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Freedom and Faith. These are two words that sent me down the path to retire from
business and begin studies at the seminary two years ago. Freedom and Faith.
Our family lived in Florida before we moved here—i t r eal |l y was “t he Su
muchlikewe’ r e f i ndi,bmog But@xmpleasahtaspebtefevery state is its prison
system, and I found myself volunteering at Florida State Prison to assist the chaplain in
conducting cell-to-cell visits. Florida State Prison makes no attempt to be correctional. This is
maximum security time, and the prisoners there are held in lock-down, which means that each
lives in an isolated cell. This prison is a last stop for prisoners who have created problems at
other Florida correctional institutions.
Every time I visited, I had to pass through 12 sets of locked doors in order to access the
deepest part of the prison where the men were held. It took 20 minutes to reach the first row
of cellblocks that I could visit. And when a day was completed, you can imagine how good I felt
to be retracing my steps back through those 12 sets of doors, back to that beautiful Florida
sunshine. Freedom never felt so good. Freedom is emotional, wonderful, and worth fighting
for. Being involved at this prison was the only instance in my life where I have not been totally
free to move around as | wished. The absence of freedom even for a few short hours is
frightening and miserable. [ know that someone else has paid for my freedom in this nation,
just as I know that someone else has paid for my salvation beyond my earthly life.
On one visit, a prisoner shared with me that he had killed four people and was serving
consecutive sentences amounting to 250 years. He would not be going anywhere soon. He
asked me two questions. “? Dmean, whyewouwldshe dG that,i st r e a
given what I have done? "His second questionwas, “ How ¢ 0 ul dmeGrfodgivenvee r | 0
for what I did? "Uh-oh, I was the only other human in sight. His eyes looked into mine through
the little cell window and there was nowhere for me to go and no one to turn to for an answer
other than to the Holy Spirit. I really wantedtos a yl.€'t me get b alceklized o you
then that my own faith was not articulate enough for me to adequately respond to what this
person needed in his own faith journey. What was my faith based upon? What could I say to
him that would representCh r i st ' s t e mctjust mypwminadkquacies? £ my
experience at Florida State Prison was where I learned a new understanding of freedom and
also where I received a crucial challenge to my faith.
Our text today in Hebrews lists military victories achieved by God through humans. The
text briefly references Gideon, whose story is told in the Judges 7 passage we also read. God
was with Gideon, but God wanted to make sure that Gideon understood the true source of the
eventual victory over the Midianites. God directed Gideon to whittle his 30,000 soldiers down
to 300 before going into battle. Three hundred troops against a surely overwhelming number
of Midianites. And Gideon’ sith in God assured his freedom. He could never assume that he
did it on his own.



We celebrate today the declaration of our independence from Great Britain, 234 years
ago. The early colonies faced overwhelming odds. They had too few troops, inadequate
supplies, and inferior armaments. Like Gideon, they logically had no expectation to gain
victory. So, why did that victory over Great Britain occur? I am not capable of answering that
question, but [ know that the leader of that revolution, George Washington, was a man of faith.
On July 2, 1776 he told his troops: "The fate of unborn millions will now depend, under
God, on the courage of this army. Our cruel and unrelenting enemy leaves us only the choice of
brave resistance or the most abject submission. We have therefore to resolve to conquer or
die."
During the freezing winter of 1777 at Valley Forge, a dozen soldiers died each day. Many
went without blankets or shoes. Feet and legs froze till they turned black. Washington was
observed one day upon his knees in the snow, praying aloud for his beloved country. He
thanked God for exalting him to lead a nation which was fighting at fearful odds. Washington
really was a man of faith.
But was it luck that the colonies were able to throw off the British rule to allow freedom
to ring in this | and? Or Wavasi i t G@xdhdBngedvi | | t t h
States would be formed for some later purpose, perhaps even a temporary purpose, in the
course of history? I do not know.
We do know from our reading in Hebrews that faith in God carries with it no guarantee
of comfort in this world. Whetheri t be Was hi ind%7® or thsheroes df thetfaitla
who suffered bitterly for their God, or the disciples who followed Christ, there is a high
personal risk in following your faith commitments.
Hebrews 12:1-2 is a declaration of faith. God is telling us that we are surrounded by a
great cloud of witnesses. These are witnesses who have come before us. These are witnesses
who have perhaps fought for the freedom of Israel. These are witnessestoGod’' s power , G
|l ove, and God’s gift of Jes utmarCdos§ ifrenti whichwehe Gr e
get the word “martyr.” Witnesses in this sense testify to the power of God and the Gospel of
Christ to others. That witnessing does not always lead to a long and safe life on earth. It does
lead, however, to eternal life with Christ.
Hebrews tells us that we must prepare ourselves to run a race with perseverance. This
means we have to shed whatever weighs us down, whatever we cling to so much that it
prevents us from looking to Christ, who is the perfecter of our faith. There are two Greek words
in play here. The firstis “hupomonEs” , whi ch means *“ Phasecordist endur a
“trekOmen,” which means “let us continue to run,” which is a subjunctive in the present active
tense. Believe me, | had NO clue what that meant until seminary! “ #ekOme ndéscribes a
continuous action already in progress. It does not mean that we will now begin to run or that
we were running the race at one time and stopped to rest. It means that we have been running
the race and must continue to run. There is no message of retirement here. This is not a race
we can turn over to someone else to do for us. HupomonEs trekOme n “..L et us conti nu
with endurance. ”
On my first Sunday with you in this internship, I was welcomed by so many of you. Two
members of this congregation who greeted me were Charlene and Warren Cole. We got talking
for a few minutes, and I soon learned that Warren served our country in the Navy at about the
time of the Korean War. He served with distinction, as so many others in this congregation
have done and are doing today. He and Charlene are deeply in love after 47 years of marriage.



[ said to him that I was impressed with what he had done in his life; [ thanked him for his
service to our country, and told him that I was honored to know him. Wa r r eemponse to me,
however, told me everything you and I need to know about him. He said that the most
rewarding part of his life was his work to try to be a disciple of Christ. And then his face turned
into that great big smile of his.

[ subsequently asked others in the congregation about Warren and then spent time
interviewing him and Charlene about this sermon. He has been an active member of this
church for over 10 years. He was personally involved in the building of this sanctuary, even
running heavy equipment himself to cut through some of the rock underneath this church.
There is even picture proof of this in the 2002 church pictorial directory, showing him at age 72
operating a back-hoe, complete with hard hat and goggles. This beautiful window behind me
attests to his talents given to glorify God. He was the one who designed, built, and installed the
permanent light which shinesonit-wi t h Ch a r | néghtedd.sIn hits eWn auman way,
Warren Cole has been a servant of Christ to all of us in this place.

Author Steven Covey has written a number of best-sellers. The one that perhaps made
him most famous is 7 Habits of Highly Successful People. The seventh habit is called
“Sharpening the Saw.”

Sharpening the Saw means preserving, enhancing, and renewing areas of your life,
including your spiritual life. Sharpening the spiritual saw means to continue to seek God in
your life,tounder st and who one is in relation to
kingdom. Sharpening the spiritual saw can help one pray through crises and challenges and
times when God may seem very distant.

Warren and Charlene continue to sharpen their own saws of faith at RRPC and now
specifically in the Thursday night Bible study group. Warren Cole, child of the covenant,
servant to a nation which lives in freedom, hasbeenmade f ree i n Chri st
and resurrection. He now continues to live for Christ as his highest priority. He continues to
run the race wit huppneonEsteekOmeng A ltkro of sha faith surrdurded
by so great a cloud of witnesses.

Unlike early Christians and Christians in many countries today, we are free in the United
States of America to worship our God, thanks to countless saints who lived and died to make us
free. And through the death and resurrection of Christ, we have been made free from the law
and are saved by grace through faith. We are now free to live and share the gospel with others,
even with those who have lost their worldly freedoms.

The Holy Spirit is the person of the Trinity who builds our faith and helps us to
understand how to live the gospel. The Holy Spirit urges us to be continuously sharpening our
ownsaw of faith..t o t hr ow off anyt hi moderunhingevith essdliranee s
...hu p o BBorekOmen.

[ want to encourage you to think how you might have answered the questions I received
from the child of God who found himselfin prison. | can’t | et you off

God,

t hr c

t he

Remember ..t he pr i“sDonde r] eassukse dChme?st ‘atdalal lcy ud ide Gfo

ever love me or forgive me for what I did? ”

The community of faith at Round Rock Presbyterian Church is made up of seekers like
you and like me. So how can you sharpen your own personal saw of faith? Participate in a
Bible study; join the music ministry; help in one of the many small and fun tasks at the August
Vacation Bible School; or join a ministry here which welcomes visitors or feeds our neighbors.
We are each surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses, looking to Jesus the pioneer and



perfecter of our faith, and there are so many choices in this place.. Through Christ, we have
been given every freedom to continue to run the race with endurance.
In the name of God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit. Amen.



