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A Sermon by Robert W. Prim 

13th Sunday after Pentecost; August 14th, 2016 

Hebrews 11:29-12:2 

“Keep Your Eye on the Ball and Dissolve” 

~~~~~~~~ 

Ortho and I played on the same little league baseball team – 

Suburban Pharmacy.  My day, the coach of the team, selected 

Ortho for two years in a row.  Ortho was the worst player who 

ever tried out for baseball!  My dad, however, selected him 

twice!  It turns out my dad had a larger agenda than winning 

championships in little league – he wanted to shape boys by 

loving and valuing them no matter skill level.  That noble trait 

embodied by my father is not the reason I am telling you about 

Ortho.   

 

I do count my father among the departed saints and my own life 

is enhanced as I remember some of the things he taught me.  I 

also can picture my father sitting right up front in this sanctuary 

shaking his head.  For some of my sermons, theological 

positions, and social stances I can easily imagine my father 

shaking his head going – “No, son, you are wrong!”  The 

passage from Luke (Luke 12:49-56) recognizes that sons will 

not always agree with fathers, daughters with mothers and every 

combination.  Part of what is required in life is division – 

coming to a sense of one’s own thoughts, positions, faith.  But 

this sermon is not about my saintly father with whom I had to 

separate on some levels but whose love for me was stronger 

than any division; rather, this sermon is about something that 

happened in a baseball game with Ortho playing right field. 

My dad played Ortho in every game – no matter how important 
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or close the game was.  The game to which I will now refer was 

an important game – Suburban Pharmacy against our rivals 

Brendel Fire Equipment.  Late in that close game Ortho was 

sent to right field.  I was playing second base.  The batter hit a 

ball well over my head.  As I ran toward the ball expecting 

Ortho to field it and hit me, the cut-off man, what I discovered 

was Ortho had thrown off his glove and had his back to the 

batter and to me and he was bent over pulling a tall weed.  

Ortho was pulling a weed in right field in the middle of a very 

important baseball game.  It was my shouts and a ball zooming 

by him that broke the weedy spell, and Ortho finally gave chase 

to the ball that had rolled all the way to the outfield fence.   

 

Here’s the point for today – Ortho forgot he was in a race.  

Ortho lost sight of the game.  I’m sure dad gently encouraged 

Ortho to save the weed pulling for his own yard and to try to 

keep his eye on the ball. 

~~~~~~~~ 

Today, I say, that part of the message of the reading from 

Hebrews is to keep our eyes on the ball –  

to run with perseverance –  

looking to Jesus the pioneer and perfecter of our faith.   

Today, the author of this book, Hebrews, gives us a gentle 

reminder to keep our eyes, our hearts, our heads in the race.   

~~~~~~~~ 

There is a deeper question implied here.  The deeper question is 

why run the race at all?  Why look to Jesus?  Why remember 

the saints?  Why be serious about the Christian faith?   

When I say – “Why be serious about the Christian faith? – let 

me do a little back peddling.  I am not one who believes that if 
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we are to follow Jesus our lives will always be heavy with deep 

thoughts – that our faces will always be lined with weighty, 

ponderous contemplations.  I do not believe that Christianity is 

dead serious – I simply believe it matters.   

~~~~~~~~ 

Jon Hassler, the Minnesota writer I discovered on one of my 

trips to St. John’s Abbey, wrote a memoire entitled Good 

People.  In this book he recounts growing up in Minnesota and 

finding that – and here I will quote him – it seemed to me that I 

had met, among the truly religious, an over abundance of 

humorless types, and I’d begun to suspect that stodginess and 

slowness of mind might be a prerequisite to holiness.  Mr. 

Hassler goes on to describe a good natured boy named Jackie, 

who was dying, who showed Hassler a different, more joyful 

path to holiness (p.42).   

~~~~~~~~ 

To take living faithfully and seriously as a follower of Jesus 

does not have to mean being somber and humorless.  There is 

deep joy to be found in the ordinary living out of the Christian 

faith.   

~~~~~~~~ 

I would like to take a break in this sermon and read you a letter.  

It is a letter I wrote with much help to the family of Mary 

Provencial to be read at her funeral service scheduled for 

tomorrow.  I read the letter to remember a saint and to highlight 

the joy that can be attached to running the race...  

 August 15th, 2016 

Dear Fred, Russell, Christine, Yvonne, Michael, spouses, 

grandchildren, great-grandchildren and all of the extended 

family and friends of Mary Antonio Perrotta Provencial,  
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 I am the pastor of Nacoochee Presbyterian Church where 

Mary has been a member since January 14th, 2001. Mary and 

Rusty invited me over to their home to discuss the church and I 

knew immediately they were not from the area and not 

Presbyterians because they offered me a liqueur at 10 a.m. in 

the morning!  I knew right away that I liked these people.  

What I found out in that first visit was they were from the Bronx, 

New York and that Rusty had been in the restaurant and bar 

business.  I came to know that Rusty was a Marine who served 

in World War II and that Mary was a nurse born to olive 

farmers in Italy.  (A member of our church, Susan Walter, told 

me that Rusty and her father, Jim Traves, connected over their 

military service and this brought her father back to church. 

Praise be!) It was a delightful first visit with them and Rusty and 

Mary became faithful members of Nacoochee Presbyterian 

Church for the rest of their lives. Rusty’s funeral was held at the 

church soon after his death on February 17, 2007.    

 When I announced in church this past Sunday, August 7th, 

that Mary had died on Friday, August 5th, there was a collective 

and loud sigh from the congregation.  So many people knew 

Mary and loved her in our community of faith.  Mary took it 

upon herself at the end of each service to pick up bulletins to be 

recycled, to straighten the prayer request cards, hymnals, Bibles 

in the pew racks.  She was so diligent in this work I would hide 

my bulletin (because I keep them for my records) so it would not 

be taken off the pulpit and added to the recycling pile.  Mary 

wanted the church to be straightened up for whomever might 

use it next.   

 Joy Pruett, a Parish Associate Pastor of Nacoochee, would 

often bring Mary to church once Mary had moved to 



 5 

Gainesville, Georgia – it is about a forty minute drive.  They 

grew close during those trips.  Joy wrote a note to me about 

Mary saying: “Mary was a pure soul!  I truly believe that! Her 

heart spilled over with genuine concern, especially for her 

friends and family; and, it seemed to me, that she truly loved 

everyone she knew...”  Joy went on to say that Mary was deeply 

aware of the suffering of the entire world’s people.  Joy 

speculated that this deep compassion may have developed 

because Mary came to the United States at the tender age of 

eight and she did not know the language or have anyone to play 

with in those early years.  For whatever reason, Joy could see 

what all of us could glimpse... Mary was a good soul. Joy would 

often call her “Saint Mary.”  

 After Rusty died, Mary became a “pew buddy” to John and 

Cheri Luhn.  They sat together for years.  In the last few years 

Mary was having trouble hearing and finding hymns and Cheri 

would help her.  Mary would also nod off sometimes (if 

sermons went on too long!) and Cheri and her other pew 

neighbor, Sara, would look at each other and indicate 

preparedness to catch Mary should she topple.  Cheri said that 

for many years Mary was the first person she would hug during 

the “Passing of the Peace.”  Cheri wrote of Mary – “As she 

grew more fragile and began to be disoriented more frequently, 

Mary retained her self-deprecating sense of humor, she was a 

true treasure.  I will miss having her next to me and I will just 

plain miss her.”  

 Jerry and Cindy White were Mary’s deacons in the church 

for three years. Cindy sent me this note upon hearing of Mary’s 

death – “When we would send cards to her, she always 

mentioned each one and thanked us each time.  One year after 



 6 

we sent her a Christmas card, she came to church and thanked 

me for her card and then handed me a card and a small zip lock 

bag.  In the bag were some pecans which she said she had 

picked up herself.  I said ‘Mary, I didn’t know that you had a 

pecan tree in your yard.’ Mary replied – with a twinkle in her 

eye – ‘I don’t, but my neighbor does.’  The pecans were a 

special gift – and were delicious, but Mary’s most precious gifts 

to us were her smiles and the joy she brought to each 

encounter.”  

 Berma Hamilton, Mary’s deacon for the last year, wrote to 

say how blessed she was to have had a chance through cards, 

visits in the rehabilitation center, conversations to feel the sweet 

spirit about which so many people had spoken.  

 These kinds of stories of Mary’s gentle, thoughtful, and 

kind ways are far too many to recount in a letter like this one.  

My own family enjoyed Mary’s attentiveness.  Mary would send 

birthday cards each year to our children.  Often she would 

bring to church for us to take home a big plate of rice crispy 

treats – the VERY best in the world!  I once did a children’s 

sermon on Easter eggs and the next week Mary brought me a 

wreath made of eggs of all different sizes and shades.  That 

wreath hangs outside my office even today.  In my last visit with 

Mary in the hospital in Georgia I was apprehensive about what 

her condition would be.  She was ill and suffering, but I can 

still see the smile on her face as she greeted me.  She was 

hospitable and gracious to the very end.   

 Mary’s life touched so many people!  Her’s was a ministry 

of tenderness.  She loved her family and talked of you often.  

She will be missed here as I know she will be missed by each of 

you.  We do, however, count it among our great blessings to 
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have shared some of life’s journey with Mary Antonio Perrotta 

Provencial.  Thanks be to God for her life and the love of God 

that she knew and shared so wonderfully well.   

 Grace and peace to you all, 

  Bob Prim  

~~~~~~~~ 

So why run the race?  We run the race, we persevere, for the 

joy – the deepest joy – that is set before us.  The joy of 

unbounded love for us and embodying that love in community.  

Mary’s life was a well run race and she shows us the way.   

~~~~~~~~ 

Willa Cather, the American novelist of the first half of the 20th 

century, wrote a series of novels about immigrant settlers in the 

Middle West of the United States.  In one of those novels – My 

Antonia, Ms Cather has one of her characters say –  

That is happiness;  

to be dissolved into something complete and great! 

Those words are on Willa Cather’s tombstone in Joffrey, New 

Hampshire.  

~~~~~~~~ 

The saints of the Lord are the ones who – in times of worldly 

success and in times of hardship – are able to keep their eyes on 

the ball, and find themselves dissolving into something 

complete and great... the love of God! 

~~~~~~~~ 

Thanks be to God for all the saints who surround us! 

Count us, O Lord, as one of them. 

Amen. 


