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THE HEROES AMONG US 
HEBREWS 11:29-12:2 

 

 My grandsons, Cole and Caleb, are thirteen and fifteen years old 
respectively.   This fall both boys will be playing football for Brewer High School.  
When Caleb and Cole talk about playing ball, I usually say something like, “Just 
like your grandfather!”  Their eyes always narrow as they knowingly say, “Bamp, 
you never played football!”  Well, maybe not, but I do read Sports Illustrated! 
 My grandsons love to talk about their football and basketball heroes.  In 
that vein, I recently came across a story told by John Cassis, one of our nation's 
finest motivational speakers.  John Cassis... 
 ...Told...about a time when he was serving as a chaplain for the Chicago 
Bears during their glory days of the 80's.  As John tells it, Mike Ditka was about 
to deliver a locker room pep talk one day.  He looked up and saw defensive 
tackle William “Refrigerator” Perry.  How could he not see him?  At 338 pounds, 
The Fridge stood out even in a crowd of pro football players.  Ditka gestured to 
The Fridge:  “When I get finished,” he said, “I'd like you to close with The Lord's 
Prayer.”  Then the coach began his talk. 
 Meanwhile, Jim McMahon, the brash and outspoken quarterback, nudged 
John Cassis.  “Look at Perry,” McMahon whispered.  “He doesn't know The 
Lord's Prayer.” 
 Sure enough, Perry sat with a look of panic on his face, his head in his 
hands.  He was sweating profusely.  “Everybody knows The Lord's Prayer!” Said 
Cassis to McMahon in disbelief.  After a few minutes of watching The 
Refrigerator leaking several gallons of sweat, McMahon nudged Cassis again.  
“I'll bet you 50 bucks Fridge doesn't know The Lord's Prayer.” 
 As Cassis tells the story, he stops to reflect on the absurdity of it all:  “Here 
we are sitting in chapel and betting 50 bucks on The Lord's Prayer.”  When 
Coach Ditka finished his pep talk, he asked all the men to remove their caps.  
Then he nodded at Perry and bowed his head.  It was quiet for a few moments 
before Fridge spoke in a shaky voice, “Now I lay me down to sleep.  I pray the 
lord my soul to keep...” 
 Cassis felt a tap on his shoulder.  It was Jim McMahon.  “Here's the 50 
bucks” McMahon whispered.  “I had no idea Perry knew The Lord's Prayer!” 
(Thanks to Gerald DeHoney for passing this story on to me). 
 Lest we forget, our heroes can also be very human!  Last Sunday's 
scripture from Hebrews spoke about some of those human heroes of the past, 
and today's lesson continues that list.  Our reading from Hebrews 11 opens by 
talking about the faithful crossing through the Red Sea, and it mentions those 
who encircled the walls of Jericho for Seven days.  Last week we spoke about 
Abraham and Sarah, and this week the author of Hebrews extols the virtues of 
Rahab, Gideon, Barak, Samson, Jephthah, David and Samuel and the prophets.  
These were people of great inner fortitude.  They were folk "who conquered 



kingdoms, administered justice, obtained promises, shut the mouths of lions, 
escaped the edge of the sword, won strength out of weakness, became mighty in 
war, put foreign armies to flight." 

Like the football players in our opening illustration, we have to 
acknowledge that our biblical heroes “could be deeply flawed yet deeply faithful.”  
Because he had “broken faith” with God, Moses was not allowed to enter The 
Promised Land.  We can't think of Samson without also mentioning Delilah; the 
same for David and Bathsheba (Huey). 

So that should be an encouraging word to us all!  And even while Hebrews 
lists the names of a few of our biblical heroes, the vast majority are not listed 
because they have not been recorded by history.  But even the ones whose 
names we know were regarded as ordinary people in their early days.  In writing 
about Jesus putting together his disciples, Tony Compolo says this: 
When Jesus went to start the church, where did he go?  Did he recruit from the 
top scholars of the University of Jerusalem?  Did he insist on scholarly expositors 
who thought they knew how to be relevant?  Or did he pick up some fishermen 
who smelled bad, a couple of ex-prostitutes, and a midget named Zacchaeus?  
Face it--Jesus had a zoo on his hands.  If Jesus had wanted people with 
credentials, he would have chosen the Pharisees.  Instead, he took the people 
society said were nothing (Dr. Rodney E. Wilmoth). 
 It's been said that our heroes and saints were and are ordinary people 
who lived in extraordinary ways.  Once Abraham Lincoln shared a dream he'd 
had.  Lincoln dreamed that he passed through a great gathering of people when 
he heard someone say, "He certainly is a common looking person."  Abraham 
Lincoln stopped, turned and said, "Yes, my friend, God prefers ordinary looking 
people.  That is why god made so many of them" (Dr. Wilmoth). 
 Do you remember the news item about the defacing of a statue depicting 
two baseball heroes, Pee Wee Reese and Jackie Robinson, a few years ago?  
Lincoln's observation about ordinary looking people reminds me of Reese, who 
was so small that he didn't play baseball until his senior year of high school in 
Louisville, Kentucky.  His stature was, in fact, where he got his nickname.  During 
childhood, Pee Wee Reese was the champion player of marbles, and a “Pee 
Wee” is a small marble. 
 After graduating from high school, Pee Wee Reese went to work as a 
cable splicer for a Louisville Phone Company.  He played amateur baseball in a 
church league.  The owner of the Louisville Colonels, a minor league team, was 
impressed and signed Pee Wee Reese to a contract for a $200 bonus. 
 In 1939, Reese was sent to Brooklyn for $35,000 and four players to be 
named later.  Pee Wee Reese played several seasons until military service 
intervened.  He shipped out to the Pacific Theater and was injured during the 
battle of Iwo Jima.  Ironically, Pee Wee was carried to safety by a Brooklyn 
Dodgers fan.  Upon his return stateside in 1947, Reese helped the Dodgers—
who had been faring poorly—to reestablish themselves near the top of the 
pennant race. 
 While Reese was in the Navy, The Dodgers signed Jackie Robinson.  
After meeting Robinson, Pee Wee Reese said that was the first time he had ever 



shaken hands with a black man.  It was reported that Reese had been starkly 
aware of racial injustice after his father showed him a tree where a lynching had 
taken place.  Typically modest, Reese constantly deflected questions about his 
pioneering friendship with Jackie Robinson, saying that his only concern was 
whether Jackie would replace him as shortstop!  Robinson played first base and 
Pee Wee Reese retained his position.   
 Breaking the color barrier in baseball was not easy.  Reese refused to sign 
a petition that threatened a boycott if Robinson joined the team.  Jackie Robinson 
joined The Dodgers in 1947 and traveled with them on their first road trip to 
Cincinnati, Ohio.  72 years ago, Robinson was showered with racist slurs and 
death threats when he trotted out on Crosley Field.  The New York Daily News 
reported what happened next: 
Without warning, Reese walked over to first base from shortstop.  He slung his 
glove hand around Robinson's shoulders in a gesture of friendship—and glared 
at the hecklers inside the Cincinnati dugout and those filling the stands above.  
Reese then ran his hand across the word “Brooklyn” on his jersey.... 
 The hecklers went silent (Mike Bianchi, Bangor Daily News, August 10-11, 
2013.) 
 Six years ago the famous statue commemorating that proud moment in 
baseball was desecrated with swastikas and ugly racist slurs.  What endures, 
however, is the memory of those two modern heroes.  At Pee Wee Reese's 
funeral, Joe Black, another pioneering African American ballplayer, said this:   
When Pee Wee reached out to Jackie, all of us in The Negro League smiled and 
said it was the first time that a white guy had accepted us.  When I finally got up 
to Brooklyn, I went to Pee Wee and said, “Black people love you.  When you 
touched Jackie, you touched all of us.”  With Pee Wee, it was No. 1 on his 
uniform and No. 1 in our hearts (Roger Kahn, The Boys of Summer.) 
 Jackie Robinson endured the taunts of racists in life and in death.  
Hebrews provides us with a catalogue of what the biblical saints passed through: 
Women received their dead by resurrection.  Others were tortured, refusing to 
accept release, in order to obtain a better resurrection.  Others suffered mocking 
and flogging, and even chains and imprisonment.  They were stoned to death, 
they were sawn in two, they were killed by the sword; they went about in the 
skins of sheep and goats, destitute, persecuted, tormented….they wandered in 
deserts and mountains, and in caves and holes in the ground.   

 The fact of the matter is that history will never record the names of most 
of those saints of old or of those whose shadows loom so large in our lives:  
parents, teachers, scout leaders, pastors, neighbors, co-workers, relatives, and 
friends. 

I have shared a favorite Lewis Grizzard story with you before—out of his 
experience of growing up in Georgia.  In his newspaper column, Grizzard spoke 
about the church of his childhood: 

On a cold day last week, I stood outside the church in my hometown of 
Moreland, Georgia, that is so dear to my childhood and tried to remember how 
long it has been since I was inside.  Ten years?  At least that long.  But if there 
weren't still roots here, would I come back so often in my mind? 



Church was about all we had.  Sunday School was at nine, but preaching 
was only twice a month.  We shared sermons and the preacher with another 
flock down the road. 

What did they call it on Sunday night?  MYF? We had a couple of rowdy 
brothers in town who broke into a store.  They were juvenile offenders.  Their 
punishment was to attend Methodist youth fellowship for six months.  First night 
they were there, they beat up two fifth-graders and threw a Cokesbury Hymnal at 
the lady who met with us and always brought cookies. 

She ducked in time and then looked them squarely in their devilish eyes.  
Soft as the angel she was, she said, "I don't approve of what you boys did here 
tonight, and neither does Jesus.  But if he can forgive you, I guess I'll have to." 

She handed them a plate of cookies, and last I heard, both are daddies 
with steady jobs and rarely miss a Sunday.  That was the first miracle I ever saw 
(Dr. Wilmoth). 

It appears that a plate of cookies saved the day and maybe the lives of 
those two young offenders.  Thank God for that anonymous youth group leader 
who had the presence of mind to forgive those boys and love them through their 
discontent. 

Hammond Street Church has been richly blessed with more than our 
share of saints this side of paradise.  It is the heroes whose lives have personally 
intertwined with ours who have made the largest impression upon us, of course.  
And the reason we honor them, the reason we will forever love them is simple.   

Leo Buscaglia tells us the reason why in this parable: 
   A young girl was walking through a meadow one day and saw a butterfly 

impaled upon a thorn.  Very carefully and lovingly, she released the butterfly and 
it began to fly away.  But then it came back and changed into a beautiful fairy 
godmother (which is another way of saying a beautiful angel).  "Because you 
were kind to me," said the fairy godmother to the little girl, "I will grant you your 
fondest wish."  The little girl thought for a moment and then she said:  "I want to 
be happy."  The fairy godmother leaned toward her and whispered something 
into her ear and suddenly vanished. 

As the little girl grew older, she became happier and happier.  No one in 
the land was nearly as happy as she.  Whenever anyone asked her for the secret 
of her happiness, she would only smile and say:  "I listened to a good fairy 
godmother."  As she reached the last years of her life, her neighbors became 
afraid that her fabulous secret for happiness might die with her.  "Tell us the 
secret of your happiness!  Tell us what the good fairy godmother said."  The now 
lovely older lady smiled warmly and then she answered:  "The good fairy 
godmother whispered into my ear these words:  'Everyone, no matter how secure 
they may seem…everyone has need of you'" (Dr. James Moore). 

And that is really why we name our heroes in our hearts, that "Great cloud 
of witnesses," because they followed the example of Jesus and first did that for 
us. 

Praise God for whom all blessings flow! 


