November 30, 2009 – Running is a Gift
This Sunday’s sermon in church touched on several topics, but with Christmas fast approaching one area was the subject of gifts.   The first gifts associated with Christmas are gold, frankincense and myrrh that the Three Wise Men brought upon the birth of Jesus.   Children across the world anticipate presents from Santa Claus, Father Christmas or a similar gift-giver in their culture.   We exchange presents with family, friends and co-workers.   When presents are opened there is anticipation as we don’t know what the packages wrapped in brightly colored paper, ribbons and bows contain.   Sometimes we are giddy with joy and other times a bit disappointed.   When we receive a gift it isn’t always what we expect.   This is the same thing that happens with our running – it is a gift that we have running talent, but our training, dedication and efforts don’t always yield anticipated results.
Pastor Ron Smith related a story of a child who wrote to Santa Claus… ‘Dear Santa, last year you didn’t get me what I wanted.   The year before you also didn’t bring what I asked for.   Okay, this is your last chance!’   I think many runners can get in the habit of thinking along these lines.   We eat nutritiously, get our sleep, slowly increase our mileage, add long runs, take rest days, strengthen in the gym, do hill training, stretch, perform running drills, mix in stamina and speed training, take ice baths, receive massages and race periodically.   We deserve to have great race results.   And sometimes we do.   But other times we still may get sick, injured or race poorly.   Why does this happen?
I think an excellent example occurred with Jenny Barringer last week at the NCAA Cross Country Championships.   Jenny was favored to win.  She had set collegiate records at a half dozen distances last track season.   She was the third American woman to break 4:00 for 1,500 meters.   She finished fifth in the 3,000 meter steeplechase at the World Championships, breaking her own American Record by an astounding ten seconds.   Everyone expected her to win.   A few top runners hoped to win, but knew it was Jenny’s race.   But things often play out differently than we predict and Jenny had a breakdown just past the midway point of the 6,000 meter race.   She had difficulty running, slowed to a walk and collapsed to the ground.   She was able to stand up, then walk, next jog, then complete the race, though she finished back in the pack in 163rd place.

By the following day Jenny had figured out what she thought had happened.   She always looked at each race with excitement.   She loves to compete...   but not this time.   Even though she delayed a professional running career to compete in a final season of collegiate cross country, other factors in her life were becoming overwhelming.   She needed to finish her final semester of undergraduate studies with good grades to get into law school.   She was meeting with agents and sponsors in preparation to turn professional.   And wedding plans for next spring weren’t being attended to.   She just wanted to ‘get the race over with’ so she could move on with her life.   She was in the middle of a ‘perfect storm of stress’ and it apparently struck with all of its ferocity during her race.

Many of you have fallen victim to unanticipated injuries, untimely sickness or seemingly unexplainable slow races.   After all of the time, effort and money expended it just doesn’t seem fair.   But that is how a gift can be.   It is a surprise and, as such, may not be what we had hoped for.   The good news though is that since running is a gift it will keep on giving.   Keep doing the right things with your health, fitness and competition routine and more often than not the gift will be tremendous.
