Running to Win 
Knowing What to Measure 
By Dr. Gregory Wiens 
 
The Bible has a lot to say about measuring your progress in life and ministry.  Another lesson I have learned from running is that if you really want to improve your performance, you must somehow keep track of how you are progressing…you must measure performance.  How do you measure how you are living life or ministering?  Are you able to assess where and how you are growing?   
 
A friend of mine just completed the Disney Marathon.  When she told our small group that she was going to run it, the first thing people asked was what time did she expect to run it in.  She said she wanted to complete the marathon in less than 4½ hours.  Notice there are three things that she was measuring: 1) distance (a marathon is 26.2 miles), 2) if she completed it, and 3) her time (4½ hours).  Runners usually have goals to motivate themselves and have some way to quantify them.  These are often measured in completion, distance and time, but there are many other ways runners quantify their goals that keep them motivated.   
 
When Paul says in 1 Corinthians 9.24-27 to live our lives in the same way that a runner runs to win, he clearly is thinking of measuring performance in a way that you know you have won.  Obviously, in Paul’s day, they didn’t have stopwatches as we have today, so he simply said do your best and win.  He also states he has finished the race in 2 Timothy.  So how do you live your life to do your best? 
 
In 2006 I wrote that it is helpful to use numbers to monitor your progress: Why Numbers are Important.  Numbers are only important as they measure the progress you are making toward your objective.  In running I have learned that there are a lot of ways to measure your objectives.  This past summer I attended a Corporate Athlete training through the Human Performance Institute.  They dealt with all of the factors that influence our performance in life.  They taught me how to eat, sleep, think, exercise and even pray for performance!  They gave me a heart monitor and challenged me to run to a heart rate rather than simply using my watch to monitor my time.   
 
If you only use a watch to measure your speed, you only get a value to judge your progress the last mile.  But, your heart rate is measured in real time, meaning it tells you how your body is stressed at this very moment.  As I began to run to my heart rate rather than my time, I found my performance increased incredibly.  In the first four months following the training, my best time for a 10K decreased by over 3 minutes and my heart rate decreased as well!  I learned there are many ways to measure your performance. 
 
The same is true of life and ministry.  It is so easy to fall into the trap of measuring only one or two things in our life or ministry.  This leads to a one-dimensional life, just as only measuring time in running.  A healthy life is a confluence of many factors, many of which you can measure.  Surely how often do you spend time with the Lord in quietness every week is one such factor.  So is the time we spend in His Word, in worship, in building healthy relationships, in restorative activities (running, reading, walking, etc.), in maintaining the proper weight and blood pressure, in sleeping hours, in books read, in hours exercising, in time hanging with those we love, in serving others…the list goes on.

We know this about life, but too often we forget this about ministry.  At times it can be difficult to be motivated in ministry if we don’t also have some way to measure our effectiveness.  How do you measure progress in ministry?  Surely attendance is one index, but not necessarily the most important.  Other indexes such as the number of small groups, the number of baptisms (conversions), number of people involved in serving the community, number of people giving per capita, number of children/students growing in their relationship with Christ, number of lost people involved in ministries, number of first time visitors, number of visitors followed up, or even number of budgeted/income dollars per conversion (this can be disheartening).  Bill Hoyt has written an excellent book on this very subject entitled, Effectiveness By The Numbers: Counting what really Counts in the Church.  
 
The Florida Church of God Ministries Board of Elders and I set goals every year that measure our progress toward fulfillment of our mission.  Throughout the year, we look at measures that give us feedback on how we are doing in these areas. (You can see FLCOGM 2009 goals on our website) We have developed ways to assess our progress long before the year is over, just like measuring my heart rate, rather than the time elapsed since the last mile.  Last week we talked about healthy accountability.  This only makes sense when there is some sense of objective measure for such.  
 
If measuring our progress is so important and motivating, why do we so often resist measuring how we are doing?  I don’t know what it is in your life, but for me it is a fear of failure.  If I don’t have a specific goal in running, I never fail…granted I never succeed either; I live kind of in this gray world of mediocrity.  If I don’t have specific measures of how my life or ministry is progressing, no one can accuse me of failing.   
 
Folks, I fail so often I have finally gotten over the fear of failure.  I don’t make all of my goals in life or ministry.  I have so far to grow in my life… believe me.  But I am seeing changes made because of my goals.  We are seeing God do significant things in the churches of Florida.  However, I fail every year in many of the goals I set.  However, the Elders and I can see a lot of progress.  Let me ask you to put aside your fear of others thinking you are a failure if you don’t make progress in your life and ministry. If you need to overcome a fear of failure, let me suggest that you read the book entitled Mindset, by Carol Dweck.  There is no success without a lot of failure.  She will convince you of this. 

I am not suggesting that your whole life has to be measured; this is obsessive- compulsive behavior.  But most of us would greatly benefit from a few more measures in life and ministry.  How could you benefit from measuring?  What might be different in your life, in the Kingdom of God if you measured a few more things in ministry? 
 
I have found that true health in running as well in life comes as we measure more than one of two things in life.  God created us with a need to grow, change and improve (that is why Paul wrote all of his letters—to help those in the local churches to grow).  God has given us many ways to measure progress, let’s not be afraid to do so.  We are not the only ones who suffer when we don’t; the lost and the saints alike also pay the price for our fear…
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