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Pop Quiz: I’m going to say the name of a notable athlete, and I want you to see what images pop up. 
 
First, Usain Bolt. If you watched the 2016 Rio Olympics, you may be thinking now of the fastest 
man in the world, smiling at the camera during the 100m semi-final as he dominated his opponents. 
That man runs so fast, the other runners look like they’re walking. 
 
Okay, the next one is also an Olympian, but you may have to go deeper into your memory. Kerri 
Strug. I remember watching her on TV at the 1996 Olympics in Atlanta during the vault competition 
in gymnastics. She sprained her ankle badly on her first attempt and limped off of the mat. She was 
sure she couldn’t go on, but to clinch the gold, she need one more go which she executed perfectly, 
saluted the judges, and then collapsed onto the ground in pain. Even if you don’t remember the 
vault, you probably remember her receiving her gold in the arms of her coach because she was in 
too much pain to walk. 
 
How about Billie Jean King? During her tennis career she won 39 Grand Slam titles, but she’s 
probably best remembered for beating former number 1 tennis player Bobby Riggs in 3 sets during 
the much-hyped Battle of the Sexes, a $100k winner-take-all tennis match that captivated one of the 
largest audiences in television history. 
 
Okay, two more: Nikki Hamblin and Abbey D’Agostino. 
 
Not ringing a bell? Let me tell you about them. 
 
During the Rio Olympics, three-thousand meters into their qualifying heat for the 5000 meter race, 
D’Agostino clipped Hamblin’s heel, and both of them fell to the ground. D’Agostino got up, ready 
to chase down the pack, hoping that her chance to qualify for a final wasn’t lost, but then turned 
around and saw that Hamblin wasn’t getting up, having hurt her ankle. For both of them, this was 
their chance for Olympic success. But instead of taking off, they both stopped, ending their Olympic 
hopes, helping each other to the finish line. They didn’t qualify for the finals, and it was the end of 
their time in Rio. 
 
The New York Times’ account of the race talked about how it warmed the hearts of spectators, and 
the exemplification of Olympic sportsmanship. If you’re like me, you love this story and stories like 
it. It feels like the heart of Olympics, and the true measure of competition. 
 
But let me ask you this. Did you know their names? And in 20 years, will you remember their story? 
Probably not. I imagine I won’t. We’ll remember Usain and Kerri and Billie Jean, but we won’t 
remember Nikki and Abbey, and for one simple fact. They lost. There were no Olympic medals, no 
eventual triumph against the odds. Just simple good sportsmanship and common human decency. 
We admire them, perhaps we would even like to emulate them, but it’s the winners who get the gold 
medals. It’s the winners who making the rounds on the morning talk shows. It’s the winners who get 
to go on the front of the Wheaties box. It’s the winners who get the glory, not the losers. 
 



 

 

Glory, I think for many of us, is something we desire and yet think perhaps we ought not to. 
Although we admire the character of Nikki and Abbey, our hearts really want to have a gold medal 
around our necks. I imagine for the church that first read John’s Gospel, that basic tension and that 
urge for glory was on their minds, and so the passage that we just read must have sounded exciting. 
It seems to be transfixed by glory. Six times Jesus speaks about glory—his own glory, and the glory 
of his father. Just reading this passage, it’s easy to get caught up in the imagery of glory, imagining 
Jesus in his glorious reign over all the earth. We hear Handel’s Hallelujah, “and he shall reign forever 
and ever.” The glory we imagine is the glory of winning, with thoughts of Jesus’s victory over sin, 
death, and the gates of hell. “We are more than conquerors through Christ who gives us strength!” 
Jesus seems to be glorified because he’s a winner, and our hearts sing a song of victory. 
 
But is he really a winner? Are we sure this is the victory we desire? If we situate ourselves in the 
moment in the gospel when Jesus speaks these words about his glory, we remember that it’s during 
the Passover, and that he and his disciples are in the upper room. He has washed their feet, he has 
taught them their last formal lesson, and these words we read today are his prayer just before he’s 
arrested in the garden. If the glory that Jesus speaks of is the glory of his reign, then he’s picked a 
poor time, because what comes next is anything but glorious—he’s put on trial, mocked, beaten, and 
in a final humiliation of his power, publicly executed. 
 
John is a clever author. Although Jesus uses the word glory in a seemingly conventional way, we find 
out shortly through the narrative that the glory he is referring to will begin that very evening in the 
garden of Gethsemane. The glory in the Gospel of John doesn’t refer to Jesus’s eventual reign or 
even his resurrection. John is twisting the meaning of the word on its head, and that Jesus’s glory is 
in fact manifest in his crucifixion, and the cross itself will be his royal throne. 
 
Maybe the story has become too commonplace for us, but on that day, by any commonly accepted 
standard, Jesus wasn’t a winner, and the glory he received wasn’t glorious at all. He lost, and he lost 
badly. His movement was squashed, his disciples distraught and scattered, and the only glory that 
was to be beheld was the brutal glory of the Roman Empire who held the power of life and death. 
 
Of course the story didn’t end there, but it didn’t skip over it either. It’s the place the Gospel writer 
points us to, saying this, yes, this agonizing defeat is the glory by which Jesus will glorify his Father. 
It bears remembering that Jesus distinctly didn’t want this fate that was his to bear. Twice he asks his 
father if it can pass from him. He perspires blood. He cries out in despair. This is not the way heroes 
go to their deaths. If this is the glory Jesus speaks of, then I want very little of it. 
 
But as Christians, we don’t simply behold Jesus; we follow him. And so this defeat means both good 
and bad news for us. It’s good news, because he bore the weight of sin on his body so that we might 
be free. But it doesn’t feel like awfully good news when we find out that the path of discipleship also 
goes through the cross, that Jesus promised that his apostles would be killed, and that his followers 
would be reviled. If Jesus found a moment of defeat in the cross, then we might reasonably begin to 
believe that Jesus’s defeat might mean ours as well. 
 
Discipleship, as far as Jesus is concerned, specifically means not skipping over to the good part, but 
going through the hard part too, and the hard part means losing, as far as the world is concerned. 
Though it may seem absurd to intentionally lose, I think we intuitively understand what this might 
mean, because Jesus’s loss isn’t a senseless one. He doesn’t recklessly throw himself toward the 
cross. If anything, his prayer confirms that he lost for the sake of faith, that obedience to God was 



 

 

so opposed to obedience to the Romans or the religious council that it was going to unavoidably 
look like losing.  
 
So what does it look like to lose faithfully? What does it mean to lose not for the sake of losing, but 
for the sake of obedience to the Gospel? 
 
You and I probably won’t find ourselves in the qualifying heat for the Olympics, pulling a 
competitor off the ground, sacrificing your own race. But there are times when a good deed and a 
commitment to what is right becomes courageous because it means loss. 
 
Though it may seem trivial, the loss of recognition, much like our forgotten Olympic runners, can 
be painful. It’s entirely normal that we should hope to even have a small share of recognition for 
going above and beyond, for serving when nobody asked. Think about those who care for loved 
ones who are aging or ill, or the people who do the hard research and watch while somebody else 
goes out and get the credit—we know that working selflessly is the right thing to do, but we 
wouldn’t mind if somebody noticed. But one of the problems with a purely selfless act is that it 
stings a little bit to give a pure gift with nobody to see or remember or even give knowing nod. 
What account is your good work credited to if nobody notices? 
 
Or perhaps you’ve had to stand up and speak truth in an uncomfortable situation. Standing up to 
your boss to point out a wrong, or confronting a family member who needs to be held to account. 
Most people, instead of getting an award for their bravery and being thanked, suffer consequences—
the loss of a job, respect, power, even a relationship. And yet there are times when we do these 
things anyway, something inside urging us to set things right in spite of the consequences. 
 
And this weekend, it’s hard not to think about those who have died for their country, those who lost 
something infinitely precious, and whose loved ones pray that the victory of peace might vindicate 
their devotion that cost them their very lives. The courage to lay one’s life down is the courage to 
accept the ultimate personal defeat as a victory for something larger, whether they are soldiers or 
foreign aid workers or the White Helmets in Syria or anybody else who, given the choice, goes 
towards the dangers for the sake of others, not away. But especially for those who are left behind, 
there remains a wound which is not quite ever forgotten. 
 
There are more ways than these to lose faithfully for the sake of the gospel. If the end were just loss, 
though, I wouldn’t have much in the way of good news to share. So let me shift, though, from 
focusing on the loss, to focusing on what it means to be faithful in it. Because Jesus didn’t go to the 
cross with a wink and a nod, as if the resurrection would be part two of his great magic trick. He 
went to the cross obediently with a profound faith that God would raise him up, and that the 
promises of God are stronger than any earthly power. 
 
The loss that we are to bear in faith is a sort that the great writer Frederick Buechner called the 
“magnificent defeat” —magnificent because it pulls away everything extraneous, any sense of self-
accomplishment we might have and leaves behind nothing but raw faith—trust that the God who 
made you will bring you to a glory that cannot be hammered out of gold or silver. The prophets of 
old knew this defeat intimately, even accusing God of deception as they suffered to follow God’s 
command and declare a word of truth. Their reward would never come in full, but only in the faith 
that God would vindicate their words as true. 
 



 

 

The gift of faith may be one of the most dangerous gifts to ask for, because in order to receive it 
fully, in order to stand on faith alone, we must be willing to lose everything. Not recklessly, but with 
an understanding that to do what we ought to do, to follow Jesus as a disciple, will mean frustration, 
disappointment, sacrifice—in short, losing. 
 
I have one final consolation: we’re not called to lose alone, but called together to be faithful. So 
when it’s time to lose for the sake of the Gospel, know that here, in this place, you are surrounded 
by a cloud of witnesses who can say with certainty that God will vindicate our faithfulness and lead 
us to that promised glory on the other side of defeat. So in the meantime, let’s give encouragement 
to one another, urging each other on to do what is hard, to do what gets us in trouble, to put others 
before ourselves, and to stand on the promises of faith together. Amen. 


