Get Busy Biking

Mark Spurlock

Cyclists consider the 5K a short race in which riders must go all out with little time for strategy or need for shifting gears. It's not surprising, therefore, that motivated “seniors” like John LaMacchia are attracted to the event's length and pace. LaMacchia doesn't want to downshift.

His philosophy: “It’s better to look back on life when you're 100 years old and say, I can’t believe I did that—instead of saying, I wish I'd done that.” In other words and as Red (Morgan Freeman) puts it in The Shawshank Redemption, “Get busy living, or get busy dying.”

At age 55 but carrying the muscle-mass ratio of a much younger man, the Vine Middle School music director is only a little more than halfway to his 100-year goal of finally relaxing, coasting, and looking back on all that he's contributed. To listen to LaMacchia talk is to hear a man above all driven by his heart and his faith. When he chose to race in this year's Tennessee State Championship Senior Olympics 5K Cycling Time Trial in Franklin (Tennessee), he did so for many reasons but primarily to raise money and awareness for his preferred charity: Knoxville's Redeeming Hope Ministries.

“My wife and I go to Redeemer Church on the UT campus,” he says. “I'm friends with [Redeeming Hope's Executive Director] Eddie Young. We are called to care for the poor, so there was a perfect link between this race and the ministry. That's the whole focus of the whole thing.”

Redeeming Hope Ministries is located in the Fort Sanders area, where it serves “the most radically underprivileged and transient homeless of Knoxville.” In helping the homeless, RHM uses a holistic approach that addresses not only the financial and physical needs of those it serves, but also emphasizes their spiritual, emotional, and relational needs. Because of its proximity to campus, RHM often attracts young, UT student volunteers whose youth and optimism contrast markedly with the older, more worldly outlook of the chronically homeless.

Consequently, almost since its official establishment in 2009, RHM has employed athleticism and sports as tools both to motivate the homeless toward healthier lifestyles and goal-setting, and to raise its profile in the community. In 2011, Lady Vol track athlete, UT Torchbearer, and the ministry's current Website organizer Chelsea Knotts created a running club for RHM. As well as medical physicals, RHM began securing athletic clothing and equipment from Fleet Feet and Runners Market for the half-dozen or so homeless participants in the club. This past November, the ministry held its second annual Running With Hope 5K, all proceeds from which went to support RHM's activities—such as “Food in the Fort,” which distributes groceries in urban Knoxville and also helps operate a community garden.

A second high-profile activity is RHM's street paper, The Amplifier. In 2010 RHM launched The Amplifier “to give voice and economic opportunity to those living beyond the margins of our community and to address the social issues that affect them.” A common sight since The Amplifier's launch—especially in downtown Knoxville—is area homeless selling the paper as a way of helping support themselves. Destitute vendors offer a copy of the paper for a suggested donation of $1, while paying RHM only 25 cents per copy to help defray the cost of its production.

The Amplifier is part of RHM's meeting of community relational needs, building “a bridge between the very poor and the wider public by helping people...understand the personal stories of those on the lowest rung of the economic ladder.” Pastor Young believes the newspaper is essential to telling the other side of the story that most media overlooks in favor of stereotypes and myths. Within its pages, he advocates for “housing first” principles: that the beginning step of rehabilitation is to get an individual off the street and into his or her own dwelling (not just an emergency shelter), where a human being can live with the self-reliance of not needing “another man's permission.”

Besides healthy lifestyles, goal-setting, and self-reliance, a fourth value RHM seeks to cultivate in those it serves is determination, which is something LaMacchia's relentless training embodies. Moreover, LaMacchia feels an urgent need to contribute. Now. Like baseball great Mickey Mantle, who came from a family history of shortened life spans, this father of three has never felt life offers a guarantee of longevity. He has already outlived his mother, who died at 52 of a heart attack. Because of spinal meningitis, his brother spent his entire 16 years of life unable to engage in robust physical activities such as cycling.

LaMacchia grew up loving the sport and once rode across the United States, from California to New Jersey, averaging 70 miles a day for 56 days. “My parents bought me a bike for Christmas when I was 14,” he says.  “And I've been riding ever since. My youngest son told me, 'You really know someone loves to cycle when they ride a 36-pound mountain bike as much as you do.”

That mountain bike, though, which LaMacchia says he has ridden to pieces, was not the caliber of bike needed for a competition like the Senior Olympics. For more competitive equipment, he turned to his friend, Randy Schonagen, at Bearden Bike and Trail. “I didn't have a road bike to compete in the race,” LaMacchia says, “but when I told Randy about Redeeming Hope, he was immediately caught up in trying to help the homeless. He's very community-oriented and wanted to pitch in any way he could.”

Schonagen offered to loan LaMacchia his personal Pinarello to use: “That's the kind of guy Randy is. He wanted to see Redeeming Hope Ministries rocked with donations.” According to LaMacchia, the Pinarello is one of the top two bicycles made in the world, with a value of perhaps $10,000. “It's bred to move,” he says, “Such fast acceleration....It could be ridden in the Tour de France.”

The Lord giveth, the Lord taketh away. As soon as LaMacchia started to train in earnest, he was derailed by a catastrophic injury. “On New Year's Day, I was using my chainsaw when I felt a pain in my back,” he says. “It was annoying, but I kept working. The next morning, I knew something was horrendously wrong.” He had ruptured his L4 disc.

“I could barely move,” he says. “From January 1 to February 8, I was on every form of muscle relaxant you can take, and then I had surgery. After that the doctor told me not to do anything until March 23.” That meant LaMacchia would have exactly three months to train for the race. “By the grace of God,” he says, “I was able to do it.”

Having more than just personal pride at stake helped. LaMacchia knew he couldn't quit a race that had so much—and so many—riding on it and pulling for him. He had no intention of letting the ministry and the homeless down.

The weather the morning of the race was perfect: no rain or wind. With a prayer for safety, strength, and best time possible, LaMacchia set out against the clock and the eight other riders in his heat. “The thing that surprised me first,” he says, recalling the race, “was the level of technology brought to the event.” Though he felt he had the best road bike of the 50 or competitors, many brought time-trial bikes, designed specifically for the type of contest at hand. Even so, “they didn't blow me out of the saddle,” he says. “I knew the course, and I knew what I had to do.”

Unfortunately, on this day, what LaMacchia did would not be enough to medal. Because of the way the Senior Olympics bracket ages, he raced against the three fastest cyclists from the previous year, who had all “graduated” into his age group: “My heat was the fastest of the day, and I finished 10 seconds behind the bronze winner. That was 42 seconds better than my previous best on the course.” His time was 8:36.

Despite the lack of a medal or progress on his aspiration of qualifying for the Senior Olympics, LaMacchia cannot feel his efforts were wasted. “A medal was only one of my goals, and I'm totally at ease,” he says, “I worked hard for a year. We raised a lot of money for Redeeming Hope through our sponsors. We brought awareness and all kinds of media focus—including WBIR and the News Sentinel—to the poor and homeless. That all gives me perspective, and I'm not discouraged. When I think about being at this stage of life and showing others you can still get on a bike and race—you can contribute to your community—I'm grateful for that. So many people aren't able, but I hope my example inspires those who can.”

With a determined attitude, LaMacchia is looking forward to what's next. He may cycle across the US again—this time with his wife, Ann—or he may find another path to the 2015 National Senior Olympics in Minnesota. Whatever happens, he wants to continue to follow the call to be a good steward of his body and employ his in the service of Knoxville's poor via his sponsors. “You know what was one of the coolest things about this entire experience?” he says. “Walking out to my mailbox one morning and finding a $150 'Cheer' check made out to Redeeming Hope Ministries.”

You can feed a lot more hungry people with money than with a medal.

How you can help: Besides buying the Amplifier whenever you see a homeless person selling it, you can donate to RHM online here: http://redeeminghope.com/index.php/how-to-help/give-funds. (If you would like to designate your  contribution go to the homeless in recognition of John LaMacchia's efforts, specify it as a “Cheer” donation.) You can also send a check to Redeeming Hope Ministries, 1642 Highland Avenue, Knoxville, TN 37916. Finally, you can volunteer with the organization using this online form: http://redeeminghope.com/images/uploads/rhm.volunteer.app-2.pdf.

