Running To Win: 
The Hardest Mile Is The First
By Dr. Greg Wiens

People will often ask me, “What part of running is the hardest?”  Or, “what mile is the most difficult?”  My answer is always the same; the hardest mile to run is the first.  I can always think of reasons why I shouldn’t run.  Or I think that maybe that I shouldn’t run as hard or as long.  And when I first start running my joints ache and my muscles are tight.  But once I actually get out and start running, the miles get easier and easier.   This morning I got up to run and it was 50 degrees and raining—far from great Florida running weather.  But, as I forced myself to run, I found it became easier and easier to keep going and by the end I was thoroughly enjoying myself.  

Discipline is not meeting short-term needs in order to fulfill a long-term desire.  It is saying “no” to something that I feel I need right now in order to gain something in the future.  Discipline has to do with delayed gratification.  I find that when I want to stay in bed, discipline gets me up to run so that I can be a better person next week.  Discipline means saying no to a lot of things I could eat today, so I can enjoy health next year. 

I am not naturally a disciplined person.  I have had to practice discipline in order to accomplish the things I want to accomplish.  I have learned that if I want to be in shape, keep my weight down, strengthen my heart and other muscles; then I need to get out and run regularly.  Running even has a dramatic impact in my daily time with God.  

When I am able to run regularly, one by-product is that I have the discipline to spend time with God in prayer and the Word regularly.  It is a symbiotic relationship.  Physical discipline is closely tied to the spiritual discipline and vice versa.  I have found that to be spiritually disciplined and grow in godliness, I need to be disciplined physically.  I think that is what Paul is talking about in 1 Corinthians 9.27 when he says…I beat my body and make it my slave so that after I have preached to others, I myself will not be disqualified for the prize.  Paul knew it took physical discipline for him to grow in godliness as well. Self-control is listed as a fruit of the Spirit in Galatians 5.22-23, which implies that as you grow in the Spirit’s expression in your life, you will demonstrate more self-discipline.  So as you grow spiritually you will be more disciplined physically as well.  I believe this also has something to do with the relationship of fasting and prayer.

One interesting aspect of discipline is that even though you may have it today, there is no guarantee you will keep it next month.  Discipline, like love, both grow as they are practiced.  When I once spoke at a church using a running illustration, two separate individuals approached me after the service and told me they used to be on their high-school cross country teams.  Each of these men commented before I could say anything about their weight that maybe it was time they started running again.  As both were very overweight and out of shape, it illustrates the point that simply being disciplined today is no guarantee for discipline next month.  You are only as disciplined as the last few weeks.  

I was in my mid-twenties when I first realized how badly I needed discipline.  I used to brag that I graduated from college without reading a book (and that was pre-internet!).  However, once I read Gordon MacDonald’s book Ordering your Private World, I realized that I was coasting on my natural gifts, which would inevitably run out.  MacDonald asserts that naturally gifted people often learn to lean on their natural gifts and don’t develop the necessary discipline to fully maximize their lives.  Often in their late twenties and thirties these individuals tend to no longer make significant impact because they are not disciplined to continue their growth beyond the limits of their natural abilities. Natural abilities will only take you so far. That was me he was describing!  I was relying on what my parents had given me; I wasn’t learning anything on my own.  

As a result, I began reading voraciously, set goals, started running and developing the disciplines that I needed to make these life long pursuits.  How did I develop discipline? Initially, I needed a lot of accountability from friends and my small groups until these habits became ingrained in who I am.  I had people pray and ask me about these areas, every week.  I kept record of how often I exercised, how much sleep I got, how much I weighed, how often I had a devotional time and just about anything I needed discipline in my life for.  

It was painful and at times humiliating.  Discipline is always painful, but it does produce fruit.  Eventually (after years), these disciplines became a part of the fiber of my life.  I view myself as a disciplined person now, but I was far from that thirty years ago.  

Several books, which I have reviewed in the Leaders that Last newsletter, clearly drive these points home.  Outliers, by Malcolm Gladwell states that most people who we think as exceptionally gifted are really not that abnormal in their abilities.  Rather, they were given some unique opportunities and then demonstrated exceptional discipline in taking advantage of those opportunities and investing over 10,000 hours into that pursuit.  Gladwell shows how this applies to diverse individuals from the Beatles and Bill Gates to Michael Jordan.  

Most of us remember Michael Jordan winning games on the last shot.  However, it interesting that Michael Jordan has lost 26 games by missing the last shot.  In each case rather than blaming someone else he assumed he could learn to make that shot more often.  It was not uncommon in such instances to find him at the gym early the next morning shooting the same shot over and over again.  In one instance, he practiced the shot he had missed over 1000 times the next morning.  He was great because he was disciplined, not the other way around.

Carol Dweck’s research (as given in her book Mindset) also points to the fact that discipline can change our capacity in almost any realm of life.  As I coach pastors, I see that too often we simply give up on becoming more effective.  We think we are not able to learn or grow beyond some point, which causes us to settle for much less than God has for us.    

Discipline has changed my life.  It has freed me up to make mistakes and then learn from them.  It has freed me up to admit I don’t know everything now, but can learn much more than I now know.  The hardest mile for me today, was the first one.  It almost always is.  Discipline is what got me out there for that first mile and what helped me to continue through those cold puddles and stiff muscles.  Let me encourage you to develop the discipline that can change your life and allow God to use you to make so much more of an impact in the Kingdom of God.  He truly does desire to change your world through you.  

