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Introduction

On November 20, 1999, at age 55, I ran my first marathon in 3 hours, 56 minutes, and 23 seconds. The director told me that was good, but I soon learned I would have to reduce it by 21 minutes to qualify for the Boston marathon. I knew, as many people do, that there is a famous marathon race in Boston. But I did not know that the reason it is the most prestigious marathon is because you have to be “qualified” to enter. Those in my age bracket then had to run it in less than 3 hours and 35 minutes. As the months went by, my times got better, and I eventually qualified on my sixth marathon. I applied for the Boston the next week. 

My wife, Char, and I went to Boston the weekend of April 15, 2001, on a flight nearly full of marathoners wearing T-shirts from various races. We were excited even before we arrived in Boston. Picking up the race packet and Boston marathon T-shirt and buying the official 2001 Boston marathon jacket got me more excited. The Monday morning of April 16 — Patriots Day in Massachusetts — I got on the rapid transit and soon joined 15,605 other racers boarding the buses to begin the trip to the countryside where the race would begin. In athletes village, we rested and waited. Helicopters buzzed overhead, airplanes pulled advertising streamers, two F-15s did two fly-bys; TV monitors showed what was happening at different sites along the 26.219 mile race course; TV cameras could be seen from time to time and excitement was in the air. To accommodate the thousands of participants, the runners are positioned in “stalls” of 1,000 runners each, lined up for blocks, with the faster runners closer to the starting line. My race number was 9259, which meant I was placed in the 9th stall. Six minutes and thirteen seconds after “gun time,” my “chip time” began. That was when the electronic chip tied to my right foot crossed the starting line signaling the system that number 9259 had begun his race.

The first two miles were fairly congested, but by mile three, we were able to run unfettered. I never realized there would be so many things to encourage me up and down the hills and over the miles. The constant cheering of some 500,000 spectators stretched over the 26 miles, the cameras, bands, children, and adults at the water stations were all part of the story. Add to that the colorful mix of the runners’ apparel and the occasional cheer when a spectator recognized my Oral Roberts University (ORU) track uniform. Also, Char and our Boston friends cheered for me at miles 9, 19, and 25. The screaming of the female students at Wellesley College halfway through the race and the cheering crowds gathered at the last two miles helped create a sustained euphoric, highly emotional, and exciting experience. It made enduring the pain in my legs, chest, and arms that go with running marathons more endurable.

I have played in basketball games in college when there were moments of this kind of emotion and drive. On our wedding day, I was excited all day and experienced tears of joy when Char walked down the aisle on the arm of her brother, John. I was emotional at my first post-graduate graduation and at both graduation ceremonies when our sons graduated from the Air Force Academy and ORU. After the fast I describe in Chapters 5 and 6 of this book, I had several experiences of profound joy and intense intimate conversations with God. However, I did not know that a mere physical foot race could hold such excitement and joy this side of heaven.

How could a race do this to a person? Eighteen months earlier I had set myself a challenge, trained and disciplined my body, and now I was conquering it. When I was five and six years old, I lay on a bed unable to move because of rheumatic fever. Then 50 years later at age 56, with more than 15,000 of the world’s best runners, I ran the miles, mounted the hills, faced the winds, and experienced the thrills of the Boston marathon.

I also understand Hebrews 12:1 better. “… Since we are surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses, let us throw off everything that hinders … and run with perseverance the race marked out for us.” The day will come when God will bring us “into his glorious presence with mighty shouts of everlasting joy” (Jude 24 Living Bible). These truths give me good reason to want to run God’s marathon well with you — the stakes are higher and the prize more enduring. You have the power to cheer me on, and I have the ability to do the same for you.

If the crowds in Boston have the ability to encourage, then surely it is worth each of us taking the time and thought to “… encourage one another and build each other up” (I Thessalonians 5:11). The encouragement received from others while running in a marathon is what makes marathons so much fun compared to the work of the long lonely training runs. “Atta boy! Keep up the good work! Looking good! Keep the pace! Finish strong! You are almost there! You can make it!” These are sounds I hear from crowds and runners in marathons. They fit God’s marathon, too. I am inviting you to join me in this study so it will encourage you through God’s Word to establish habits that enable you to run your spiritual race effectively and finish well. You can make it!

Our generation is but a part of a large and sometimes thoughtful race. Wise men and women have come before us and we can learn much from their writings. As C. S. Lewis says in God in the Dock, “Every age has its own outlook. It is especially good at seeing certain truths and especially liable to make certain mistakes. We all, therefore, need the books that will correct the characteristic mistakes of our own period. And that means the old books.” This principle also applies trans-culturally. We are members of a multicultural world family and can learn much from others. Living abroad, where I spent most of my adult years, is a way to become free from the narrow perspectives of our own culture. I learned from Canadians, Koreans, and Chinese during my 23 years in their countries. As with people in other generations, people of other cultures still make mistakes, but just not the same ones. Having my ideas tested in different cultural settings gives me a broader assortment of ideas from which to choose. It forces me to think beyond the culture in which I am living toward a wiser value system. The habits we will study together here are trans-cultural — a biblical value system. I invite you to explore Christian truth with me, without being bound by any one of the world’s many cultures.

Both Koreans and Chinese have a proverb about a frog in the well — the frog thinks the whole world is just like its well. We all are frogs in a well, until stretched by ideas, values, and experiences from outside our well. The habits addressed in this study are not new, as a look at the table of contents will confirm, but their treatment is fresh insight on timeless biblical values. 

Many of these biblical insights I got from someone else. I am indebted to professors, authors, and seminar speakers. When possible I give you my source. I hope my teachers will agree with my use of their ideas. With the exceptions of my wife, Char, our sons, Dan and Joel, and professors and authors referred to, the names in this study are fictitious. In the personal stories used to illustrate biblical ideas, my purpose is to illustrate how we can learn biblical principles from experiences in our own lives, not to point out others’ deficiencies.

Each reader is unique. Some habits may be more interesting to you than others. There is progression from beginning to end and continuity between chapters. However, if you prefer, you may select only the parts most interesting to you. Most readers, however, will want to begin with the first chapter. You may use the companion volume, the Habits of Highly Effective Christians Bible Study Guide, as you read each chapter if you want to develop your own application. As you turn this page and begin reading, you will increase your growth in the habits of highly effective Christians.

