.” For all that is yet to come, we say, “Yes!”  

Amen. 


