Weaving the Tapestry of Community: Clear Eyes, Full Hearts
Hebrews 10:22-25a

Dillon, Texas, doesn’t appear on any map. But for fans of the television series Friday Night Lights, it’s become a familiar destination.

Over the five seasons of Friday Night Lights, viewers have watched the residents of Dillon face challenges, experience change, make decisions, and develop relationships. And over the years viewers have witnessed the power of community.


A moving example of that power can be seen in the journey of Tyra Collete—a high-school student who’s traveled a tough road. She’s a beautiful girl who for most of her life thought her looks were her only ticket to something more. Her well-meaning mother has never given Tyra hope that she could accomplish more. And her sister, an exotic dancer, represents everything Tyra doesn’t want out of life.


But other people in the community have come into Tyra’s life. And because they believe in her, she begins to believe in herself and to have hope for a different future.

But the reality is that Tyra’s past mistakes—skipping class, refusing to study—will make acceptance into college a long shot. Tyra, however, is determined to make it happen despite the odds.


Everything seems to ride on her college admission essay. After numerous failed attempts, her best friend Landry urges her to dig deeper and speak from her heart.


Here’s what Tyra writes:

Two years ago, I was afraid of wanting anything. I figured wanting would lead to trying and trying would lead to failure. But now I find I can’t stop wanting.


I want to fly somewhere in first class.


I want to travel to Europe on a business trip.


I want to get invited to the White House.


I want to learn about the world.


I want to surprise myself.


I want to be important.


I want to be the best person I can be.


I want to define myself instead of having others define me.


I want to win, and have people be happy for me.

I want to lose and get over it.


I want to not be afraid of the unknown.


I want to grow up to be generous and big hearted, the way that people have been with me.


I want an interesting and surprising life.

 
It’s not that I think I’m going to get all these things. I just want the possibility of getting them.

College represents possibility. The possibility that things are going to change. I can’t wait.


Tyra’s determination reflects the power of a community of people who refuse to give up—even when it would be easy to give in to hopelessness or weariness. They motivate each other to see new possibilities even when the present seems bleak or overwhelming.


The author of what we know as the letter to the Hebrews writes to a community facing just such a challenge. Nothing about their present situation seems to give them any reason for hope.


The writer recognizes that the members of this community are exhausted. As Thomas Long notes in his commentary on Hebrews: “They are tired—tired of serving the world, tired of worship, tired of Christian education, tired of being peculiar and whispered about in society, tired of the spiritual struggle, tired of trying to keep their prayer life going, tired even of Jesus. Their hands droop and their knees are week, attendance is down at church, and they are losing confidence. The threat to this congregation is not that they are charging off in the wrong direction; they do not have enough energy to charge off anywhere. The threat here is that, worn down and worn out, they will drop their end of the rope and drift away. Tired of walking the walk, many of them are considering taking a walk, leaving the community and falling away from the faith.”

The author of Hebrews reminds this exhausted community of God’s great mercy and generosity. He points out that, in the past, only one person—the old high priest—was allowed to part the curtain and enter the special place called the “Holy of Holies.” But now, under the new covenant, all of God’s children are welcome to enter God’s presence. It is in that presence that they will find new energy and new reason for hope.


If that’s true, then what should be the people’s response? The writer of Hebrews encourages them to get ready for worship. Not just to sit in the pews and go through the motions, but to prepare for authentic worship. And the writer offers guidance for getting ready for that worship.

First, we go to worship as a community. The section of Hebrews from which today’s reading comes begins with the words “brothers and sisters”—or, in another translation, “friends.” It signals that we travel to the place of true worship together—as friends of one another and of Jesus. As Tom Long points out: “We are no longer strangers and outcasts, relegated to the outer tent; we are family, kin, welcomed into the inner rooms of the house of God.” And so we can come boldly into God’s house as those who belong to the family. We’re welcomed into the place the human heart longs to be—in the very presence of God.

According to the author of Hebrews, we also come to worship as those who’ve been cleansed and forgiven. And because of this we can approach God with “a true heart in full assurance of faith.” We can come reassured of God’s acceptance.

Tom Long explains: “Though we spend our lives in sometimes half-hearted commitments, heartsick over the brokenness in our lives, and with hearts heavy-laden by the cares of life, in worship the ‘heart disease’ of humanity is touched by God’s forgiveness and . . . “sprinkled clean” by the grace of God.”

We also come hoping and holding on to the promises of God—even when those promises seems far removed from our present situation.

Tom Long writes: “God has promised that a day is coming when war will be ended, when justice will flow down like a waterfall, and when death and pain will be no more. God has promised a time when no mother will weep again for her lost children, when all will have a place to live and food to eat, when many will come from east and west, north and south for a great homecoming at God’s extravagant banquet table. But Christians must live in a world where ‘we do not yet see’ the realization of these promises; therefore, Christians must live by hope. They must ‘hold fast to the confession of our hope without wavering.’”

When we come to worship, according to author of Hebrews, we come not just to pray and sing, but also to praise God “with deeds of compassion and mercy.” Given how weary we all can become, the author even calls us to spur or prod each other to such works.


Tom Long contends that faith communities today face the same exhaustion that was experienced by the community to which Hebrews was written. In our weariness it can be easy to lose sight of the truth that “the little company gathered in a local congregation are gathered up into presence of the Lord and the great company of the saints.” As a result, it can be hard to maintain the practice of worshiping together.

Long continues:

The disincentives to corporate worship are many. It seems somehow purer to worship God all alone on a deserted beach or in the still beauty of the night under the canopy of stars rather than in the midst of the rag-tag assembly that shows up for church.

Also, we just get tired, tired in worship and tired of worship. It is not only that the sermon may ramble on for a tad too long or that the pace of the service can sometimes lag; the weariness of worship is a deeper fatigue, a jaded sense that nothing of real significance happens here. The local video store has better drama; television has more interesting stories; the pool club has friendlier people; the park has a nicer view; the Sunday paper has more intrigue; and sleeping in provides a more profound Sabbath rest. What is more, nobody at the beach or the backyard barbecue is going to hand us a pledge card, call us to pray for people in a country whose name we cannot pronounce, or ask us to teach the junior high youth.

But the writer of Hebrews called those early Christians to trust in the power of community. To recognize that gathering together offers strength, a sense of shared purpose, and courage to face whatever situation may come.

        
That power of community continues today. And it’s been evident in Friday Night Lights from the very first episode.

When the quarterback of the high school team is paralyzed in a horrible accident on the football field, the town and the team’s sense of community is challenged. Many residents of Dillon give up hope on what had promised to be a championship football season.


But Eric Taylor, the head football coach, reminds his team that no matter how tired or hopeless they may feel, they’re part of a small community that can provide them with the power they need. During halftime of the state championship game he tells his players:

When Jason Street went down in the first game of the season, everybody wrote us off. Everybody. And here we are at the championship game. Right now 40,000 people have also written us off. But there are some who do still believe in you, a few who’d never give up on you. When you take that field, those are the people I want in your minds. Those are the people I want in your hearts. Every man at some point is gonna lose a battle. He’s gonna fight, and he’s gonna lose. But what makes him a man, is that in the midst of that battle he does not lose himself. This game is not over, this battle is not over. So let’s hear it one more time, together. Clear eyes, full hearts, CAN’T LOSE!


Clear eyes, full hearts. Those words seem to echo the message of the author of Hebrews, who wrote of “a true heart in full assurance of faith.”


Both remind us of the power of community. May we embrace that power today. Amen.
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