Encourage One Another
From the Guardian: 5 August 1992 “Before Redmond’s hamstring gave out, he had felt
confident. “Everything clicked,” he said…. What got him up from the track after his collapse
– “and I got up quicker than I got out of my blocks” – was the sight of a Red Cross worker
with a stretcher. “I said to myself: ‘There’s no way I’m going to be stretchered out of these
Olympics.’ I didn’t know where I was. I really, really believed I could still qualify.” And so he
set off limping along the track into a sporting legend. His father Jimmy, who supported his
son on his way, had to overcome what his son called “an obstacle course of his own” in
order to get on to the track.
“You don’t have to put yourself through this,” Jimmy told Derek, but nonetheless carried on
warding off officials for as long as his son wanted to remain on the track. “I’d never heard
my dad using four-letter words,” Derek said. “I learned a few new ones.” Jimmy told his son
to stop, in case the injury might heal in time for him to compete in the relay. Derek refused.
“Well then,” Jimmy said, “we’re going to finish this together.” And finish it they did, slowly,
and with the Derek’s anguish becoming visibly greater with every pace.”
BBC Sport ESPN, the worldwide TV sports channel calls it one of the 100 greatest moments
in sports history. It may be but it is also an amazing example of encouragement. It was
Derek Redmond’s dream to win an Olympic medal in the 400 metre race. In the semifinals
of the 1992 Olympics in Barcelona, in front of 65,000 people Derek feels his right hamstring
give way. He hops around and then collapses. In incredible pain, Derek realizes his Olympic
dreams are lost, but is determined to finish the race. He pulls himself up, and hobbles down
the track. With tears streaming down his cheeks he refuses to surrender. With about 120
metres to go Jimmy, his Dad reaches his son. In an unforgettable moment, Jimmy tells
Derek, “I’m here, son,” as he took Derek in his arms and says, “We’ll finish together.” 65,000
fans were on their feet cheering and crying. A couple of feet from the finish line, with the
crowd in an absolute frenzy, Jimmy let go so his son could cross the finish line by himself.
Encouragement, literally interpreting Paul’s use of the Greek word ‘parakaleo’ means ‘to
come along side of, to stand with’ and this story is such a perfect example. You encourage
someone when you come alongside them and help carry the load, you help them keep
going. You guide them in which way to go. In his 1st Epistle to the Thessalonians Paul writes:
‘God did not appoint us to suffer wrath but to receive salvation through our Lord Jesus
Christ. He died for us so that, whether we are awake or asleep, we may live together with
him. Therefore encourage one another and build each other up.’
While teaching a young lad called Sam, how to do the back dive, the coach had the following
conversation. The lad is standing with his back facing the swimming pool:
Sam: It's scary.

Coach: Yes, its scary.

Sam: This is hard.

Coach: Yes, its hard.

Sam: Boy, is this scary!

Coach: Very!

Sam: This is really hard!

Coach. Very hard.

Sam gets enough courage to try, and he does the back dive. After he gets out of the water,
he is beaming and exclaims:
Sam: I did it!

Coach: Yes, you did it!

After practicing a few more times, Sam (says proudly): I can be a showoff! Coach: Yes you
can. The coach just agreed with him all the time. He didn’t say, “No it’s not hard, don’t be
silly.” After the dive, he emphasised "Yes, Sam, you did it." From his experience Sam feels
successful, concluding for himself in his own mind, that because he did something that was
in his estimation, "scary" and "hard" that he is "terrific!" The coach didn’t say "Terrific!" Sam
says it to himself "I am terrific!"
The Christian encouragement that Paul emphasises so much is not particularly about making
people feel terrific but it is about making them feel that, through their faith they can make a
difference to people and they can demonstrate their faith in many ways. That may well be
hard, even scary! Like Sam, it may well take us out of our comfort zone. Christian
encouragement, as with any encouragement, fosters independence, supports those that try,
emphasises real and specific contributions and focuses on joy and effort. And Paul realised
that was so important to the early Church. Without encouragement people feel unloved,
unimportant, useless, forgotten. Paul knew that the early Christians in Thessalonica,
Ephesus and Corinth, for example, were in need of grace-filled reminders, so he called on
them to encourage each other every day. Christian encouragement isn’t focused on
complementing someone’s clothes or telling them how good their homemade cakes taste,
important as this encouragement is. Paul refers to Christian encouragement - shared with
the hope that it will lift someone’s heart toward God. In the New Testament Letters the
main word translated as ‘encouragement’ is used 80 times. Paul wanted it to be THE most
practical way that Christians express love to one another. He knew that the early Christians
were living under intense pressure—not just normal pressures of everyday life but also in
serving Christ in an environment which was openly hostile. Through this encouragement,
Paul wanted to communicate God's truth in ways that personally strengthened others to
follow God’s ways - that is how the Church survived and then flourished.
Jesus, too, has a unique way of seeing value and potential in people that they cannot see for
themselves. In John’s Gospel Andrew, Peter's brother, tells his brother that he has found the
Messiah and he brings him to Jesus. We are told that “Jesus looked at him,” but John
doesn't use the normal verb for “look” here. He uses a word that means “gaze intently
into.” Jesus peers into Peter's inner being, as it were, sizes him up—and then says: “You are
Simon son of John; you shall be called Peter, 'the Rock.” Jesus won Peter's heart. He knew
the person that Peter had the potential to become and was determined to encourage him
to be so. We all would like a relationship with someone who knows our worst flaws and
weaknesses, but who loves us as we are and, more importantly, sees our potential and
encourages us to use it. No one else does this like Jesus. Encouragement was at the centre
of Jesus’ relationship with other people and it is through his thoughts, words and actions
that he revealed that people mattered to him. To him it WAS all about inclusiveness,
appreciation and acceptance - today, not sometime soon when it feels right.

The New Testament reveals that encouragement was a regular part of the early church’s
life. They shared words of scripture with each other to spur each other on in faith, hope, joy,
perseverance and the certainty of Christ’s return. Paul says, to the Thessalonians that we
‘are all children of the light and children of the day. We do not belong to the night or to the
darkness.’ While we wait for ‘the day of the Lord that will come like a thief in the night,’ we
should get on encouraging one another. People often only connect God’s Holy Spirit with
big signs, wonders and miracles. But when we truly encourage one another, we show God’s
Holy Spirit working in us and through us, in everything that we do, every day.
A true story that I have used a few times in sermons at Christmas Midnight Mass involves a
story of a young orphan boy, living in the orphanage. For the first time he was to spend
Christmas away from the orphanage. On arriving at the home where he was to spend
Christmas he was so scared he rushed into the bedroom and crawled under the bed. He
refused to move however much the family he was staying with called, pleaded, encouraged
him to come out and join them. The mum could have, of course, got hold of him and
dragged him out but that wasn’t her way. She wanted the boy to feel safe enough to come
out from under the bed himself. After a while and in some desperation, Mum laid down flat
on the floor and squeezed under the bed, so she could lay alongside the frightened boy. She
lay there holding his hand. That was enough. The boy knew that this mum could and would
meet him at his level and lie beside him, down there, underneath the bed. With that he
came out from under the bed and joined the family for Christmas.
I have used this story at Christmas because I believe that the birth of baby Jesus shows us
that God came into our world to live alongside of us. Through the Holy Spirit, he remains by
our side. When Jesus called the Holy Spirit, the Comforter, He is saying that the Holy Spirit is
the one who comes alongside us, stands with us, and helps us to build ourselves up and
move on. That’s what encouragement does. That, Paul says, is what we should be offering
to each other every day.
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