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Hebrews 11:1-3, 8-16

Spiritual Gout?

One day about fifteen years ago I awoke in the night with incredible pain in my big toe. It was swollen, red, and so inflamed even the bed sheet felt like searing heat if it touched my foot.

I went to the doctor and after several tests it was confirmed that I appeared to have what they referred to as “gout.”

I had never heard of such a thing, but they all expressed sympathy for the condition and gave me some information about what it is and how to treat it.

Gout is an extremely painful and debilitating form of arthritis, and studies indicate that cases of gout have doubled in the last few decades, with an estimated 6 million Americans suffering from this disease.

Gout was once called “the disease of kings” because in history it has been viewed as an illness afflicting mainly people who have access to and consume large amounts of fine food and drink.

For example, Henry VIII spent his final days bedridden and barely able to move from gout.

I felt very baffled and insulted to be diagnosed with such a disease, since my lifestyle did not appear to match the likes of famous people who have had this disease, like Henry VIII, Galileo, Benjamin Franklin, and Teddy Roosevelt.

Fortunately modern science has learned that the disease once referred to as “the arthritis of the rich” is actually the result of a buildup of uric acid in the blood, and is not caused by over-indulgence in unhealthy food and drink and lack of exercise- although these things do aggravate and encourage it.

So, ironically, gout is in some ways connected to overindulgence in the luscious things of life, yet it ultimately cripples a person’s ability to enjoy the very things in which one over-indulges!
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I thought about gout, and how it works as I read this morning’s reading from Hebrews, because in it the author warns us about a type of spiritual disease we are cautioned to avoid:

“Since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses, let us also lay aside every weight, and sin which clings so closely, and let us run with endurance the race that is set before us…”

We might call this a warning against “spiritual gout.”

The point the author of Hebrews is making is that the life of following Jesus is not, is never, sedentary.

Simply sitting in worship on Sunday morning, or passively listening to Christian music while driving to work does not make one a follower of Jesus.

To be a disciple of Christ is to be always moving, working, growing and developing our spiritual muscles: it is kinetic and dynamic.

The lives of all those mentioned in the verses leading up to this reading, e.g. Abel, Noah, Abraham, Jacob, Moses, all illustrate that the spiritual life, the Christian life, is more like a race than a recliner.

One colleague commenting on these verses puts it like this:

“God has called us through belief and baptism into a life in which we’re actively seeking to love and follow God, no matter where that may lead us. It’s a life in which we take every step full of faith in God’s goodness and clutching the promises of Christ…It’s a lifelong race in which the goal is twofold: 1. We want everyone to see the power of Christ shining through us as we run- through stuff such as cancer, career change, financial struggle, social rejection, and relationship stresses. 2. It’s a race run on the belief that when we breathe our last, we will enter into the eternal affirmation and embrace of our God.”

These are both wonderful goals and good reasons for running this race of faith on earth.

However, the truth is that as we are in the middle of this race, we are each fighting a daily battle against becoming stagnant and gouty, succumbing to whatever the particular weight and circumstances of sin are that cling to us, and these can and will be different for each person. ( sin= whatever comes between 
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us and God, whatever prevents us from fully loving God and neighbor, this could be an overindulgence in material things (food, drug, consumerism), in ego issues (arrogance, condescension, personal power, or even spiritual issues such as self-righteousness, a sense of superiority, and intolerance towards the faith of others.

 The writer of Hebrews warns that there are weights that threaten to slow our pace and sins that can and will pull us off course if we allow them.

If we sit back too long, if we’re too passive in our pursuit of God, we become so distracted and bound up by our brokenness that it becomes nearly impossible to move, much as physical gout makes trying to move extremely painful.

The good news is that just as regular exercise and a healthy diet can keep us moving in the right direction physically, Scriptures provide a number of things we can do to ensure we’re moving in a healthy direction spiritually.

1. We can train on the truth of God’s Word as it comes to us through Jesus our Christ, the one who sets the pace and runs ahead of us. Running a race is not something you just jump into. To be a successful runner, you have to go through rigorous training- preparing your body through daily training and practice. The same is true of our spiritual lives.

And training can be brutal. God does not always make it easy for us. But no matter what we are going through, through Scripture God reveals and redirects our steps. God gives us a pattern for living. Jesus summed up the entire Law and Prophets teaching us, “Love God with all your heart, mind, soul and strength…and your neighbor as yourself.” This is our daily training guide.

2. You cannot run this race alone! You must run with other people of faith. Pat Morley suggests that we humans are a lot like redwood trees. Redwoods grow for millennia and can reach a height of 350 feet. Yet their roots run only 6-10 feet below the surface. The only way these majestic trees can stand tall and withstand the winds and storms of weather is to grow close together, intermingling their roots. They make each other strong. None of us is created to live as a lonely tree. To do so leads to spiritual gout and 
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eventually, spiritual death. We were not created to run the race of faith alone. Yet many attempt to do just that. In the Book of Hebrews the author pleads with us not to attempt life as a solo act: “Let us consider how we may spur one another on toward love and good deeds. Let us not give up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one another (Hebrews 10:24-25a). A colleague said it like this: “When you run with others, you’ll get a loving smack on the back of the head when you are tempted to weigh yourself down with superficial worldly concerns, and you’ll receive encouragement and support when you’re feeling burdened and entangled in some sense of brokenness and sin.”

Finally, all runners in this race of faith must move forward each day with their eyes on their champion. Most successful athletes say they draw daily inspiration for their own success from the success and story of someone they admire and look up to in their own training. For example, why do so many of today’s NBA superstars wear Michael Jordan’s number, “23”? It’s because for them, Michael Jordan’s life and story is a model of a basketball life well-lived, and a player whose success and standards they themselves pursue.

 Keeping your eyes on a hero who inspires you to keep running, calls you to a higher standard and gives your heart hope on the most difficult days.

In running this race of faith, we must keep our lives focused on the love of God revealed and embodied in Jesus our Christ.

Looking to Jesus, we discover he has already confronted the worst this world can do, and won.

Looking to Jesus, we learn that following his lead does not mean achieving success by the world’s standards, but provides the greatest success and victory according to God’s standards.

Looking to Jesus, we see there is eternal life and love as we trust in God’s love.
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Looking to Jesus, we see he has already run our race and both set the pace and provided the path for us to follow.

So, how is your faith-race going?

Are you in training and moving forward day by day, or , having sat back and indulged in worldly things for too long, are you starting to feel a little “gouty”?

The life of following Jesus is not sedentary.

God invites you again today to run this race and be restored to health.

May you feast on God’s word.

May you train with others.

May you keep your eyes focused on the pioneer and perfecter of our faith.

And, may your gout be gone…may your gout and all of its pain, be gone.

Amen.

