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Okay, ready or not, here it comes—carloads and truckloads, boxes and bundles, bags and 
baggage. Like turning water into wine, one person’s trash becomes someone else’s treasure, and 
mounds of leftovers become the means of mission and ministry in the name of Christ. It’s time 
for another rummage sale, and if the Harnish’s garage is any indication, it’s going to be a big 
one. All that stuff, where does it come from? It just goes to show, I suppose, that all of us simply 
have too much stuff, and the rummage sale is a great time to unload.  
 
All that stuff….all that stuff.  
 
The contrast came home in bold relief for fifteen of us who spent last weekend on a retreat in 
Kentucky. It was a great time for Judy and me, a time of respite and renewal after the death of 
her mother, and a chance to go back to where it all began for us more than forty years ago when 
we were students there and began our life together. The two places we visited modeled the theme 
of our retreat: finding simplicity and silence. Shaker Village at Pleasant Hill, our home for the 
weekend, is a restored Shaker village which reflects the desire of the Shakers to live in 
simplicity. The place reflects the clean, elegant lines of their unadorned architecture, the simple 
patterns for living as a community, the setting aside of the world around them in a desire to use 
their hearts and hands for God. 

 
Of course, the fact that it was also a celibate community did limit their future—and in fact, the 
Shaker religion has died out—but the desire to live in harmony with nature and with each other 
and to create a community where simplicity would be the hallmark of their shared life is 
certainly a gift to us today in the midst of our hectic and cluttered lives: 
 

’Tis the gift to be simple, ’tis the gift to be free, 
’tis the gift to come down where we ought to be; 
and when we find ourselves in the place just right, 
’twill be in the valley of love and delight.  
 

The second place we visited was the Abbey of Gethsemani, a Trappist monastery in Bardstown.  
Most famous as the home of Catholic theologian Thomas Merton, Gethsemani is another 
community of simplicity, and in this case, pure silence. When a monk joins the community, he 
gives up everything—family, outside world, belongings—and takes a vow of poverty, celibacy, 
obedience to the order, and above all, silence.  
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As far as I can tell, none of your modern Michigan Methodists were converted to either the 
Shaker tradition or monastic life, but when placed alongside our noisy, cluttered, busy lives, they 
call us to reflect on the meaning of life, of what we carry with us and what we leave behind.  

 
Which leads me to the text for today. 
 
In the letter to the Hebrew Christians, the writer has just concluded a run of the history of the 
faith, a kind of “Hall of Fame of the Faithful” as a way of inspiring and encouraging the faith in 
those who would follow, and he builds in a great crescendo to the climax which begins with a 
“therefore”… 
 

Therefore, since we are surrounded by this great cloud of witnesses, let us also lay 
aside every weight and sin that clings so closely, and let us run with perseverance 
the race which is set before us, looking unto Jesus, the pioneer and perfecter of 
our faith. 

 
So amid all this rummage, all this stuff, what would it mean to live lives of simplicity? What 
would it mean to travel more lightly? What if we let go of some of the bags and baggage, to lay 
aside every weight and sin that clings so closely, in order to run the race?  
 
1.  Because there really are some things that ought to be left behind.  
 
As you can imagine, we’ve been going through a lot of stuff. Packing and sorting, and this time, 
trying to lighten the load. So how about these egg cups? In 1988, we spent a summer in England 
and fell in love with the classic British breakfast, including boiled eggs standing up in egg cups. 
So we bought a set of egg cups and brought them home, thinking we would adopt some British 
breakfast ways. That was 1988 and we haven’t used them since. Rummage! Or how about the 
1962 Apache tent camper which hasn’t had a license on it since 1993? We’ve moved it in the 
moving van four times because the kids say they want it, but I swear this is the last time. We are 
trying to determine the things we need to keep and the things we need to let go.  
 
It’s a lesson in learning the true value of all things.  
 
Martin Marty wrote a book about the Shakers entitled When True Simplicity is Gained.  
Reflecting on possessions, he says:  
 

Possessions are not necessarily a barrier to simplicity—so long as they don’t take 
over one’s soul. Having things such as clothes and works of art, houses to live in, 
lands whose fruit we enjoy, is to be conceived as a gift of God. It’s about learning 
to keep possessions in perspective. 

  (Martin Marty, When True Simplicity is Gained, page 12) 
 
And that reminded me of a story the great preacher Fred Craddock told about “things.” He tells 
about his friend Glenn Adsit who served as a missionary in China at the time of the revolution. 
He was under house arrest, and one day the soldiers came to the door and said, “You can return 
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to America.” As they began to celebrate, the soldier said, “And you can take 200 pounds with 
you.” 
 
Well, they had been there for years—only 200 pounds. They got the scales, weighed everything 
—a favorite vase, a typewriter, what about my books? They sorted and weighed and threw things 
out and finally got it down to exactly 200 pounds, right on the dot.  
 
The day came to leave and the soldiers came again:  
 
 Ready to go? Yes. 
 Did you weigh everything? Yes.  
 200 pounds? Exactly.  
 Did you weigh the kids? No, we didn’t.  
 Weigh the kids. 
 
And in a moment, vase, typewriter and all became trash, just trash. (Fred Craddock, Craddock 
Stories, page 22)  
 
There really are some things we should leave behind…and not just stuff.   
 
What about age-old prejudices and bigotry against people who are “different”—different race, 
different religion, different region of the country, different nationality, different economic status?  
Just rummage. Leave it behind.  

 
What about old hurts and grudges and resentments? Sometimes they end up burdening the one 
who carries them more than the one who caused them. Just so much baggage. Let them go. 
 
What about inordinate fear, which is so common today? Fear that is often ginned up and 
drummed up by panic-driven preachers and fear-mongering politicians and hyper-active media 
personalities. Sometimes it might be better to turn off the TV and take in your news once a day 
instead of the constant drumbeat of the 24 hour news cycle.  
 
Judy is telling me I need to read Elizabeth Strout’s latest book, The Burgess Boys. It’s the story 
of two brothers who carry a burden from the past into their present and how it disrupts their 
lives. And the story of the Burgess Brothers is as old as the story of the first brothers, Cain and 
Abel—the burden of guilt and the need for redemption. Just so much baggage that we tend to 
carry with us. Sometimes we just need to lay aside the weight and sin that clings so close so we 
can run the race. There are some things we need to leave behind… 

 
2. And of course, all of us will, in the end, leave something behind. In the end, we will leave 

everything behind.  
 
Someone once said, “The world will be a better place after you die. It will either be better 
because you lived, or better because you died.” Pretty graphic, but true. We all will leave 
something behind—it’s just a matter of what. You can choose to leave a legacy of love and 
laughter, or you can choose to leave a lingering cloud of darkness and gloom. You can choose to 
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leave a legacy of faith and hope, or you can choose to leave the memory of bitterness and regret. 
You can choose to leave a legacy of generosity and goodness, or you can choose to leave a 
remembrance of greed and selfishness. You can decide. All of us will leave something behind, 
it’s just a matter of what.  
 
As you know, my mother-in-law died last week, and any of you who have ever been through an 
experience of loss know what it’s like. I hope you have also experienced the outpouring of cards 
and notes we have received in these days. Every day, another handful of messages and 
memories, and of course, amid the beauty of the cards, it’s the handwritten notes that mean the 
most.  
 
My mother-in-law was a great letter writer. No, I mean a GREAT letter writer. She would write 
two or three letters every day, and we’re not talking quick one-pages notes here, we’re talking 
about pages and pages—frequently more information than you cared to know, but long, hand-
written letters to people all over the world. When in the funeral I asked for a show of hands of all 
who had received a letter from Mom, just about everyone raised their hands. After the funeral, 
one of Judy’s friends sent her a copy of a letter Mom had written to her after her mother died all 
the way back in the early 1970s. She had kept it all these years. Mom left a legacy of letters, 
epistles of love, scattered all over, sharing her life with others.   
 
Someone asked me this week what I thought my legacy here would be. That is really for 
someone other than me to answer, but my first thought went, of course, to the South Wing 
renovation, then immediately to the incredible staff we have assembled in recent years, and the 
exponential growth of the mission program. But deeper than that, I hope I will leave behind the 
legacy of a Christ-centered message and ministry and a commitment to radical hospitality, a truly 
inclusive community where all persons are of sacred worth and all persons find a welcome.  
 
The time will come when all of us will leave, and in the leaving, leave something behind. There 
are some things we ought to leave behind… 
 
3.  So we can run with perseverance the race that is set before us.  
 
Now, I am not a runner—never have been, never will be. Your new senior pastor, however, is. 
Laurie Haller is not only a marathon runner, she is a triathlon competitor, so you better get your 
running shoes on! I am not a runner, but I do know a few. Rev. Faith Fowler is a runner, and in 
fact, Faith has run the Boston Marathon. If you want to know what running with perseverance 
looks like, I would say, “Look at Faith.” For twenty years she has been working away in the city 
of Detroit. In twenty years she’s taken what was a struggling inner city congregation with a 
commitment to mission, working out of one aging church building, and built it into an incredible 
social service agency with nine facilities across the city, changing the lives of hundreds of men 
and women and children every day. Day after day, week after week, year after year, Faith just 
keeps running the race that is set before her with perseverance.   
 
In this brief text, the Hebrew writer uses the image of a runner. In his days, the athletes often ran 
completely naked—literally leaving behind everything, laying aside every weight, so they could 
run the race unencumbered. (When my kids were growing up, I was so glad they chose cross 
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country instead of hockey for a sport, so didn’t have to buy all that equipment.) That’s the image 
the Hebrew writer leaves with us—the image of the skilled, sleek runner, stripped for the race, 
leaving behind every possible weight and sin that clings so closely, running with perseverance 
the race that is set before him…  

 
4. Looking unto Jesus, the pioneer and perfecter of our faith.  
 
The JB Phillips translation of this verse is so eloquent:  
 

Surrounded then as we are by these serried ranks of witnesses, let us strip off 
everything that hinders us, as well as the sin which dogs at our feet, and let us run 
the race that is set before us with patience, our eyes fixed on Jesus, on whom our 
faith depends from start to finish.  

 
After all, that is the goal, isn’t it? After all the bags and baggage, after all the stuff, after all is 
said and done, and even when you and I are said and done, we look to Jesus, the pioneer and 
perfecter of our faith, the one on whom our faith depends from start to finish.  
 
Judy and I went on our first mission trip when we were in our first year of marriage and first year 
in seminary.  We went to Columbia to share the story of the Asbury College revival in 1970. I 
knew even less Spanish then than I know how, but the one thing I learned was the Spanish 
translation for the simple chorus: 

 
Pon tos ojos en Christus… 
Turn your eyes upon Jesus, 
look full in his wonderful face, 
and the things of earth will grow strangely dim 
in the light of his glory and grace.   
 

After all is said and done, after the race is over and won, that’s it.  
 
Looking unto Jesus, the pioneer and perfecter of our faith. In the end, I hope that is what we all 
leave behind.   


