Reflections and Thank You from the Peachtree Road Race, July 4, 2013.

A heartfelt felt thank you to all who supported The Care and Counseling Center of Georgia through sponsoring me on the Fourth! Your contributions will make a difference in the lives of others through this organization that provides counseling, chaplaincy training and practical theological education. The opportunity for healing, wholeness, a sense of care and connectedness for one person, contributes to the life and goodness of all of us.

During the run, I was aware of being part of a larger whole in more ways than the obvious running in the midst of   56,000 people.

The reflections below bubbled up with joy and affirmation that we are all of the same human family, all called to live our unique lives, all blessed and all invited to live fully in God’s love and into the freedom of who we were created to be.

Lessons from the Road:

When there is a communal event, I have often observed that people have one of two postures of engagement. The first is to be generous, participatory and helpful, and the second is to be self-advancing or self-protective of one’s space and position, overall looking out for number one.

Viewed theologically these two positions could be named a theology of abundance and a theology of scarcity. 

I will never forget being at Disney with our then six-year-old daughter waiting in line to get Mickey’s autograph and watching a parent coach their child to break in line. Self-advancement, pushing one’s own desires at the expense of others; believing that there won’t be enough time, space or content to meet our wants is one position to take. This is a theology of scarcity. The child was being taught implicitly and explicitly that there is not enough. And all for a character’s autograph!

Well…the Peachtree Road Race anything but! It was full of generosity and abundance! There were theological reflections of abundance to be encountered all along the way.

Here are a few of them that I pondered for 6.2 miles in one hour eleven minutes and eleven seconds!

We are created to live in community. 

There were runners, spectators, water bearers, sign carriers, maintenance workers, safety officials, a priest’s blessing, bands playing, cheerleaders and many more; all encouraging and all enjoying the common event, each with different roles and goals. We are many parts of one body.

One of the most touching moments for me was seeing a fireman in full dress running alone as he held a large American flag. One who serves the greater good with the intention for the protection and safety of many…….

The abundance of friends, family, community, encouragement, blessing and celebration was evident on the faces of those in the road and those lining the sides. The faces and sounds from the crowd were energizing and life giving. 

When I saw a sign on the back of a woman that read, “Running for Mama” I remembered those who may have been grieving a loss; they too were surrounded by community. Perhaps this was the first year for some that the ritual of running the road race with a friend or partner did not happen. Perhaps some were running because it was a lonely holiday morning and it was a way to be with other people, perhaps some were grieving a memory of a loved one who had been present to watch in the past were not able to be there or no is longer on this earth. Whatever the grief or the celebration, community is a place to know that we are not alone in out joys or in our pain.

As we say in the Episcopal Church when the Eucharist is being taken to someone who is homebound, “We who are many, are one, because we share one bread one cup.”

We are created to live in community.

We are created individually and as such are called to run our own race. 

Some run for time, some run for a cause, some run in memory of, some run in honor of, some run to accompany another, and some run for the sheer fun of it!

Regardless of the reason, and whether or not we are running alone or with others, we are each in our own bodies, each thinking our own thoughts, each feeling our own feelings, each separate in the midst of thousands. 

And this is how it is in our relationship with God. We have churches, synagogues and mosques in which there is communal worship, but in the midst of community we are seeking God in our hearts in very personal and deep ways that only God and us know the ins and outs of.

We can live lives of abundance, and we can live lives of quiet desperation, and sometimes no one, including those we love and live with can tell the difference. As humans who have been socialized to live as part of a group and who desire a sense of belonging, we are often adept at hiding our deepest desires or our deepest hurts, wants and needs.

We can remain isolated in the midst of community by trying to protect ourselves. But, God knows our hearts, and if we can find the courage to celebrate fully or grieve deeply we can begin the journey of living into our uniqueness and our individuality while letting others observe who we really are.

God loves us just as we are, wherever we are in the process of becoming, and God calls us to live into our greatest potential. Bearing and sharing our vulnerabilities connects us to community while also acknowledging who we really are as uniquely created individuals.

We are invited by God to receive blessing. 

We can choose to bless one another in more ways than we can imagine. A simple act of kindness is a blessing. Handing someone a bottle of water, cheering on the sidelines, smiling, holding up signs, hi -fiving, and yelling encouraging words…. these small acts from strangers and a few friends were as from angles blessing all who passed by them. 

The bands along the way also blessed me because the music made my steps feel lighter and picked up the pace a bit with its beat. The Dean of the Cathedral of St Philip, Sam Candler, sprinkled Holy water on runners as they passed by, reminding them of their inherent goodness and worthiness and beauty. 

In our baptism, water symbolizes our joining the community of believers in Christ, and the words spoken during the administration of the sacrament are,  “You are marked and sealed as Christ’s own forever.” We are then blessed and received into the congregation to which we belong. With that comes the invitation for us to bless and be blessed by one another in our community of faith and to reach outside of that community and do likewise to our fellow human beings of all faith traditions.

God blesses all of us. We are all created in the image of God, and when we can bless each other in our differences, we acknowledge God’s abundant blessings in all of creation…. A theology of abundance…grace and mercy.

So let us be kind to ourselves, be kinder to those we love and live with, and be kindest to the strangers amongst us. We never know when we might be bestowing a blessing, with a simple act of kindness. 

We are called to support freedom for all.

God’s love is perfect freedom.

We live in a land of great freedom, and this is acted out on the Fourth of July, it is ritualized with flags and bands and fireworks and in Atlanta, yes, with the Peachtree Road Race. 

The real freedom that we are called to though, is the deeper freedom of living life in God. This perfect freedom may or may not have much to do with safety, comfort and control of our circumstances. It actually may be scary and unsettling to live in perfect freedom. Freedom leaves us a lot of room to make choices, and it invites us to venture into places that are greater than we may feel capable of going. Look at Jonah! He hung out in the belly of a whale for three days before he finally went to Nineveh as God asked. Look at Moses who said, God, “I stutter and can’t express myself well, surely you don’t mean for me to lead!” And Sarah laughed in God’s face when she was told that she would have a baby in her old age. She did not trust God’s promise for her life.

How often has it happened that we live our lives in safe and comfortable ways only to realize that we are dissatisfied or feel that “something might be missing?”

We are called and invited to live fully and to live abundantly. The abundance is not referring to material abundance, but abundance that comes from living in the peace which passes all understanding. It is the peace which comes from knowing that we are living in relationship with God. This is perfect freedom, and it is not dictated by external circumstances. It is the freedom that comes from knowing who we are as children of God, catching glimpses, affirmations and realizations along the way of who we are in our deepest selves as such.

In closing, I give thanks for the community of support that I experienced from you generosity, prayers and friendship. May we all have the courage to live out of a theology of abundance, freedom and blessing.

Barbara

