5.


Andrew Pike Coaching
SO, WHAT ARE YOU PROUD OF?
Two weeks ago saw the 83rd running of the annual Comrades Marathon, in my view the world's greatest sporting testament to the power of the human spirit.  Granted, the Tour de France goes on for longer, climbs massive mountains and requires superhuman effort.  However, the competitors are all elite athletes.  The Comrades Marathon is an 88 km (55 mile) foot race between Durban and Pietermaritzburg (South Africa) which attracts up to 15,000 competitors per year, from the most highly trained elite athletes to the rank and file ordinary man in the street runners.  Athletes have 12 hours within which to finish the race.  I have never heard someone say that it was easy.  Given that the winner will usually cross the finish line in under 5 1/2 hours, the difference between first and last runner is enormous.

As it happened, on the same day as the Marathon I was completing a profile for Facebook which included a question: "What is your proudest achievement?"  Now we all know that "pride goes before a fall", but I have always thought of that in the context of a type of arrogant pride.  Often, when we forget our humility and humanity, Life will take the opportunity to wake us up and remind us of who we are.

There is another type of pride, however, which is the pride that keeps us grounded in our esteem, which affirms who we really are and on which we can build our lives.  I was unhesitatingly able to answer the question as follows: "My silver medal in the Comrades Marathon." When I ran the Comrades Marathon for the third time in 1986, I earned a silver medal.  This signified that I had completed the race in less than 7 1/2 hours, a major achievement for any runner.  

Now, I have done a lot of things in my life and achieved an awful lot, so what led me to conclude that this lone act was my proudest moment?  All moments in our lives have meaning for us.  Sometimes the meanings we place on those moments are unpleasant, whilst at other times those moments and events have wonderful meanings for us.  In my view, when we assess why it is that we are proud of particular events or achievements in our lives, it is important to look behind those events to see what they really meant for us and how they moved us forward in our lives.
In order to complete 88 km, the first thing that you require is total commitment.  This is not something that you wake up and decide to do on a whim.  Unless you have a good base behind you and six months of planning and committed training, the Comrades Marathon is not going to happen.  Going hand in hand with the commitment is the discipline that is required.  It takes discipline to rise at 5 a.m. and head out into dark, cold streets in order to fit in 12 or so kilometres before breakfast.  It takes discipline to ensure that you run 80, 100, 120 km or whatever you set yourself each week for six months.  It takes discipline to eat the right foods and do whatever is necessary to keep yourself well and your immune system healthy in the lead up to this race.

Taking on the Comrades Marathon also requires courage.  I used to run short distances (up to 15 km) without too much difficulty.  When I was at University, a few friends and I agreed to take on a standard Marathon (26 miles).  With a few shortish runs and a season of rugby training under our belts, we undertook this monster.  By the time I had reached 20 miles I was in extreme discomfort, trundling along at half the speed at which I had started and feeling very sorry for myself.  I finally completed the race, full of blisters, sore feet, aching muscles and an array of other physical discomforts.  The idea of completing double the distance, and then a bit more, was beyond my wildest imagination.  I could not understand how anyone could complete a Comrades Marathon.  So, when I finally committed to running one myself a couple of years later, that was one of the bravest decisions I had ever taken, because 88 km just looked like a black hole of impossible suffering.  Taking that on voluntarily took some courage.  Even as I lined up to run my first Comrades Marathon, I found it hard to get my mind round completing a distance which I had never previously run.

For me, the last third of the Comrades Marathon was not so much about suffering, but about how I (and those around me) responded in the face of suffering. Typically, the longest training run prior to the Comrades Marathon is usually about two thirds of the full distance.  Beyond that, the body does not really know what to expect.  And typically, the body starts to experience some interesting changes as lactate levels rise.  For me, my drinks started to taste better, my legs got stiffer and stiffer, sometimes I would start to shiver and shake, I would feel too tired to drink, but know that failing to drink could cause enormous physical damage.  It was also easy to go inwards, feel sorry for myself and forget about the similar plight of those around me.  In those circumstances, when my feet ached every time I put them down on the rough, hard road, when my muscles were crying out for me to take a walk and my mind was not cleared to deal with the discomfort,  the question becomes: "And how will I now be?"  In that darkness, I discovered a resilience in myself, a determination to make it through to the finish line.  I also found it in myself to speak to and support my fellow travellers.  I was able to feel compassion with and for those who were faring worse than I was and for me to be able to support them out of a complete place of humility.  I have seen others in the race physically carrying their struggling companions, and yet others falling across the finish line on all fours.

In my third attempt at the race, I ran a silver medal.  It called forth in and revealed to me qualities which I had always suspected were there, but needed to be tested under the most intense of circumstances.  I discovered my commitment, my personal discipline, my resilience, my humility, my humanity, my ability to keep connecting with my fellow human beings, even in the face of intense suffering.

When I finished the race and realised what I had achieved, I fell into Kazalette's arms and burst into tears, discovering my vulnerability in the heat of one of the most intense battles I had ever waged.  There were times in the race when I had felt like giving up, forgetting about the quest for the silver medal and just taking a walk like all around me, but those testing moments had revealed to me the power of choice which was available to me.  All of us have the gift of choice and we are choosing every moment of our lives.  Sometimes the challenge is to choose the path less trodden rather than the route of least resistance.  Choosing the rocky path may be tough, may require courage, may be challenging, but often times it will deliver you to a place that you had only imagined might exist.  
Yes, I am extremely proud of my silver medal, but not because it meant that I beat another 10,000 people: that is not what it is about.  I'm proud because it revealed my potential and my true human spirit.

When next you consider what it is that makes you proud, look behind the event and see what it reveals about you.
In my up-coming web-based course, "I Create my Life", you will learn some of the tools that I have to offer to help make your life more pro-active, to help you deal with the blows that Life brings that can knock you off purpose and to get a handle on living the life you choose.  You will also have the opportunity to get one-on-one coaching with me as support for your evolution.  Sound interesting?  Watch this space for details and please pass it on to your friends. 

Feel free to leave your comments on the Discussion Forum page.
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