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“Guide my feet while I run this race.”  What an honest and yet hopeful hymn, for our lives can often feel like we’re running in a race. But as the song suggests, we don’t have to run the race alone or in vain. We have others, like those wonderful folks we recognized earlier, to guide our feet, to hold our hand, to stand by us, and to help us search our hearts.


Speaking of running in a race, I want to begin this morning by sharing a story with you about running a race – a race that led to the breaking of one of the most famous records in the history of sports. 


On May 6, 1954, during an otherwise ordinary track meet in Oxford, England, a medical student by the name of Roger Bannister won the mile race in a time of 3 minutes 59.4 seconds.  By today’s track and field standards, Bannister’s time was far from record-breaking.  But in the spring of 1954, Bannister’s four laps around that track made him the first person to break the four minute mile.


Now I first became acquainted with Bannister’s story when he attended a conference held at my college commemorating his achievement.  As Bannister was being introduced and the story of that historic day in 1954 was being recounted, something about it caught my attention.  You see, in addition to recognizing Bannister’s individual achievement, special mention was made of the help he had received that day from two close friends and fellow runners, Chris Brasher and Chris Chattaway.  The two Chris’ (as they came to be known) had run the race with Bannister, pacing him through the first three laps so that he could maintain the speed needed to break the record.  Chris Chattaway was also at the conference that day and as the audience rose to give Bannister a standing ovation, Chattaway stood beside his friend, accepting congratulations for a monumental achievement which had truly been a team effort.


I soon forgot about Roger Bannister and the breaking of the four minute mile.  But not too long ago I came across an extraordinary book called The Perfect Mile written by Neil Bascomb. It tells the story of Bannister and two other runners, American Wes Santee and Australian John Landy.  Back in 1953 and 1954, all three were poised to be the first person to break the four minute mile.  


While competing on different continents and possessing very different training and running styles, the three men had one thing in common. Bannister, Santee, and Landy each pursued their dream of breaking the four minute mile alone. They trained alone, plotted strategy alone, made their attempts at the record alone. They preferred to pull themselves up by their own bootstraps (or in this case by their own track shoes) rather than relying on the wisdom and support of others.   


Now to some extent, these solitary approaches worked.  Bannister, Santee and Landy steadily improved their times, inching closer and closer to the sub-four minute mile.  But as each man neared the historic barrier, they seemed to hit a wall. No matter how hard they trained or how often they tried, the three runners could not break four minutes.  Some began to question if the four minute barrier would ever be broken.


Roger Bannister shared those doubts.  He feared that his years of training and hard work were not enough and that he might never achieve his goal. Bannister’s journey was clearly at a crossroads.  He had to change, to try something new.  So he abandoned his lone ranger approach and reached out to others.  He began to listen to and lean on the wisdom and support of his two friends, Chris Brasher and Chris Chattaway.  Brasher and Chattaway became his companions, his teachers, his guides along the journey.  



The decision to lean on others for support and advice was the turning point in Roger Bannister’s quest to break the four minute mile. The results were almost immediate.  His training methods improved as he grew physically stronger and faster.  Bannister also benefited psychologically and spiritually.  His friends believed in him.  Their confidence reinvigorated Bannister’s own faith in himself.  Bannister’s heart and mind were open to new ideas, new insights, and to the comfort and reassurance that flow from friendship and community. 


May 6, 1954 is the historic day Roger Bannister ran the mile in 3 minutes 59.4 seconds. But the record was set long before he crossed the finish line that day, for it was at the moment Bannister realized that he could not make his journey alone that the four minute mile was truly broken. 


Now as you can probably tell, Roger Bannister’s story inspires and speaks to me.  I admire his determination, his will to go on in the face of failure and self-doubt. But what inspires me most about Bannister was his willingness to ask for help, to lean on others, and to recognize that his solitary path wasn’t getting him anywhere.  Bannister’s journey from an isolated lone ranger to reaching out and leaning on others is, for me, a deeply spiritual story.   


I say Bannister’s story is deeply spiritual because I believe his journey has something to teach us about our own spiritual lives. In fact, I hear echoes of my own spiritual journey – a journey from seeking truth and meaning on my own to finding love and joy with the help and support of religious community – in Bannister’s story. 



You see, for most of my life, I’ve been searching - searching for something deeper, for some truth or experience that will bring a sense of ultimate meaning and purpose to my life. In many ways, I’ve been reaching for what the great Jewish theologian Abraham Joshua Heschel called “radical amazement,” a feeling of awe and wonder that comes from being deeply connected to something greater than myself.


But like Roger Bannister quest to break the four minute mile, I’ve spent most of my life seeking radical amazement alone and on my own.  For years, I worked under the assumption that I was most likely to find what I was looking for by journeying away from others – from their beliefs, from their expectations, and especially from their religious traditions. Far from being a source of wisdom or inspiration, I saw religion as a barrier to the search for truth and meaning.  That’s why whenever someone asked me what church I attended, I always responded by saying, “I don’t attend a church because I consider myself to be spiritual but not religious.”  


But as time went on, I discovered one serious problem with being spiritual but not religious. For all of my bravado about doing my own thing and not being ensnared by the beliefs or demands of organized religion, I felt lonely and isolated.  Rather than finding truth or experiencing radical amazement, my spiritual hunger remained unfulfilled. Much like Roger Bannister, I simply kept hitting a wall. His wall was an inability to run a few seconds faster; mine was an unshakable feeling of spiritual emptiness and even futility.
 


So after many years of frustration and isolation, like Bannister I abandoned my solitary journey and began attending a Unitarian Universalist congregation. I’ve got to tell you that on those first few Sundays I felt anxious and even a little scared. Surely I was going to encounter someone who would sidetrack my journey by imposing their beliefs or doctrines on me. But, much to my surprise, that never happened. Instead, I was welcomed and celebrated for who I am and invited to become part of a community rooted in love and acceptance of one another. Before long, those initial small steps into religious community gradually turned into longer strides of involvement and commitment. I joined small group ministry, became a very active lay leader, and volunteered in many of the congregation’s social action programs. 


And as I got more involved in the life of the community, something extraordinary happened to me. Those feelings of emptiness and isolation gave way to the warmth of love and mutual support. For the first time in my life, I really began to see and listen to others. And the more I listened, the more I was inspired and transformed by their stories, their insights, and their spiritual journeys. And most importantly, joining a religious community and sharing my spiritual life with others gave me an overwhelming feeling of homecoming – of being part of a community that I could call home.  And it was that feeling of being home – of being connected to a community that loved, inspired, and transformed me – it was that feeling which enabled me to experience an incredible sense of awe and wonder that I can only describe as radical amazement.   


Having once prided myself on being spiritual but not religious, I soon realized that I could only be spiritual – that I could only experience radical amazement - when I was in the loving embrace of a religious community. So if someone were to ask me today that same question about being spiritual and going to church, I would now respond by saying that yes, I’m spiritual, but that I’m spiritual because I’m religious, because I’m a Unitarian Universalist, because I have been transformed by the love, the wisdom, and the healing one can experience in religious communities like the one I found so many years ago and like the one you are worshiping in this very morning.


And that, friends, is what I believe it means to make a spiritual journey. So often, we think of a journey as being something we do on our own – as a kind of odyssey of self-discovery in which we leave behind old habits and old beliefs to find our own way and our own path. And don’t get me wrong. Finding a path that is authentic and that speaks to our hearts and our minds is essential if we are to find truth and to experience radical amazement. But as both Roger Bannister’s experience and my own story suggests, our journeys towards truth and meaning don’t have to be made alone and they don’t have to lead us away from the embrace and support of other people or of religious community. In fact, I am convinced that our spiritual lives are most full and most meaningful when we find a path that is authentically our own but that is always leading us home – leading us to a place where we are embraced and transformed by the lives and the journeys of others.


Friends, as you make your journeys of the spirit, I hope you find a path that speaks to you, that inspires you, that enables you to experience radical amazement. And wherever your path leads may it always help you find your way home – may it help your heart and mind and spirit find a holy place of love, inspiration, and hope that truly enables you to go the spiritual mile. 
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