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Her name was Nancy.  And ‘back in the day’, back when Presbyterians seemed to think 
that the most important thing in life was being respectable,  

she could have been the poster child for Presbyterian respectability.   

A prominent layperson of modestly advancing age, she was intelligent, sophisticated, 
affluent, patrician in manner, 

silver hair usually swept up in an elegant twist, and always dressed as if she had 
just stepped off the pages of Town and Country magazine, 

on her way to a meeting of the symphony guild.  [probably to chair it] 

As we said in those days, she ‘had her act together.’  In any situation, what she 
projected was, 

 “I’ve got this.” 

So when she showed up one day, late for a meeting that she was hosting, and giggling 
like a third-grader, 

 we demanded to know, “what is going on?” 

And so she confessed that just a couple of minutes earlier, she had been stuck at a 
really long traffic light, 

at the intersection by the church where we were meeting.  

And it seems that as she waited for the light to change, her mind drifted back to the 
class that she had taught there the previous Sunday, 

and how she had put one of the fifth-grade boys in time out because he had 
flipped off one of the other kids.  

And as she sat in her car remembering the incident, she marveled at how the kid had 
flipped his hand just so, 

and all the fingers had come into perfect alignment for the ol’ ‘one-finger salute’. 

“How’d he do that?”, she thought to herself.  “I can’t do that!” 

And so, she reported that with her other hand, she carefully began to arrange the 
fingers (don’t worry, I’m not going to do it up here), 



and when she finally got them just where she wanted, she began to wave her 
hand around, admiring her handiwork from various angles, 

when suddenly, she had that sensation of being stared at! 

And there in the lane next to her sat a motorcycle policeman, his jaw dropped nearly to 
his belt 

at the sight of this elegant lady in her big Chrysler Imperial, sitting there flashing 
the ‘Hawaiian  good luck” sign. 

And she reported becoming so flustered that without even thinking, she leaned out her 
window and said, 

“Oh, don’t worry, officer—I’m just practicing for my Sunday school class!”   

Just then, she said, the light finally changed, and she accelerated through the 
intersection and into the church parking lot. 

But as she glanced in her rear view mirror, the motorcycle policeman was still sitting at 
the light, 

staring at her in disbelief as traffic stacked up behind him. 

 

But the reason I am telling you all of this is because of what one of the guys in our 
group quipped, when she finished telling her story. 

He said, “Can you imagine when that cop gets home this afternoon, and his wife 
says, ‘Hi, honey, how was your day?’ “ 

“Can’t you just picture him saying, ‘Alice, we gotta start attending that church at 
the corner of Lake Margaret Boulevard.  They have some really interesting stuff 
going on there!’” 

 

And so I ask you: what impression of this church might some Blacksburg resident get, 
from observing one of us?   

And, depending upon the circumstances, how accurate would those impressions 
be?  

Now, since giving the finger to police officers is not normally how church folk make 
themselves known, 

what characteristics do mark a Christian?  What identifiers would you like for 
folks in our community  

to associate with ‘that church at the corner of Eakin and Church Street? 



After all, this is Rally Day—a time when we begin another program year. 

A time to think afresh about what we would like our church to be, 

not just for us but as an example to our community. 

Because this passage from Hebrews informs us that you and I are the next runners in a 
longstanding relay race,  

in which a “great cloud of witnesses” has participated, 

a sea of people whose lives were examples to the world, of what it means to be 
people of faith. 

And as the baton is passed to you and me, we are urged to “run that race with 
perseverance.”   

So what does it look like to take up our place in a great, ongoing movement toward 
something that God has in mind to be revealed to the world? 

 

Now, in the forty years since my friend Nancy was considered such an exemplary 
Presbyterian, 

 our ol’ church has changed a bit. 

“Respectability” isn’t such a big deal any more; indeed, it’s no longer quite so clear what 
that term means. 

Plus, many of our most treasured members and revered leaders have no interest in 
looking or dressing or comporting themselves as she did. 

And many of us are trying to get beyond the assumption that dress or income 
level 

or who you love or where you came from should be considered normative.   

Yet history suggests that in another 40 years, those of you who are still around will look 
back at today and ask, 

“How could we have been so clueless, so out-to-lunch in terms of what it really 
means to be a person of faith?” 

Well, here’s where this word from much more than forty years ago may be of help.  

The writer of this ancient book of Hebrews lifts up a number of biblical heroes and 
heroines— 

some achieving that status through great triumphs, others through martyrdom. 

But no matter how faithful they were, no matter how much God approved of their lives, 



something was still missing. 

Something, the writer says, that now sits right there in front of you and me, 
waiting for us to reach out and claim it. 

Or perhaps it would be more accurate to say, to let ourselves be claimed by it.   

 

Toward that end, I circle back 40 years to my friend Nancy.  [You knew I’d get back 
there, didn’t you?] 

Yes, she fit many of the stereotypes that we now find not as important as we once 
thought.   

But as usual, there is another side of the story. 

Despite her own style and appearance, the church she attended was not a country club 
church. 

Rather, it was a congregation of fairly modest means. 

And I later learned that for decades, Nancy served as the unpaid parish visitor for that 
smallish church, 

nurturing that congregation as pastors came and went. 

You see, I had an aunt who was a member there.  She was about as opposite from 
Nancy as you can get: 

sickly, emotionally fragile, not particularly well off financially, and stuck in an 
unhappy marriage. 

Yet, for well over a decade, Nancy was her lifeline to whatever normalcy my aunt 
experienced in her declining years. 

I think the author of Hebrews would have liked that--might even have included folks like 
Nancy in an updated list of saints who were the ‘ones to watch.’  

Ones who were examples, models for us to follow. 

And who even now are part of that great cloud of witnesses who have finished 
the race and now cheer you and me on 

 as we complete our leg of the relay. 

But Nancy and those others were ‘ones to watch’ not just because of their own 
goodness. 

It is also because they kept their eyes on a source of virtue far greater than their 
own. 



And in all of this, you and I (and Nancy) have had an advantage that did not accrue to 
those saints of old— 

the ones whom the author of Hebrews celebrated. 

For we have the ultimate one to watch; the “pioneer and perfecter of our faith.” 

And as we begin another program year, we are marching, running, or even getting 
pushed in wheelchairs toward that ultimate goal that the Creator God has in mind for the 
human race.  

Because we now know what that goal is, for we see it in Jesus,  

the one who is the “firstborn of Creation”, and the one to whom all of history 
points.  

 

It’s enough to make you want to raise a different finger, in celebration!   

Not the raised middle finger of insult and defiance, but an index finger that celebrates 
and points— 

points not just to that cross (where some thought his story had ended), 

but rather points out that window, where he is going on before us, and inviting 
you and me to follow. 

To follow into a future, which, apart from us, all those heroes of the faith did not get to 
see.   

But through us, the race is carried on. 

Now, there’s a theme for Rally Day—this year, and next, 

 and into God’s future. 

 

Please pray with me: 

Out there, O Lord, take us out there … where the runners have not yet reached, where 
we can run our leg of the race and become the ones for others to watch, as we in turn 
direct their eyes toward Christ, the “pioneer and perfecter” of our faith.        


