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Running the human race...

Pentecost 10, 14 August 2022

Jeremiah 23: 23-29

Luke 12: 49-56

Hebrews 11: 29-12:2

Geoff King
Last Thursday more than 200 athletes returned to New Zealand following what is being widely celebrated as our country’s most successful Commonwealth Games ever, with 20 gold, 12 silver and 17 bronze medals in sports as diverse as swimming, squash, shot put and cycling to name just four.  

For me, and I imagine for many people my age and older, watching our athletes competing in Birmingham brought back memories of the 1974 Commonwealth Games in Christchurch, when John Walker finished second to Filbert Bayi in the 1500 metres, before going on to be the first person to run under three minutes fifty for the mile the following year.

Alongside All Black flanker and captain Ian Kirkpatrick, John Walker was one of the sporting idols of my childhood, and I would often imagine myself striding as effortlessly as he seemed to around the track.

I grew up at a time when so-called ‘athletics days’ were an annual fixture at schools up and down the country.

I say ‘so-called’ because for me, those days were anything but athletic. It would probably be more accurate to call them ‘humiliation days’ in terms of the impact they had upon me. As a child, I was much more interested in reading than I was in running. I did play rugby, as was expected of most boys growing up in New Zealand in the 1960s and 70s, but back then as a rather unco-ordinated and surprisingly stocky youngster, I never had the speed or skill to play in any position other than prop or lock. Whilst I did over the years build up a reasonable level of fitness, I was always a plodder when it came to running. However, because I also hated making a public fool of myself I would always enter the sprint events at our school sports days chiefly to get it over as quickly as possible, and this strategy served me well until the age of 12, at which point I moved from a country primary school with fewer than 50 students (all of whom I knew) to a suburban high school with more than 850 students – where I didn’t know a soul.

Ironically, one of the few familiar things at my new school was the annual sports day, however the larger school population made this an even more terrifying prospect for a shy and unathletic kid like me. Still, I decided it as time to turn over a new leaf…

Having already well and truly learned that I wasn’t any good at sprinting, and remembering that my hero John Walker won bronze in the event at the 1974 Games in Christchurch, I decided to enter an event called the 800 metres. I knew I’d done several tramps of between five and ten thousand metres as a boy scout, so I how hard could running 800 metres be? When the day of the athletic sports arrived, I took my place on the start line, heart pounding wildly in my chest, nervous but determined to give it my best shot, and when the starter’s pistol fired, I took off like a flash.

To my considerable surprise, when I rounded the first corner of the track, most of the other runners were behind me, and as I entered what I though was the home straight, I was in third place. You can imagine my dismay when I realised that the runners in front of me had not stopped when they crossed what I thought was the finish line, and it dawned on me that we all had another lap to go. I don’t recall much about the second half of those 800 metres, but I do remember crossing the finish line completely exhausted – and in last place. I also remember feeling like a complete and utter failure; I recall thinking that the world was made up of winners and losers, and in the sporting arena at least I was squarely in the latter category.

It took me years to overcome the mindset that I could never be good at sport, and several more to discover that I could actually really enjoy sports like running, swimming and cycling, albeit not competitively.

Whilst I have come to believe that competition can be a very healthy thing when handled wisely, there is something about arbitrarily dividing people into categories like ‘winners’ and ‘losers’ that I find deeply disturbing, and I know I’m not the only one who feels this way.
Some of you may already be familiar with Joy Cowley’s poem ‘The Human Race’, which is directly relevant to the theme we’re dealing with this morning.

In her 1996 book ‘Aotearoa Psalms’ she wrote: 
Who was it who said

that competition was a good idea?

Who reckoned it was important

to be first, best, biggest, richest,

fastest, brightest, top of the class?

Not Jesus, that’s for sure.

Oh, he had his chance in the desert.

All the temptations given him were a push for self-promotion.

He turned them down flat.

He knew that the secret of happiness 

lay in making others happy,

in co-operation rather than competition,

in helping another unwrap her gift,

in listening to a brother’s song.

Pursuit of excellence is part of growth 

and important in our lives,

but that has got nothing to do with standing on others

to increase our stature,

or leaving others behind in order to get out front.

Isn’t it better to share the pleasures

of all those around us than to be restricted

to a small world of one?

Because that’s the trouble with winning:

It leaves us standing on our own.

In fact, winning can be so lonely

that it often feels like losing...
’

But does it really?

With all due respect to Joy Cowley, who is one of my all-time favourite writers, I’m not completely sure. In fact, given the choice, I’m fairly confident that most of us would rather be on the winning than the losing side of any competition. Whilst winning can feel lonely, I suspect that most people would rather deal with that than confront the cocktail of often far less pleasant emotions that tend to show up when people lose. Just ask any of the All Blacks who played in the teams that lost test matches against Ireland and South Africa recently, then ask yourself how the Irish felt when they lost their first match against the Maori All Blacks during their tour of New Zealand, and the first test match in the series with the All Blacks a few weeks before.  
Today’s winners can so easily become losers tomorrow.

Do we really have to divide up the world in this way?

Whether we like it or not, dividing things up on the basis of whether or not we think they belong together seems to be part of the human condition, and this morning’s Gospel reading provides a challenging example of what that means. Our Gospel reading is all about division, not so much between winners and losers, but between those who choose to follow Jesus and all the rest.

Matthew’s version of this morning’s text is even more confronting than Luke’s, with the one whom millions would come to worship as the prince of peace saying ‘I have come to bring not peace, but a sword.’ Whilst these words may make more sense to us when we consider the background against which they were written, at a time when people were being persecuted and literally put to death because of their decision to follow Jesus, the tone of this speech nevertheless remains shocking, far removed from the ‘Jesus meek and mild’ of popular piety, an enduring reminder perhaps of the untameable wildness of God.

This morning’s first reading is another.

‘Let the one who has God’s word speak it faithfully’ says the prophet Jeremiah.  

‘For  what has straw to do with grain?” declares the Lord. 

‘Is not my word like fire,” declares the Lord, “and like a hammer that breaks a rock in pieces?”’

Fire, a rock, and a hammer.

Like the fire, sword and division of Jesus’ speech from Luke’s Gospel, these are not comfortable images, and that is precisely the point. Time and again verses like these warn human beings against domesticating the divine mystery, but that doesn’t stop us from trying, and if I’m honest there’s a big part of me that would rather not have to deal with the unsettling implications of two of the texts we’ve heard today. However, there’s a bigger part of me that knows the value of struggling to make sense of things that seem at first sight to be difficult, as well as the importance of reading texts within their wider context, and in this case the wider context is what we call the Gospel, the Good News of Jesus Christ. Within that wider context the harsh words and images of Jeremiah and Jesus remind their listeners that faith can be costly;  
That people of faith do not have God in their pocket;

That people who give their lives to the God of Jeremiah and Jesus can expect to encounter opposition, even enmity and hate.

But as always, there is more than one side to this story. Without watering down the power of this morning’s readings in any way, I think it’s important for us to acknowledge that whilst separation and division are an inevitable consequence of choosing to follow Jesus, healing and reconciliation are at the heart of this thing we call the Christian faith. In fact, if I had to choose one verse to sum up my understanding of the core message of the Christian Gospel, it would probably be 2 Corinthians 5: 19:

‘God was in Christ, reconciling the world to Godself.’

Christian faith is not just about fire, division and judgement, and neither is it merely a matter of loving everything and everyone that God has made. Giving our lives to the God of Jesus and Jeremiah includes all of these things and more, and whilst each of us must respond to the call of Jesus individually, following Jesus is not something we were ever meant to do entirely on our own.

That brings us to our final reading this morning from the book of Hebrews, with its long list of people of faith down through the ages, culminating in the memorable image of the ‘great cloud of witnesses’ which has inspired countless hymns and works of religious art. Our reading doesn’t stop there, but goes on to picture faith as a running race, with Jesus as its ‘pioneer and perfecter,’ and that brings me back to where I started, celebrating the achievements of our Commonwealth athletes and being reminded of those running races I loathed so much as a child.

As a child reading these verses from 2 Corinthians, I always took them to imply that Jesus had gone ahead and would be waiting to reward me (and everyone else) when we crossed life’s final finish line, but as I’ve grown older I’ve realised that this doesn’t fit very well with what the rest of the Gospels say about Jesus to me.

Some years ago I asked a dear friend and minister colleague John Hunt how he would sum up the essence of Jesus’ ministry as recorded in the Gospels, and he said simply one word: ‘Alongside.’

I’ve thought about that often in the intervening years, both when I was a parish minister doing ‘God stuff’ all week and most of the  weekend, and when I became a full-time counsellor, listening to and speaking with people every working day. In both settings I’ve found the word ‘alongside’ incredibly helpful and inspiring. 
It’s helpful because the word itself implies otherness, but also approach and nearness.

It’s inspiring because it’s something anyone can do, and it always makes a difference when we do it, or rather live it, in an authentic, kind and caring way.

If you think I’m making that up, just think for a moment of a time in your life when you were feeling alone, then became aware of someone choosing to stand alongside you. If you can picture that, and if you can remember what that felt like, then you’ll know how transformative and powerful this simple word can be. In fact, I think it’s relevant to any setting in which human beings come into contact with one another – and that’s definitely not limited to ministers, counsellors and so-called ‘caring professionals’ of various kinds!

So before we are drawn back into the busyness of our daily lives after leaving here this morning, let’s take some time to think prayerfully of the people alongside us in this place, and all the places we inhabit. Let’s choose to draw alongside others in the spirit of Jesus, our pioneer and perfecter, and let’s make his way of courageous, self-giving kindness our way of running the human race.

�Joy Cowley, Aotearoa Psalms:  Prayers of a New People, Catholic Supplies (NZ) Ltd, 1996.





