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Marathons and Ministry: 

learning on the run 
 

Kevin Ward, Candour, July 2006 
 

When I did my first stint as a parish minister I sometimes commented that I learned as much about 

how to do that in my role as 1
st
 XV rugby coach as I did in theological college. Hindsight has 

moderated that belief somewhat, although still valuing what I learned on that sporting field a great 

deal. As I moved from rugby as my sport of participation to that of distance running, and especially 

marathons, I have found it to be a field in which I have learned a great deal about being a ministry 

leader. 

 

The insights lost some immediacy as, through injury and old age, my running intensity lessoned and I 

gave up thoughts of competing in any more marathons than the 19 I had already done. However the 

arrangement to be in Hartford, Connecticut, for the first part of 2006, and therefore the possibility of 

fulfilling an almost forgotten dream of running the Boston Marathon, reignited my passions. I found I 

first had to qualify in order to compete. Part of the mystique of Boston is that, apart from particular 

championship events such as the Olympics, it is the only marathon you have to qualify for. I managed 

to do that in the City of Christchurch Marathon last year and then, having endured the rigours of 

training in a New England winter reaching minus 18 at times and ground covered in over two feet of 

snow, lined up for the great event with 23,000 other competitors before over half a million spectators 

on Easter Monday, or more importantly in Massachusetts Patriots Day, April 17. I found in these two 

events that running a marathon as a 56 year old was a vastly more challenging experience than had 

been my last experience as a 45 year old. While the last 10 km of a marathon is always very 

challenging I had never really hit the famous wall before. On both of these occasions I did, so some of 

the lessons I am about to draw from the event for ministry have even more ‘painful’ meaning for me 

now than they did when I last spoke on this over a decade ago. 

 

The New Testament more than once uses the metaphor of running a race for our lives as followers of 

Jesus. The major passages are Hebrews 12:1-12, Philippians 3:12-14 and 1 Corinthians 9:24-27. In the 

last passage the apostle Paul applies the image specifically to his own calling as a minister, to preach 

to others. In reading the dynamics of these passages it is clear that the image being called upon is that 

of a marathon race, not a sprint race. To “run with perseverance”, to “not grow weary and lose heart”, 

“strengthening your weak knees”, “pressing on”, “straining toward the goal”, going into “strict 

training” and “disciplining (‘beating’) my body” is all language that marathon runners can identify 

with only too readily. It is all language we also need to understand in Christian discipleship and 

ministry. One final general point is that in all of these passages the focus is on finishing. In marathon 

running that is what it is all about. An old saying among runners is that “to win you first have to 

finish”. Of the 21 marathons I have begun there is only one I did not finish, my 4
th
, and I was so 

disgusted with myself for giving up that I resolved never to pull out again. This was a resolve I 

needed every bit of mental bargaining with myself to keep as I struggled over the last 10km at Boston. 

But when I crossed the line and received my medal, along with the other 20,000 who finished I knew I 

had won, however slowly I had been moving at times. 

 

Like ministry a marathon race goes through a series of stages. By the way for those who are not sure a 

marathon race is 42.2 kilometres or in the US 26.2 miles. First of all there is the buzz of the start. 

There is often a crowd along the side of the streets cheering you on and as well as that there are plenty 

of other runners close by (sometimes too close for comfort) and the friendly adrenaline stoked banter 

that began as you lined up for the start continues as the first easy kilometres zip by. The danger here is 

of going too fast pushed along by your own adrenaline and dragged along by other runners. Doing this 

is disastrous as burn out will soon hit. You need to start out at a pace you can maintain till the end 

otherwise your reserves will be burned up in a very short time. Pacing yourself and not allowing 

others to push you too hard will pay off further down the course.  
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The next phase usually kicks in somewhere before 10 km and if you are reasonably fit lasts till about 

30 km. The easy running is over and you are aware you are having to work. There are a few minor 

discomforts as your muscles have been working hard and the field has thinned out, the banter stopped, 

and you may well be running on your own, especially in New Zealand with relatively small fields. 

There is a sense of monotony about it, it is just sheer repetitive work, the same routine over and again, 

and the finish seems a long way off. “Surely I should have reached the 20 km marker by now? Where 

is it”. A sense of drudgery begins to set in. While at Boston the streets were lined 2, 3, 4 or more deep 

from start to finish, in most marathons there is hardly a spectator in sight by this point, and the nearest 

competitor may be 10 or more metres ahead. This is the loneliness of the long distance runner. 

 

The third stage starts anywhere after 30 km (earlier if you are not in good condition or have gone out 

too fast). However fit you are it becomes a painful experience at this point. New Zealand’s most 

popular marathon Rotorua has a hill just at this distance , and Boston has the well labelled ‘heartbreak 

hill’, which I discovered while running it is actually a series of three hills. Sometimes you work 

through the pain and get a second wind and the last few kilometres can be another high as you know 

you are going to maintain things till the end. The high doesn’t mean the pain ends, it just covers it up. 

On other occasions though the pain just carries on till the end. This is the famed wall, and the race 

from this point on is as much mental as physical. The words of the writer to the Hebrews about 

‘growing weary and not losing heart’ are profoundly applicable. Losing heart is so easy as the body 

grows weary, the ‘feeble arms’ drop and the ‘knees’ become ‘weak’. Just lifting up you leg to put it 

down again becomes a mental battle almost every time as the legs scream out “just give me a rest”. At 

this stage you are often starting to have self doubts as to whether you can actually finish, constantly 

questioning why you ever decided to do this, and telling yourself you will never put yourself through 

this again. For me I have nearly always got through this and into a second wind over the last few kms 

but at Boston it just never went away, except perhaps once we made the final turn and I saw the finish 

about 500 metres away. Towards the end of course the crowds begin to appear again, although at 

Boston they just went from 2 or 3 deep, to 5 or 6 deep and then to packed grandstands. The “great 

cloud of witnesses”. 

 

However even on such a day as this, as soon as you have crossed the finish line, caught your breath 

again, received the medal, consoled yourself through battle tales with other victorious warriors (even 

at about place 10,000 out of 20,000) and been told by countless spectators well done, the adrenaline 

takes over again and you begin to dream of the next course to conquer. 

 

I think the metaphor makes its own connection with the “race” of Christian ministry and leadership. 

Ministry and leadership is not about a short burst of glory, some spectacular star that shown brightly 

for a brief moment, and then burned up and disappeared. It is about a sustained commitment to finish 

the course, to faithfully carry out the tasks we have been called to, sometimes when it seems just plain 

monotonous drudgery, sometimes when every step seems painful, sometimes when the end seems 

such a long way off. If we just live for the high of the adrenaline moments and the cheers of the crowd 

then we will never sustain longevity in ministry and reach the goal we dreamed of when we set off to 

the cheers of onlookers and well wishers. It is interesting that in all the three passages mentioned the 

focus is on the goal of finishing. For our forebears in the faith the emphasis was put on being faithful 

to the end, whereas in contemporary Christianity we have put much more emphasis on the start; being 

saved, born again, receiving the spirit or whatever. We focus on what is happening in the present 

rather than looking to finishing well in the future. The Hebrews passage is set in the context of chapter 

11, the heroes of the faith, those who have run the race and finished before us. Today the heroes we 

read about are those who we perceive to be doing great stuff in the present rather than those who 

stayed the course to the end. For me when I was a reasonably competitive marathon runner in my 

younger years I gained inspiration from reading the stories of some of the great runners of the past. 

 

So what are some other lessons we can draw from this metaphor. 

 Obviously one is the need for disciplined training. Paul talks about strict training and disciplining 

the body so he will be able to finish the course. Training takes discipline, hard work and is often 

painful. A comment I hear often is why do we need to do all this training, I just want to get out 
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there and do it. In running if you don’t build a solid foundation through training then at some 

point down the road you will be found out. The same is true in ministry.  

 A second thing is about staying focussed. Paul writes in Philippians about “this one thing I do”. 

Preparing for a marathon takes a strong sense of focus, being willing to give up some other things 

in order to give time to this. It involves giving up late nights so you can get up early and put in the 

long runs, and giving up certain ‘pleasurable’ foods so your body can be in the best shape. And 

during the race one needs supreme concentration on the task at hand. Staying the course and being 

faithful in ministry means at times a single minded focus on “this one thing” I am called to and a 

willingness to give up other things I might find attractive. For some in ministry, rather than being 

able to say this with Paul, they would have to say “these many things I dabble in”. 

 

 To have a plan for the whole race. If we don’t we will just run how we feel at the start and end up 

running the whole race in the first few kilometres. To do a good marathon you have to hold 

yourself back at the start otherwise you will burn out. At Boston with its hill the leader at half way 

is hardly ever the winner. An observation I would make about ministry is that I have noticed some 

who start out in spectacular style, feel they have to do everything they think they will ever do in 

ministry in their first place in the first few years, very often do not last the journey but burn out 

and drop out. On the other hand many of those who start off much more slowly, doing the basics 

well, often at a measured pace have ended up having long lasting and effective ministries. 

 

 

 To expect suffering. If one sets out to run a marathon thinking it is going to be fun the whole way 

then at some stage I can guarantee you will be sadly disillusioned. At some point you are going to 

suffer pain. The analogy to ministry is clear. The New Testament rings through on almost every 

page that for those who follow Jesus then we should expect to suffer. It also suggests that leaders 

can expect a double dose. Certainly the writings of Paul make this clear. Most of the second half 

of the Hebrews passage is about enduring through suffering. Martin Luther King once said that it 

is when we suffer that we discover what we are really like. We find our character. It is a very 

biblical point. I have learned a tremendous amount about myself, and gained tremendously in my 

ability to keep enduring in difficult circumstances, when almost every part of my being calls out 

to give up, from learning to do that while completing a marathon with similar feelings. If we can 

not endure in the midst of hardship and suffering then it is most unlikely we will se the course of 

Christian ministry we set out on completed. Yes the good times are great, the affirmation of others 

enjoyable, but we need to know how to keep putting one foot faithfully in front of the other when 

the hard patches come and we are all alone, as they surely will. 

 

 Finally learn to accept, and even seek, the support of others. In the Christchurch marathon I hit a 

really bad patch at about 37 kms and starting walking. A young guy on a bike came alongside and 

started talking to me telling me how well I was doing and how I could do it. I just had to start 

running again. He stayed with me, including during another brief walk, for a couple of kilometres. 

At Boston I was having another walk at about the same point, and a group of about a dozen young 

people started chanting out “9927 (my number) you can do it. 9927 looking great.” The boost it 

gave was tremendous. With such a packed field others close by were struggling and we gained 

support from encouraging each other. Comrades in the battle. I have always found it helpful to tell 

others what I was seeking to do. It creates a sense of accountability. They are going to ask me 

how I did. At Boston by means of the wonders of modern technology, we could give in 3 email 

addresses of friends who would be sent from the microchip on our shoe and the global satellite 

system instant details of how we were going every 10 km. The sense of not wanting to let down 

their expectations was another factor that kept me going. So in ministry we need to be not too 

ashamed to seek support and to make ourselves accountable to others for what we are doing.  

 

There are numerous other minor analogies that could be drawn, but these are some of the major ones 

it is helpful for us to keep in mind, at whatever point we are at on the marathon journey that fulfilling 

our call to ministry involves us in. 


