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Below you will find the first chapter of Run Thru The Tape. The chapters that follow it deal with what the Bible says about retirement, what science says about retirement, what our faith contributes to longevity, the importance of activity, health in our senior years, how to handle money in retirement, how we should view and handle death, and what it means to receive our crown at the “Tape.” Two additional chapters are devoted to helping churches develop senior ministries and develop Christian senior centers. Five appendices add information on web sites for seniors, senior humors, advanced directives, and some helpful financial forms.
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One of the great metaphors of the Bible is the Apostle Paul’s often used comparison of life to a running race. In Acts 20:24 Paul says ,“. . . if only I may finish the race and complete the task the Lord Jesus has given me – the task of testifying to the gospel of God’s grace.” In Hebrews 12:1 we read, “. . . let us throw off everything that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles us, and let us run with perseverance the race marked out for us.”  In 2 Timothy 4:7 Paul says, “I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith.” And in 1 Corinthians 9:24-27 we have perhaps the most famous verses of all where Paul says, “Do you not know that in a race all the runners run, but only one gets the prize? Run in such a way as to get the prize. Everyone who competes in the games goes into strict training. They do it to get a crown that will not last, but we do it to get a crown that will last forever. Therefore I do not run like a man beating the air, No, 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.”
It is clear that Paul thought there were lessons to be learned by looking at the sport of track. Paul would have been familiar in his day with the Olympic Games that we know so well. The first Olympics were held in 776BC in Greece, according to most authorities. Paul was highly educated and he often traveled to Greece. It is even possible that he may have attended one of the Olympic Games, which were held, then as now, every four years.

The first race to be run in the Olympics was a 600 foot sprint. In fact, in the early years it was the only race that was held. Slowly other races and events were added to the games including races of 200 and 400 meters, which still are among the most popular running events. Competition was gradually added in other events such as the javelin, discus, long jump, shot put, boxing, and wrestling. The marathon race that we often associate with Olympic running wasn’t actually added until modern times in 1896.

Anyone who has served as a judge at a track meet and who has had to try and select the runners positions as they hit the finish line knows how difficult it is to determine the winner, if the race is close. This is true particularly in the sprints where several runners may hit the finish line close together straining and leaning to be the first over the line. Somewhere in track history officials decided it would be helpful to have a line or tape across the finish line so it would be easier to tell who had hit the finish line first. Thus in modern running events from the sprints to the marathon we have a tape stretched across the finish line and the first runner to break the tape is the winner.

Hitting the tape is the goal of every runner because it is only the winner who gets to hit it and break it. In Paul’s use of racing as a metaphor for life, hitting or breaking the tape is finishing the race or the end of life.

Paul in 1 Corinthians 9:24-27 above enjoins us to prepare and live our lives as a champion runner does through extensive training and preparation. He then suggests we run our races with everything we have in order to win the prize that awaits the winner.

There is a lesson to be learned here from the sport of track that is particularly applicable to Christians and their senior years. Track coaches will tell you that for a runner to do their best and to maximize their efforts they have to run thru the tape not just to the tape. A good runner will not let up until they are across the finish line and not a second before. 

Runners are taught to run the hardest at two points in a race. They drive hard out of the starting blocks running as fast as they can at the beginning in order to build up their speed. Runners are then taught to run to maintain that speed; some coaches call it floating or coasting, while conserving some of their energy. They are then instructed to wait until they near the finish line to give the balance of the race the best effort they can as they drive to the tape with their final burst of speed and energy. In short, the hardest running is done at the beginning and at the end of the race, and the race ends beyond the tape not at the tape.

The problem with just running to the tape is that the runner will inevitably let up a bit before the tape because they know they have the speed to cross the finish line. Letting up near the finish line has cost many good runners first place, as a runner who didn’t let up drove by them at the last second for first place. Coaches will often tell their runners to make sure they “leave it all on the track.” This means the runners need to hit the tape having given the race all the energy they can muster. They are taught to go thru the tape not just to it.

Runners who try to run as hard as they can every step of the way find that about mid-race they will find their energy resources depleting. They will slow, and not have a closing burst of speed to take them thru the tape. It is in pacing himself/herself that the runner gets a maximum return on their energy resource and this allows them to finish fast. We’ll explore further in the chapters ahead how this truth applies to life as well as to racing.

So how does this all relate to Christians and to the end of life? It is my contention that Christians have by and large accepted a view of retirement, and the end of life, that is not Christian and has been, in fact, imposed by a secular society. It has been accepted without thinking. It is a view that accepts the idea that we can stop running before we get to the tape and just take it easy to the finish line.

Much of this misunderstanding comes from our society and our social security system and related programs. Society says, in effect, that when we reach 65 we should stop work, relax, slow down, and enjoy the final days of our lives. That’s not the message we get from Paul’s metaphor about life. 

In our society we have come to believe that when we reach 65 or so we have earned the right to take it easy the rest of our lives. It should be noted that when the Social Security Act of 1935 was passed we were in the industrial age and much of the work was done in factories and involved hard physical labor. We are now in the information age where most of the work is done with our minds and much of the heavy work left is done with machines often controlled by computers. The old concept of retirement is outdated particularly for Christians.

It should also be noted that when the Social Security Act was passed the life expectancy was only 62. It is now 78 and rising. One expert predicted a life expectancy of 125 by the year 2050; it’s arguably possible, although the Bible says in Genesis 6:3 that our days will be limited to 120 years. 

Just today in the newspaper I read about a new substance discovered in red wine that seems to improve heart tissue and extend life. Another article suggests a number of medical breakthroughs are on the way to increase life expectancy even more. In short, our society generally accepts the idea that at 65 people have the right to stop working and to live the rest of their lives at leisure. Most people in the early days did not even live to collect social security and most had jobs involving hard physical labor difficult to perform with the declining physical abilities of old age. But we are in a new age. Now people have many years still to live after 65, and the number of them is rising.

At 65 seniors today have a life expectancy of another 13+ years and this period is increasing. In 1900 life expectancy in the USA was only 47 years. In 100 years we have added 30 years to life expectancy. We now know that if we follow good health principles we can stay active and productive well into our 80s and beyond. How then should we use these years? When does the race end? Where’s the tape? Does a Christian have the option of stopping running and walking to the finish line? I believe the Apostle Paul would say we need to run hard thru the tape and that wasting 15 or more years at leisure at the end is not a viable option for the Christian.

But don’t we deserve some leisure? If we’ve worked hard all of our life and served the Lord faithfully, haven’t we earned a rest? Don’t we lose energy and physical and mental capabilities as we age? These are valid questions, and we’ll deal with all of them in this book.

Paul would say, however, “Run thru the tape.” He would say God never requires us to do anything that we can’t do. I believe the Apostle Paul would refer us to the words of Jesus himself where in Matthew 11:28-30 Jesus says, “Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your soul. For my yoke is easy and my burden is light.” God’s burden is light and we’ll find as we explore these issues further in this book that it is in following an active Christ centered life in old age that we can prosper mentally, physically, and spiritually as never before, and have a peace and joy in our senior years that few experience.

Can anyone imagine the Apostle Paul or any of the apostles retiring? If Jesus had lived would he have retired? How about Mother Teresa, Billy Graham, or any other great Christian? Bill Bright, the founder of Campus Crusade for Christ International, died at 82 a few years ago. He died of a debilitating disease called pulmonary fibrosis which gradually eliminated his capacity to breathe. Bill hauled an oxygen tank around with him to meetings and conferences and gave stirring speeches until he was bed ridden at the end. On his death bed Bill said God had given him a message for Christian seniors as follows: “No matter what your age or health, your loving Father has work for you to do.” Bill said even on our death beds we can pray for others. Bill Bright ran a great race right to the end. I believe he ran thru the tape and right into the arms of Jesus who said to him, “Well done good and faithful servant – nice race.”
But why run hard to the end if we don’t have too? I believe there are three compelling reasons. First, as Bill Bright rightly says above, if we are still breathing God must have work for us to do. God expects us to use our gifts to the end. Secondly, we will be healthier and happier seniors, if we are actively serving our God. Thirdly, we will be rewarded by God in the life beyond for what we achieve here. We read in II Corinthians 5:10, “For we must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ, that each one might receive what is due him for the things done while in the body, whether good or bad.” 

As Christians we believe there are really two judgments awaiting us at the end of our lives. One relates to salvation and the other to rewards for our works. If we believe in Jesus Christ and his atoning work, and have prayed the sinner’s prayer, we will achieve salvation, but there is also a judgment about our works and rewards in heaven for accomplishments in our Christian life here.

The parable of the talents is particularly appropriate here. You’ll recall in the latter part of the book of Matthew Jesus was teaching about the end times and what will happen when life on earth ends. It is in that context that Jesus gives us The Parable of the Talents (Matthew 25:14-30). The two faithful servants in the parable, though differing in talents (one had five and the other two), were both rewarded because they had been productive and had used their talents to produce more. The third servant buried his one talent and was punished because he had not used it in his master’s interest. I believe resting on the oars, living life at leisure, and retiring from God’s work after we reach typical retirement years, is the equivalent of burying our talent. We may still get to heaven but our coach will not be pleased and the rewards we could have had for eternity will be significantly less. That’s why running thru the tape is so important, particularly in a society that is constantly adding time to our lives. We have the opportunity to lay up for ourselves treasures in heaven. Why not take advantage of it?  I believe our heavenly coach is saying to us, “Don’t leave any treasures on the table,” the same as a track coach says to his runners, “Leave it all on the track.”
The balance of this book will provide information on how to finish our races with a burst of energy that will take us thru the tape and into the arms of Jesus. Next we’ll look at some other things the Bible says about old age and how we should handle it.
� All sayings at the beginning of chapters are from one of Dr. Harvey’s four “701 Sentence Sermon” books published by Kregel Publications of Grand Rapids, Michigan.





