
“I Don’t Want to Run This Race in Vain” 
II Timothy 4:6-8; Luke 18:9-14; Joel 2:26-29 

 
Joel 2:26-29  
26You shall eat in plenty and be satisfied, and praise the name of the LORD your 
God, who has dealt wondrously with you. And my people shall never again be put 
to shame. 27You shall know that I am in the midst of Israel, and that I, the LORD, 
am your God and there is no other. And my people shall never again be put to 
shame.  
 
28Then afterward I will pour out my spirit on all flesh; your sons and your 
daughters shall prophesy, your old men shall dream dreams, and your young men 
shall see visions. 29Even on the male and female slaves, in those days, I will pour 
out my spirit.  
 
Luke 18:9-14  
9[Jesus] told this parable to some who trusted in themselves that they were 
righteous and regarded others with contempt:  
 
10“Two men went up to the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax 
collector. 11The Pharisee, standing by himself, was praying thus,  
 
‘God, I thank you that I am not like other people: thieves, rogues, adulterers, or 
even like this tax collector. 12I fast twice a week; I give a tenth of all my income.’  
 
13But the tax collector, standing far off, would not even look up to heaven, but was 
beating his breast and saying, ‘God, be merciful to me, a sinner!’  
 
14I tell you, this man went down to his home justified rather than the other; for all 
who exalt themselves will be humbled, but all who humble themselves will be 
exalted.” 
 
II Timothy 4:6-8 
6As for me, I am already being poured out as a libation, and the time of my 
departure has come.  
 
7I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith.  
 



8From now on there is reserved for me the crown of righteousness, which the Lord, 
the righteous judge, will give me on that day, and not only to me but also to all 
who have longed for his appearing.  
 

The Sermon 
 
The runners lined up on the track, the starting gun went off, and eight of the fastest 
people on earth rocketed from their starting positions.  
 
In Lane 5 was Derek Redmond, one of the favorites to win the men’s 400 meter 
sprint at these 1992 Olympics in Barcelona.  
 
Suddenly, 16 seconds into this semifinal round, if you watch the footage, you see 
him go from an all-out sprint to hopping on one leg and finally falling to the 
ground with a hamstring injury.  
 
Tears were running down his face. He had spent years dedicating his life to this 
dream. The medical crew came out with the stretcher. That’s when he became, in 
the eyes of the world, an Olympic champion.  
 
When the medics got to Derek Redmond, he said, “I’m going to finish my race.”i 
 
“Then,” says sports writer Rick Weinberg, “in a moment that will live forever in 
the minds of millions, Redmond lifts himself to his feet, ever so slowly, and starts 
hobbling down the track. The other runners have finished the race...  
 
“Suddenly, everyone realizes that Redmond isn’t dropping out of the race… He is 
actually continuing on one leg. He’s going to attempt to hobble his way to the 
finish line. All by himself. All in the name of pride and heart. 
 
“The roar [from the crowd] gets louder and louder. Through the searing pain, 
Redmond hears the cheers, but ‘I wasn’t doing it for the crowd,’ he would later 
say. ‘I was doing it for me. Whether people thought I was an idiot or a hero, I 
wanted to finish the race.’”ii 
 
Suddenly another man makes it past security onto the track. It’s Derek’s father, 
Jim, who catches up to his son and wraps his arm around his waist.  
 
“Together, arm in arm, father and son, with 65,000 people cheering, clapping and 
crying, finish the race...  



 
“A couple steps from the finish line, and with the crowd in an absolute frenzy, Jim 
releases the grip he has on his son, so Derek can cross the finish line by himself.  
 
“Then he throws his arms around Derek again, both crying, along with everyone in 
the stands and on TV.  
 
“‘I’m the proudest father alive,’ he tells the press afterwards, tears in his eyes. “I’m 
prouder of him than I would have been if he had won the gold medal. It took a lot 
of guts for him to do what he did.”iii 
 
 I have fought the good fight,  
  I have finished the race,  
   I have kept the faith. 
 
Today the word of God offers us an invitation to look at the project of being 
stewards of the life God has given us—to think about when we’ll look back and 
say, “I fought the good fight; I sometimes stumbled; I accepted help from people 
who love me, and I offered it, too; and it wasn’t about who I beat or who finished 
ahead of me or how long it took me to get there. I stayed in the race even when I 
couldn’t walk or even move by myself. And throughout the days and nights, 
through all the challenges and triumphs, I kept the faith.”  
 
In the latter half of the 1700s, there was an English country parson—the pastor of 
the local village church—named James Woodforde. Parson Woodforde was not a 
social reformer, or a mystic or a giant of preaching; he made no monumental 
contribution, other than these two:  
 
one, he gave a lifetime of everyday, genial faithfulness to God and to the people 
around him; and two, he left a diary.  
 
Parson Woodforde’s diary is strangely engrossing despite the fact that very little 
happens. It’s like a Stanley Kubrick movie; you sit there mesmerized for four 
hours, and somebody says, “What happened?” and you go, “Nothing.”  
 
Most days—and this diary was kept for nearly half a century—Parson Woodforde 
writes, just before turning in for the night, “breakfasted, dined, supped, and slept.” 
In other words, three meals a day and going to bed at night. He might make note of 
some pastoral interaction with someone from the parish, or an occasional card 
game in the evening with friends and relations who live not too far away.  



 
Every once in a while there’s something mildly diverting. The day after Christmas, 
1768, he wrote, “I was very bad in my throat all night, but towards the morning 
was rather better, only extremely hoarse…. Sister Jane visited me this morning, 
and she being deaf and I not able to speak, was good company….”iv 
 
A diary doesn’t describe a narrative arc leading up to a powerful conclusion. It just 
chronicles one person’s everyday life, which ebbs and flows, in all its mundanities. 
 
Late in his life, as Parson Woodforde’s health began to decline, more and more 
days went by unrecorded, and the final entry offers no special conclusion or 
insight.  
 
Breakfasted, dined, supped, and slept…  
 
Like many of the letters among Christians that make up the majority of books of 
the New Testament, one of the overarching questions someone asks when reading 
it today is: to whom are these words really addressed?  
 
Who is the intended audience of a diary? Is it for your offspring? Parson 
Woodforde never married or had any children; there wasn’t any obvious person to 
whom he wanted to hand on his story.  
 
Is it for posterity for its own sake, just to record the events—or maybe even just the 
cathartic act of recording the events—regardless of whether anyone else would 
ever even see the results?  
 
Or is it like Wilson in the movie Cast Away—the volleyball with a face drawn on it 
that provided Tom Hanks’s character, stranded on an uncharted island, an 
imaginary but in some psychological way entirely real presence to share the long, 
silent days and nights?  
 
In his 1931 introduction to an edited volume of the Parson Woodforde diaries, 
John Beresford wrote, “The ordinary life of ordinary men passes away like a 
shadow.”v 
 
Perhaps that was somewhere in the back of James Woodforde’s mind, even in his 
early 20’s, when he started his diary as a student at Oxford. It didn’t matter who 
was going to read it; it was a message in a bottle to say, “For a time in the history 
of the world—even the small, mundane history of one small piece of the world— 



I was here. I lived; I served God to the best of my ability, and I tried to get along 
with people, and enjoy them, and enable them to live a life that they could love, 
too.”  
 
The intent of the Letters to Timothy preserved in the New Testament is more 
obvious, even though we’re still not really sure who was the writer and who was 
the intended recipient.  
 
Some say this really is correspondence from the Apostle Paul to a young pastor 
named Timothy.vi In that case, it would have been written within a generation of 
Jesus and the original disciples.  
 
Other scholars—including most scholars from the 1800s up until recently—
believed it came from later, as much as 100 years after the crucifixion.vii  
 
More recently, Bible authorities of the stature of Luke Timothy Johnson are kind 
of throwing up their hands going, “Who knows?”viii 
 
Ultimately, maybe it doesn’t matter that much. Whoever wrote it to whomever, as 
the letter comes to a close, the older pastor is reflecting that he, too, has at this 
point written most of what he’s going to write in his life, and is speaking to the 
younger minister in both valedictory and benediction.  
 
“I am already being poured out as a libation,” he says, “and the time of my 
departure has come.”  
 
“The metaphor,” says Tom Oden, “is that of pouring out a libation in the sanctuary 
around the base of the altar—the last act of a sacrifice…as if to say: ‘My life is as 
if already to the point of being poured out in sacrifice’…” 
 
Meanwhile, “the Greek word for departure has nuances of taking a tent down” or 
“letting go the anchoring lines of a ship as it leaves the dock.”ix  
 
It’s Elijah preparing to pass the mantel to Elisha; it’s the retiring coach getting 
ready to hand the playbook on to her top assistant.  
 
And, when Paul (or whoever) uses the word “fight” that’s used here, as in “I have 
fought the good fight,” it’s the word you would use for a wrestling match—as 
much an athletic competition as a holy encounter, like Jacob wrestling with the 



unseen interloper, who could be an angel or could be God, interrupting Jacob’s 
journey by foot on a dark Palestinian night.  
 
As you run the race, as you wrestle the good match, as you steward the gift of your 
life and the time that you have been given, what about the way that you are 
participating in the race will you want to pass on to those who will continue to 
participate in theirs?  
 
Just this week, a Christian Educator friend of mine sent an email around to some 
others that simply said: “Brief survey. Please give me your opinions off the top of 
your heads: What do Senior High confirmation students need to know about Jesus 
Christ?”  
 
We can answer that question every day by the way we live our lives and the 
faithfulness with which we embrace our discipleship of the Son of God, the Prince 
of Peace.  
 
There was a movie that came out about fifteen years ago called About Schmidt, a 
quiet story and one of Jack Nicholson’s last great roles. It’s about a guy who is 
newly retired, recently widowed, and estranged from his adult daughter—in the 
words of Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, he’s just “a mean-spirited man who has done 
nothing to earn a place in people’s affections.”x  
 
But, says Rabbi Sacks, “the one positive thing Schmidt has done in retirement is to 
answer a television appeal to adopt a 6-year-old child in Tanzania by sending a 
monthly cheque to pay for his treatment and schooling. Along with the cheque, he 
sends a letter telling the boy, Ngudu, about himself…  
 
Toward the very end of the movie, Jack Nicholson, as Mr. Schmidt, writes the boy 
another letter, lamenting what he feels like has been his own “inconsequential” 
life: 
 
“‘I know we’re all pretty small in the big scheme of things… What in the world is 
better because of me?... I am weak and I am a failure… There’s just no getting 
around it… What difference has my life made to anyone? None that I can think 
of… None at all.’ xi  
 
“Just then, [he gets] a note from Tanzania, from the nun who has been looking 
after Ngudu. Thanking Schmidt for his cheques and letters, she tells him about the 
boy. He cannot write, she says, [so] he has sent Schmidt a drawing instead. It 



shows two stick [figures], holding hands, and the sun is shining. Schmidt slowly 
realizes that he has done one good deed in his life, after all. He begins to weep—
overwhelmed by the good he might have done but did not, and by the single act of 
charity he might not have done but did.”xii 
 
 “Guide my feet, while I run this race, 
  For I don’t want to run this race in vain.” 
 
In the early 1990s there was a civil war in Yugoslavia, which played out in 
horrifying atrocities committed against civilians. One morning, an explosion tore 
into a bread line in Sarajevo, and killed 22 people and wounded many more.  
 
Shortly afterward, a striking image began showing up on TV screens all over the 
world. “In evening tails and perching on a fire-scorched chair,”xiii a cellist from the 
Sarajevo Philharmonic Orchestra, Vedran Smajlović, started going out, day after 
day, to play in the rubble, defying the brutal hatred expressed in every bullet fired 
by the snipers who surrounded the city from the hillsides.  
 
“In such an ugly time,” said the protest singer Phil Ochs, “the true protest is 
beauty.”xiv 
 
From his new home in Canada, Vedran Smajlović said a few years ago, “They 
keep saying I played at four in the afternoon, but the explosion was at 10 in the 
morning and I am not stupid, I wasn’t looking to get shot by snipers so I varied my 
routine.” 
 
But “I never stopped playing music throughout the siege,” he said. “My weapon 
was my cello.”xv Vedran Smajlović made a decision in the midst of a hellish 
circumstance to bring beauty into a profoundly ugly time.  
 
We can testify to the world every day  
 by what we have to say about a savior who lived his life, and gave his life,  
  to deliver the good news about the God who loves us all,  
 and by the way we choose to live our lives in response,  
  with the courage and the humility that our savior taught us to embody.  
 
In the words of John O’Donohue,  
 
 “May I have the courage today 
 To live the life that I would love, 



 To postpone my dream no longer 
 But do at last what I came here for 
 And waste my heart on fear no more.”xvi 
 
In his 1939 Christmas broadcast to the British Empire, King George VI quoted 
from a poem by Minnie Louise Haskins:  
 

And I said to the man who stood at the gate of the year: 
“Give me a light that I may tread safely into the unknown.” 
And he replied: 
“Go out into the darkness and put your hand into the Hand of God. 
That shall be to you better than light and safer than a known way.” 
 
So I went forth, and finding the Hand of God, trod gladly into the night. 
And He led me towards the hills and the breaking of day in the lone East.xvii 

 
Today the word of God offers us an invitation to look at the project of being 
stewards of the life God has given us.  
 
And one day, when we are all gathered around God’s great banquet table,  
 may we all be able to say,  
  with the humility of the repentant tax collector who said,  
   “God, be merciful to me, a sinner,” 
 
“I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith.”  
 
Keith Grogg 
Montreat Presbyterian Church 
Montreat, NC  
October 23, 2016  
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