"Why Do I Run?"

George Sheehan started writing a weekly column about running in his local newspaper in 1968.  25 years and hundreds of columns later, he was widely regarded as a "philosopher" of the sport.  It wasn't that he gave any magical training advice or coached any athletes to the Olympics.  In fact, he only started running at the age of 45.  But he was a great writer.  On the surface, he wrote of running--of training, racing, winning and losing.  Deeper down, he wrote of life--life through sweat, life through pain, life through success and failure.

In 1986, Dr. Sheehan was diagnosed with terminal prostate cancer.  By the time it was discovered it had spread to his bones.  A competitor to the core, he continued to run until his legs could no longer carry him.  During this time, he wrote his final book, Going the Distance, in which he turned his insight on running toward the topic of dying.  The book was published shortly after his death.  In it, there is an essay entitled "Why Do I Run?".  This struck me as somewhat amazing, as it was likely one of the last essays he ever wrote.  Surely, I thought, in 25 years of writing, he would have beaten this dead horse into the ground.  After all, its a pretty fundamental question, and has to be the most popular question that non-runners ask to runners.  At the same time, I realized that in my 12 years of running, I didn't have a good answer to this question for myself.

One night a couple months after Nick's death, Chris and I were on a run discussing this exact subject.  Why are we doing this, every day, day in day out?  We train, we race, we improve, and yet the only thing we can think about is training longer, racing faster, and improving even more.  Every time we achieve a goal, a new one is already in place.  We will never be "the best", and likely never close to it--genetics decided that for us before we were born.  And even if we were, it's next to impossible to make a living off of running.  Plus, the time commitment can be overwhelming.  Most marathoners at or above our level put in 80, 90, and even 100 miles per week.  Sure, the fitness aspect is great, but we could get that with a quarter of the effort.  As Chris pointed out, maybe our time would be better spent investing in other people, like Nick did, instead of investing in ourselves.  

The truth is that Chris may be right.  Running is, to some extent, a selfish endeavor.  I don't run for world peace, or to save the rainforest.  I run for myself.  Sure I could stop running.  I'd detrain in 2 months, and maybe I'd fill out a little.  I'd have more time to dedicate to work, and more time for extracurriculars.  Maybe I'd meet some new people, and eventually touch their lives in a meaningful way.  It would bring some balance to my life.

Since Nick's death, I've started to equate the "right" way to live with how Nick lived, and the "wrong" way to live as the way Nick didn't live.  I read a phrase in Sheehan's writing quoted from Ireneus, an early church father.  In the movie of Nick's life, it could be the tagline: "The glory of God is man fully functioning."  No one can question that Nick burned brightly, always firing on all cylinders.  He was fully engaged in the parts of his life that mattered most to him.  It was his endearing quality, and from him I learned it is the first step towards truly being happy.  Once you are living at the peak of your potential, everything else will fall into place. 

The last phrase of Sheehan's essay sums up his belief: "I run so I do not lose the me I was yesterday and the me I might become tomorrow."  Sometime along the way, I became a runner.  I don't know if it was the first time I went out for a jog, the first time I raced, my first marathon, or maybe even the first time I thought about why I run.  But I can look back at the road behind me and see my progression, my growth, both as a runner and a person.  And I can look at the road ahead and see impossible dreams, never-ending goals, and huge challenges.  There are two choices: I can either stop, or I can keep going.  If I stop running, I will lose that which I have defined as me.  I will burn a little less brightly.  I will gain balance, but I will cease to be fully functional.  And so my choice is clear. 

"We are all unique, never-to-be-repeated events", Sheehan wrote.  His goal was to be the best George Sheehan possible.  I strive to follow his lead, to be an active participant in my own life.  So when that day comes that I have to look back, whether it is tomorrow, next year, or 50 years from now, I will know that I put it all out there.  That is why I run. 

