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Choose Life! The Two Ways

DEUTERONOMY 30:16-20

"Look, today | am offering you life and progperity,
desth and disaster.' If you obey the commandments of
the Lord your God, which I am laying down for you
today, if you love the Lord your God and follow his
ways ... you will live and grow numerous and the Lord
your God will bless you in the county which you are
about to enter and make your own. But if your heart
turnsaway, if you refuseto listen, if youlet yourself be
drawn into worshipping other godsand serving them, |
tell you today, youwill mog certainly perish.... Today |
cal heaven and earth to witness agand you: | am
offering you life or death, blessing or curse. Choo®
life, then, so that you and your descendants may live in
the love of the Lord yowr God, obeying his voice,
holding fast to him; for in this your life congsts, and on
this depends the length of time tha you stay in the
country. . .."

This was the advice given by Moses to the Chosen
People prior to ther entry into the Promised Land.
Basically hetold them tha there were two ways to live
ones life, namely in conformity to God's plan for the
human race, or to do onés own thing. Or to put it
simply, the choice was beween God's will and self-
will, with longlasting consquences to going either
way. In presenting this choice to his people Moses
undestood with regard to human bengswha we in the
twentieth century undestand of machines, namely tha
the manufacturer knows the machine he made better
than anyone else! He knows how it works. he knows



what foulsit up, and heknows wha to dowhen it breaks
down, hence he supplies a manufacturer's handbod with
the relevant indrucions The new buyer would be
foolish inde=d not to read this manud, for the long life
of themachineis at stake.

Moses was not thefirst teacher to present THE TWO
WAY S to the human race. The Book of Genesis tells us
tha those who guided God'speople way back in thedim
and distant past presented the same choice to thar
audiences when they spokeof thetree of life and thetree
of theknowledgeof goodand evil (Gen. 2.17). Thetree
of life represented God'sway, the way of wisdom while
the other one represented life lived according to onés
own whims and desires. There are no marks for knowing
the dreadful result of the choice of the tree of the
knowledge of good and evil in Eden. Have we not
inheited it? Who taughtus as children to stamp our feet
and indst on our own way? Who taught us to insist on
learning by experience when it would be much easier to
learn from others? Why do we say tha only those things
learned by expeience actudly stay with us? Oh yes,
there is a decision degp within the heart of the human
race to chooe OUR OWN WAY, to do wha we want
regardless of consequences. Tha choice is self-will,
with al its conequent evils of manipulating and
controlling others, of usng and abusng them in order to
make life comfortable for ourselves.

This choice puts self in the centre of our lives, while
pushing others and God to the peiphay. Love is the
opposte of this, as we discover when we "fal in love',
because it puts the other personin the centre and pushes
the self to oneside Notice how happy people are when
they fdl in lovd They are condantly thinking of the
bdoved, wanting to make al kinds of sacrifices

for them to make them hgppy, for ever contacting them
to see howthey are, and wanting to be with the beloved.
So we become happy (as experience shows usl) when
we lay aside self and selfishness for the sake of a greater
good, in orde to become a source of life and joy to
others.

SELF-WILL / SELF-SERVICE

Before we consde the tree of life let us look at the
service of salf, so tha our choices become clearer and
simpler. There is nothing more universal than self-will.
It is found in the youngest infant and the oldest
grandpaent. It is one of thos things tha mug be
disciplined or it becomes a tyrant which destroys al
before it. We eithe conque self-will or it conqlers us
There is no hdfway postion. It is the will to rule,
demanding power and control as its right This is
evidenced even in babies. How quickly they become
tyrants when thar needs are alowed to dominae a
houshold! Whereas the disciplined child remains a
lovey child, one who is easy to love and therefore
drawsloveto itself. Thetyrant, ontheothe hand, draws
rejection and punishment uponitself indead. Selfishness
and self-will make a person unloving and unlovable,
turned in on themselves, locked into a tiny world of
"me" and "my" to theexclusonof al else.

Selfishness is easy to recognize in the whims of an
innocnt child, but can we recognize the same princdple
in the political tyrant? In terrorist gangs and all forms
of organized crime? Can we see it in the autocratic and
self-opinionaed behaviour of parents who domnae a
home with thar whims and demandsto the exclusion of
the needs of other members? Do we recognize it in the



self-appointed leader of a prayer group, or any other
paish groupwhoistherefor their own needsrathe than
for service? Self-will, selfishness, and self-indulgence
come in many forms, some of which look religious, but
selfishness is definitely not religioud It is very worldly
and bdongs to the realm of the flesh, of ungraced
human naure, in need of redemption.

THE STORY OF SAUL

The Old Testament supplies us with examples of both
good and evil so tha we will learn from them-and
hopdully not repeat the bad examples! As Paul told
Timothy in 2 Timothy 3:16 "All scripture is insired by
God and useful for refuting error, for guiding people's
lives and teaching them to be upright’. So let us learn
from the bad example of King Saul. His story istold in
the First Book of Samud beginning at chgpter 8 where
the people of Israel demand a king for the first time in
thar history. Samud, the prophd, warned them not to
choo® a king and spelled out the consequences for
them, but they would not listen, for they wanted to be
like all other naions andthey had kings

Saul was chosn by lot and consecrated king by
Samud, who prophesied ove him tha he would
experience a great change in his life when the Holy
Spirit came upon him that very day, making him God's
officially anointed servant, and shepherd of His people
Israel; therefore respongble for the keeping of the
covenant Israel had made with God (I Sam. 9-10).
Initially Saul was humble and small in his own eyes.
When the people went to look for him to crown him
king he hid among the baggage (I Sam. 10.23). He was
aso kind and compassionde in his first victory over his

enemies (I Sam. 1125). Neverthdess Saul had onefata
flaw: it was self-will. As a private citizen it would have
affected himself and his immediate family, but now as
head of state it was to take on naiond importance, for in
thos days wha the king did the people did. He was not
only the political and military leader but the modd for
the people aso.

If theking did nat choo% to do God'swill there would
be far-reaching consquences, both for himself and for
the naion. Samud resgnel to give Saul full
respongbility for the naion (I Sam. 12), but before
handing over, Samud reminded both king and people of
Moses indruction: " . . . the Lord your God himself is
your King, (buf) here is the king you have chosn; the
Lord has set a king over you. If you reverence and serve
the Lord and obey his voice and do not rebd agang his
order, and if both you and the king who rules over you
follow the Lord your God, all will bewell. But if you do
not obey the voice of the Lord yowr God, if you rebd
agang his order, hishandwill beagang you and agang
your king."

With this clear reminde tha both naiond and
family peace depended on obedience to thewill of God,
Samud |eft the scenethinking his job was done but not
so0. Power went quickly to Saul's head, and the ugly
face of salf-will began to show itself. Samud had to
confront him severa times on the importance of obe
dience to God's will. To act otherwise was to act like a
fool (I Sam. 13:13).

This wrung out of Samud one of the greatest state-
mentsin the Bible regarding obealience to God. Itisin |
Sam. 1523: "Is the pleasure of the Lord in holocaugs
and sacrifices Or in obedience to the voice of the Lord?
Yes, obadience is better than sacrifice, submissiveness



better than the fat of rams. Rebdlionisasin of sorcery,
presumption a crime of teraphim.” Saul was deceiving
himself if he thoughttha offering animals to God in
sacrifice was "good religion” when he refused to carry
out God's explicit orders. True worship is doing God's
Will. God is not willing to be fobbed off with ritud
when He demandsobalience. Psalm 50 gives very clear
warning on this point. In verses 7-13 God says that He
wants no more sacrifices, for He owns al the animals
they are killing. He wants obealience to the covenant
they madewith Him! It is so easy for usto think tha we
are worshipping God when we attend religiousservices,
but the essence of worship is to sacrifice our own will to
God. In the second hdf of the psaim God demands
obelience to the commandments as the sign of rea

reliaion.
"L et thanksgiving beyour sacrifice to God,
fulfill thevows you make to theMog High;
Then if you call to mein time of troublel
will rescueyou and youwill honourme"

(v.14).

Saul's problem was tha he would do God's will if it
suited him, otherwise no. When he thoughttha God's
command - given either throughthe covenant or through
the prophé - was unreasonable he did not obey. He did
what he thoughtbest in the circumstances. Scripture is
very clear on onething, tha God cannot use a person
who does thar own thing. He needs servants who do
His will, for only then can His kingdomcome. Hence
Saul was regjected as king and the Lord sent Samud the
prophe to seek a man after God'sown heart, namely an
obdient servant (I Sam. 13:14). God ingructed Samud
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not to be impressed by externd appearances, for it was
the condition of the heart that was theimportant thing (I
Sam. 167).

Very soon the story reveals the condition of Saul's
heart. Something which was known only to God
initially, was eventudly revealed to al as the fruits of
his life began to show. Jesus told us in Matthew 7.15
20 that a soundtree cannot bear bad fruit, nor a rotten
tree good fruit. It is wha comes out of the life
eventudly tha reveads wha was thee al the time.
Wha eventudly emerged from Saul's life was bad
indeed. | Samud 16:14 states tha - eventudly - "the
spirit of the Lord had left Saul and an evil spirit from
the Lord filled him with terror". Since the Israelites
bdieved tha God was the source of everything, God
had permitted this evil presence to take up residence in
Saul's life. The entrance of the evil spirit had to be
through sin, and self-will is the basic sin. Saul's dis-
obedience opened the way to evil for him, and for the
nation which suffered unde his erratic rule.

Now tha Saul had lost the presence of the Lord, he
aso log the divine protection tha went with it, leaving
him hdpless before his enemies who defied and threat-
ened him (I Sam. 17). It should have been a goodlesson
for him to see theinnoent and obalient servant of the
Lord, David, conque the enemy without any difficulty
because the Lord was on his side Yet, indead of
emulating the boy, Saul became enviousand jealous of
him, to such an extent that he tried to murder him (I
Sam. 18:9-10). When he could not succeed in killing
David himself Saul tried to kill him in batle (I Sam.
18:25), but he failed in this plan aso because David
was so successful in war tha al Israel revered him.
Saul then became his implacable enemy, so tha David
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was forced to become afugitive for years, deprived of
al jugice and nomal life.

During this period David was congantly hunied
down by Saul who gave him no respite. Neverthdess
David twice showed mercy to his enemy in dramatic
ways when Saul fell into his grasp (I Sam. 24, 26).
Saul was desply moved on each occasion by this
forgiveness, but he did not repent. He did not change
his ways, and continued to hunt David as if nothing
had hgppened. It seemed at this stage tha nothing
could get throughto Saul's hardened heart. Indead of
caring for his kingdom he gave his time and attention
mainly to huning David. He was falling desper and
deepe into iniquity.

After Samud died, Saul, who was no longe in
contact with the Lord in prayer, turned to witcharaft
to find hdp, but found despar indead, and the
gruesome message of his own death thefollowing day
(I Sam. 28). The end of this saga came as Saul
engaged the Philistines in batle even thoughhe had
been warned tha it would only bring disaster to
himself, his family, and his army. But a self-willed
person will not listen to others, so when he was
woundel in batle he committed suicide (I Sam. 31).
A sad end to a privileged life. It was al so
unnesessary too, for this strongwill of his could have
been a great asset if it had been disciplined and
hanessed for good. Wha we see indead is tha
something left untamed and untouched by grace will
take over and ruin our lives as well as the lives of
others. Self-will is one power that definitely mug be
put unde the control of grace or we will be controlled

DOWN THE SLIPPERY SLOPE

Jesus told a wondeful parable conaerning a traveller
on the read from Jerusalem to Jericho near the Dead
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Sea (Luke 10:29-37). Jerusalem is approximately
2,500 feet above sea level and Jericho is about 1,300
feet bdow sea level. To travel to Jericho aong tha
road meant going downhill al theway. Now, in Lukes
gogd, Jerusalem is the centre of everything. It is the
city of destiny and the home of the House of God. The
whole gogd isajoumey to Jerusalem, even for Jesus
who will find his destiny there like al the prophds
before him. So thetraveller in the story is on the right
road but in the wrong direction. Jericho represents the
worldly city, the sin-city. Hot as hdl in the summer, it
isthewinter resort for theidlerich.

Thetraveller in the story represents everyoneon the
road to life. We are pilgrims on our way to the
heavenly city, and thedestiny tha God has plannead for
usin His loving mercy. It is essential tha we not only
find the right road, but also the right direction. It isno
laughing matter to find onesalf on the dippay sopein
life, for it leadsto destruction. One should never travel
aloneethe asthejoumey istoo dangaous The story
tells ustha this poortraveller was set uponby robbes
who took everything he had, beat him up and left him
lying there hdf dead. He would surely have died had
not the providence of God sent him some neighbours
to rescue him.

Some of those who met him were no use as hdpers.
They were too taken up with themselves and their own
little world to care about anyoneelse. They were self-
centred even in thar religion, which of course makes a
mockery of religion, for truereligionis concerned with
God's kingdomand the service of others. If we truly
loved God we would love our neéighbouralso, asoneis
the measure of the other. St John says that it is not
possible to love God whom you do not see if you do
notlovethenaghbou whomyou do see (I John4.20).
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The poor victim dying on the road would be in a
sorry state if area neghbourdid not come aong, one
whos love is other-centred, spontaneous kind, per-
sond and effectivel The dying man is a personification
of theteaching of St Paul tha thewages of sin is death
(Rom. 6:23), and the Good Samaritan is a personifica-
tion of thework of Jesus our Saviour, and of all those
who work in His name, who have the privilege of
acting on the Lord's behdf to bring heding and
redemption to sinnes. To heal them and leave them on
theroad where we foundthem is certainly no solution,
for tha is where tragedy struck. They cannot be left
where they were. They mug be hedled, and hdped to
get back onther feet, given aplace in theLord'shous
(theinn)and set ontheright road, in therightdirection.

WHAT IS THE SLIPPERY SLOPE?

Thetwo ways were seen in that parable, for oneroad led
to Jeruslem and al tha God intended for us while the
other led to worldliness, sin, destruction and findly
death. How does one get on to the wrong way? How
doesit start? Can we stop it? Can we turn back? Can we
recognize what is hagppening to us? We will see! Psalm |
also speaks of the two ways, but from a different angle
to Moses. The psalmist looksat the fruits of a person's
life and then tells you who you are speaking to! This
enables us to discern the problem in others, and then,
hopdully to take a goodlook at ourselves!

How blessed is anyonewho rejects the advice of the
wicked

and does nottake a stand in the path that snne's
tread,
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nor a seat in company with cynics,
butwho ddightsin thelaw of theLord
and murmurs hislaw day and night

Such aoneislike atree planted near streams,
it bearsfruit in due season

and its leaves never wither,

and every project succeeds

How different thewicked, how different!

Jud like chaf blown aroundby thewind the
wicked will not stand firm at Judgement nor
snnasin thegahering of theupright, but
the path of thewicked is doamed.

The psalmist divides human beings into two categories,
the upright and the wicked. He describes the two
different ways of life led by them, and the end produd
of thar existence, leaving you, the reader, to judge for
yourself which is the correct oneto choos. Theupright
and the wicked are on two different pathsin life. The
upright are not "goodygoody" people. They are not
goodall thetime. They are jug people who are on the
right road, in the right direction. They are in contact
with God in prayer where they can get the hdp and
grace needed for life's decisons Nor are the wicked
bad al thetime. King Saul had many goodtraits. Judss,
the traitor, had good traits too, while Peter had some
traits tha needed to be changel. Yet Judas and Peter
were on two different pahs indicated by the smple
fact tha Peter was open to learn and to change and he
received correction from Jesus wheeas Judss was
closed, refused to learn or change and ended by
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bringing death to both Jesusand himself.

So the wicked are not bad all the time and the upright
are not goodall thetime. The thing tha matters is what
directionyour lifeistaking rightnow. Whereisit going?
Are you headed for a greater and greater conformity to
God's will, or are you hadening into self-will? There
lies the answer, for thisis the basic decision before each
oneof us In the find andysis we eithe serve God or
oursalves. While this decision is taken in the privacy of
our own hearts, the fruits of it are obviousto everyone
as Psam | tells us. (Psalm 2 says tha nationsalso take
thedecisonfor or agang God'sway).

The psaimist says tha anyone waking God's way
will not be found taking advice from the wicked,
because tha advice would concern ther own way of life,
which leads to disaster. The upright cannot go there for
hdp. They mug seek it from those who are on the right
way. Neither can they seek fellowship from the wicked,
for ther evil influence would ham them, nor will they
be foundwith the cynics and unbdievers. So we are told
to look at the company one keeps to find the influences
on a peason'slife, for we humans are very affected by
each other's thinking. And thinking always leads to
action soone or later.

The upright will be found leading a prayer life,
seeking wisdom from the holy scriptures, and finding
fellowship with others on that road. Since they ddightin
God's will they grow strong spiritudly and thear lives
mature into mellow fruitfulness in every way, jud like
thegreat cedas of Lebanon. Since ther lives are foundel
on the rodk of truth and salvation they can survive the
storms of life and face the Day of Judgment without fear.
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The fate of the wicked is very different from this.
Having lived ther lives on the sand of their own will,
and indulged al ther passions as they pleased, they
become weaker. There is no subdance to ther lives.
There is nothing in them tha can outlast life. Indesd
thar self-indulgence can bethe cause of ther illnesses,
of both body and soul. They are the source of ther
own misery. Soone or later they face an old, age of
fear and londiness, with the spectre of a wasted life to
haunt ther find hours. The Day of Judgnent is not a
subject tha can be broughtup in ther presence, for
they fear death more than anything else, while ther
wise neghbours face death and beyond with peace of
mind. Whaever lies beyond degth, they are sure tha
they have led the best life they could here and they
leave with noregrets.

Let us express the teaching of this psalm in Jesus
own wordsin Matthew 7.21-27. In this text Jesus does
not accept the"Lord, Lord" approach to religion, when
the bottom line is tha we mug do the will of the
Father. He says tha prayers tha do not incdude
commitment to God's will are usless and wont be
heard. It isreligion on therocks in contrast to a prope
spiritud life foundel on commitment to God's will:
"Therefore, everyone who listens to these words of
mine and acts on them will be like a sensible man
who built his houg on rock. Rain came down, floods
rose, gdes blew and huded themselves agang tha
hous, and it did not fal: it was foundel on rock. But
everyonewho listens to these words of mineand does
not act on them will be like a stupid man who built
his hous on sand. Rain came down, floodsrose, gdes
blew and struck tha hous, and it fell; and what a fall
it had!"
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SLAVERY TO SELF

“In al truth | tell you, everyone who commits sin is a
dave' (John 8.34). These stark words of Jesus put the
whole matter in a nutshell. If we choo® our own will
we soon learn tha it is a corrupted will, bom into a
sinful and sinning world. We learn soone or later tha
our choices are not aways good, even for ourselves.
Thewill in the service of the self soonbecomes a dave
to sin. Sin blindsthe heart to good, and we are on the
dippay dopein rea earnest.

Paul's description of the world in his own day reads
like tomorrow's newspaper to us He describes sodety
in the grip of sin and its consquent misery. He
describes a world reecting God, and rejecting good, a
sodety given to injudice and violence; a people who
indulge every passion, no longe satisfied with normal
sexud relationships but turning to homosexudity: "And
so now they are steeped in al sorts of injustice,
rottenness, greed and malice; full of envy, murder,
wrangling, treachery and spite, libdlers, danderers,
enemies of God, rude arrogant, and bosstful,. enter-
prising in evil, rebdlious to parents, without brains
honour love or pity. They are well aware of God's
ordinance tha those who behave like this deserve to die
- yet they not only do it, but even applaud others who
do the same" (Rom. 1.18-32). This is Savery, even if
the county we live in enjoys political freedom Can the
acceptance of hedonism today be called "freedom'?
Look at its consquences in the breakdown of family
life and the misery of millions of children, and the
ansver isclear. It is death notlife.

With the world given over to corruption where are
the religious people? Are they not the salt of the
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earth preserving and purifying thedough?Surely if the
religious people were worth thar weight in salt the
world would not get into such a mess. Paul says tha
the religious people are infected by the same disease!
The fact tha you know what is right is no guaantee
tha you can do what is right. To dowha is right we
need the hdp of God and grace (Rom. 2). Paul's
judgment is tha al have sinnal. Quoting severa of
the psalms Paul says that not oneof usisupright, nota
single one(Rom. 3.9-20). We are all in need of thelib-
eration of mind and heart that Jesus came to bring us

THE END OF THE ROAD

Where does the dippeay dopelead to? We know that
the parable said it led to Jericho, but what is that in
everyday life? What doesit represent at theend of life?
Is there a sequd to the story, or does it finish with
Jericho?L et uslook briefly at Psalm 37 which treats of
the fate of the good and the wicked. The psalmist is
quite clear that the two ways have very different ends
S0 it is wise to condde them. In dedling with the
wicked the psamist is dedling with those who are
given over to worldliness, unbdief, selfishness and
immorality in a gross way. Self is at the centre of thar
world and al othe's, induding God, are pushed aside,
but we are not dealing with criminds. We are dealing
with people whomthe world applauds and honous: as
Psalm 49.19 says righty tha "people praise you for
looking after yourself'.

Firgt, the good are told not to envy the wicked
because they will wither as quickly as the grass in the
field (vv. 1-2). Life is short, and the end of that life
determines the eternd destiny of the person. Shake-
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speare expressed the same thoughtwhen he said tha
"we strut and fret our hour uponthe stage and then are
heard no more". The goodare advised to trud ther fate
into the Lord's hands and make Him their only joy, for
then He will give them thdr hearts desires (vv. 3-4).
God will act on benhdf of the good but they mug wait
paiently for Him, andlive alife of virtue (vv. 57). They
should not worry about the wicked making ther
fortunes at the expense of the poor, nor indulge in
ange, for anything created out of evil will have an evil
end (v. 7-10). That "evil end" may notbeappaent to us
but God has everything unde contol. He sees
everything, induding thekilling of innoent victims for
whaever reason, whether tha degth is physcal, menta
or spiritud.

However the peace that the good possess is worth
more than al the power and wealth of the wicked put
togaher. The Lord takes care of ther lives and sees to
thar needs in times of trouble (vv. 11-19), but "The
wicked, enemies of the Lord, will be destroyed, they
will vanish like the green of the pasture, they will
vanish in smoke' (v. 20). Meanwhile the Lord guides
the steps of the good. Even if they fal into sin it won't
befatal, for Godis there to hdp them get up and go on.
He teaches them to be generous with ther materia
goodsand to be compassionde to those who suffer.
Because of this thar descendants will have the blessing
of God, as good deeds live on, but the descendants of
the wicked have the shade of evil to live with (vv. 21-
26). The good are cautioned: "Never yield to evil,
practise good and you will have an everlasting hone,
for the Lord loves what is right, and never deserts the
devout' (vv. 27-28).

The good put thar hopein Godand His goodnes,
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and become wise through keeping the Commandments,
and studying God's Word. They receive savation from
the Lord, who ddights to hdp them: "The Lord hdps
them and rescues them, he saves them because they take
shdter in him." Andthis salvationis notjug for now but
for all eternity. They find ther true home with the Lord.
Ther peace and joy will last for ever. Meanwhile the
wicked spy onthem and persecute them, but it recoils on
thaer own heads: "'l have seen the wicked in his triumph
towering like the cedar of Lebanon, but when next |
passed, he was not there, | looked for him and he was
nowhere to befound” (vv. 30-40). To belog eternally is
the ultimate tragedy, too ungeakable to mention. Wha
isthe point in al the political or soda power if it cods
ones eternd life? Let us listen to the words of Jesus:
"What gan, then, isit for anyoneto win the world and
forfeit hislife?' (Mark 8.36). What is the point in being
an emperor in Hell? Would it not be better to be a floor-
sweeper in Heaven, where one is surrounda by love,
joy and peace?

Psalm 49 spesks eloquently about the futility of
riches, when that is all one has. Wedlth is dangeaous
because of what it doesto us Human beingsseem notto
be able to handle wedlth for it appears to inqulate us
from redity, and from the spiritud world, and we
quickly come to the point wheae we think tha
everything can bebought- even salvation. Many give up
the notion of God atogehe as soon as they become
rich. In other words they exchange everything for
nothing.

The author of this psalm tells us tha he has wisdom
to share both from his observationson life, and from his
own experience. We will do well to take heed (vv. 1-6).
The first thing to note is tha al human bengs
desperately need salvation, and that cannot be bought
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with money, otherwise the rich would all be saved and
the poor log for ever. "But no one can ever redeem
himself or pay his own ransom to God, the price for
himself is too high; it can never be tha he will live on
for ever and avoid thesight of the abyss® (vv. 7-9).

The second observation is tha both rich and poor
die, the wise and foolish aso die: the good and the
wicked die. When then? Well, the rich have to leave
thar fortunes to others, and they end up, like the poor,
in a grave 6 feet by 3 feet. Who is to know which
corpse, is the more important when they are both
actively decaying? When they are both forgotten so
quickly? It makes no difference now that one of them
owned estates during his lifetime, and had servants
running after him. What did either of them have tha
could outlast life? "For ever no home but ther tombs
thar dwelling place age after age, though they gave
thar name to whole territories’ (vv. 10-11).

Of wha vaueis the show they made now? What do
they think now of ther behaviour towards the poor?
Ther self-importance means nothing here in a grave six
feet by three feet. They are jud the same as all other
corpses, even if they did have alavish funegal. Death is
desth, and decomposure is decay no matter who you
are. It isthe ultimate leveller of the human race. "They
are pennal in Sheol (the place of the dead) like sheep,
Death will lead them to pasture, and thoe who are
honest will rule over them. In the morning all trace of
them will be gone Sheol will be thar home. But my
soul God will ransom from the clutches of Sheol, and
will snatch me up” (vv. 14-15).

Here we are told that the ultimate destiny of the good
and the wicked are different. Degth is personified to let
us see tha the wicked do not see heaven (God's

23



home), tha there is retribution beyond the grave where
there is no court of appedl, and no one to bribe with
money. It is ultimate judice, something everyone fears.
Therefore the psalmist warns us not to be overawed
when people grow rich, for theresporsibility of richesis
great, and so many people let wealth go to thar heads
andforfeit ther truelife and thar true destiny as aresult.

Jesus told a paable about this in Luke 16.19-31.
Dives was the rich man and Lazarus the poor, sick one
Dives pampered himself while neglecting his respons
ibility to the poorman. He lived only for himself, but not
for hisreal life. Self-indulgence is notred living, for it
is self-destructive. Thefate of bath men is clearly shown.
Lazarus escaped Sheol and was now in Abraham's
bosom, while Dives lies in Hell. If Dives had used his
wealth propely and taken care of Lazarus then the poor
man would have praised him to God, and Dives would
have had an intercessor where it mattered mog. Lazarus
would have pleaded his cause. Do we realize how badly
we need thoe we hdp? Do we realize how much we
need theblessing of the poa?

The Book of Proverbs says (Prov. 21.23) "He who
shuts his ear to the poor man's cry shdl himself plead
and not be heard". This is wha happened to Dives, so
we can see why Psalm 49 repeatedly says tha we forfeit
intelligence or common sense when we grow rich. The
rich need the poor more than the poor need them. The
poor only need material hdp, but the wealthy need
intercessors before God to plead for thar savation. This
does not mean, of course, tha there are no good people
amongtherich, butasagenea prindpleit speaks of the
deadening effect tha wedth has on people who are
tempted to livefor thisworld only.
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Let usleave the last word to Jesus "How had it is
for those who have riches to make ther way into the
kingdomof God Yes, it is easer for a camel to pass
through the eye of a needle than for someone rich to
enter the kingdomof God". Those who were listening
said, "In tha case, who can be saved?' He replied,
"Things that are impossible by human resources, are
possible with God" (Luke 18.24-27).

CAN RELIGIOUS PEOPLE LOSE THEIR WAY?

Do the wicked only indudethe ungody, the immoral,
the unbdievers, the crimind? Is it possible for those
who look good not to be good?Is it possible to stray
from the right pah and thusfind oneself on the right
road but in the wrong direction? Y ou better bdieve it!
It is always possible for usto turn aside from the right
pah, so condant vigilance is necessary. Jesus warned
us repeatedly concerning this. The joumey we have
undetaken is a dangeaous one fraught with difficul-
ties. Some of these originae with ourselves, somefrom
fellow travellers, and some from the evil one himself.
The world also causes problems by laughing at our
simplicity to bdieve at al, maybe even by persecution.

Listen to Jesus "Watch yourselves, or your hearts
will be coasened by debauchery and drunkenness and
the cares of life, and tha day (death, or the Day of
Judgnent) will come upon you unexpectedly ... Stay
awake, praying at al times for the strength to survive .
.. and to hold your ground before the Son of Man"
(Luke 21.34-36). It is possible for someone who was
open once to close up and no longe listen to truth, or
to the Lord. The people who most oppogd Jesus
during hislifetime were notthesinnasin dire need of
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redemption, but the religious people who should have
known better. Jesus found them closed to the gospd.
They had become daves to the Law, even thoudh the
Law in its own right was a good thing and had
originaed with God. But the Law was meant to educate
in truth not endave them in rules and legdities (see
Rom. 7.1-13).

The Law was difficult to obey in all its prescriptions
asthe Apodles later admitted (Acts 15.10), so when the
Pharisees made great sacrifices to keep the Law, they
fell into the problem of self-righteousiess. They were
convinced tha they were saved by keeping even the
mog minute prescriptionsof the Law, yet they were not
open to receive the forgiveness of Jesus because tha
entailed admitting onehad sinned! The selfrighteousdo
notsee themselves as sinnes.

This is portrayed in the parable of the Pharisee and
the Tax Collector in Luke 18.9-14, where the Pharisee
tells God how goodheis in keeping the Law, and how
religioushe is in fasting and praying. And the point is
tha he was good if we compae him with ungodly
sinnas! But would you like to be God in tha mono
logue? This man needed no Saviour. He was praising
himself, not God. When he compared himself with the
rest of his adulterous generation he did quite well. He
scored 10/10. Not bad for a human beng who is
suppod to be weak when tempted! No onecould bring
up the subject of forgiveness here. It was not needed.

The self-righteous have an QOproblem tha must be
dealt with, for they become bloaed with pridein ther
own achievements. While they would never descend to
thefilthy sins of the worldly, they cannot see that ther
self-centred existence is no different. It is just as
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worldly, but more dangerous because thar sins cannot
be seen so easly. Pride and arrogance are difficult to
detect in onesdlf, jug as difficult as self-righteousess.
Jug as difficult as being closed to the grace of God.
Jesus warned the Pharisees of his own day tha they
were in grave dange of beng left outside of the
kingdom of God, not for want of an invitation, or a
Saviour, but because they were closed to both. Thisis
the message of the parable of the great suppe in Luke
14.15-24.

Jug before the Passion, as many sinna's had joined
Jesus and begun the great joumey of salvation, while
they were al, literally, onther way to Jerusalem, Jesus
gave a find warning to the religious leaders tha they
were in dange of finding themselves locked out of the
heavenly banqud. Not only tha but they would see
thar places taken by the very sinnes tha they
despised!

"Once the master of the hous (Jesus has got up
(risen from the dead) and lodked the doa (on Israel's
Day of Savation), you may find yourself standing
outside knodking on the door, saying, Lord, open to
us, buthewill answer, °I do not know where you come
from (because only thoe redesmed by Jesus are
within). Then you will start saying, 'We once ate and
drank in your company; you taught in our streets
(thinking they can “pull strings from relationship,
naiondity or privilege) but he will reply, I do not
know where you come from; away from me, all ewvil
doerd’ (thoe who do thar own will, and refuse to open
to God and salvation). Then there will be weeping and
grinding of teeth (a description of Hell), when you see
Abraham, Isaac and Jacob and all the prophds in the
kingdom of God, and yourselves thrown out. And
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people from east and west, from north and south, will
come and sit down at thefeast in the kingdomof God.
(Even Gentiles from all over the world will be there.)
"Look, there are those now last (snne's and Gentiles)
who will be first, and thoe now first (Jews and
religious leaders) who will be last” (where it matters
mog!). It'sthe end of theroad tha matters. Where are
you headed?

THE ROAD TO JERUSALEM

"Who shall climb the mountain of the Lord? Who shdl
stand in His Holy Place? (Ps. 14). How do we find our
way to thetree of life? In Luke 4.18 Jesus declared that
he came to set the captives free, to give new sightto the
blind, and to free al those who are oppressed. Jesus has
the answer. By now we redlize tha true freedom is
internal, as bondae is aso. We in the so-called free
world find that while we are politically free many are
endaved to capitalism, materiaisn and godlessness.
The real god tha we pay homage to is money or
Mammon, and the second one is self. This is interior
davery or bondaye of a type tha is difficult to eradi-
cate. Wha we need more than anything else is internd
freedom or freedom of the heart, and this is precisely
wha Jesusoffers.

One of the basic gifts that God had endowed uswith
is free will, and He has always held us responsible for
our free choices. Freedom and responsbility go
togaher. Responsbility is the burden of freedom. In
Genesis 3, God hdd both Adam and Eve responsble for
the choices they made even though Adam appeared
more passive than Eve, he was hdd respongble for his
passive choice, and dealt with accordingly.

In Genesis 4, God hdd Cain responsgble for his
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choices too. He expected him to take authority over
himself and resist the urge to kill his brother, thus
endaving himself. When Cain refused to control his
desires God punished him as a responsble person. He
did not hold him temporarily insane as many courts do
today. God was willing to hdp Cain deal with the
problem, but Cain would not listen, and ended up doing
his own thing. Cain refused thehdp of God, as so many
people do today who refuse to listen to God spesk to
them in the holy scriptures, throughthe teaching of the
Church, and in pesond prayer. This refus is a
decision for which we mug take the consequences as
Cain did.

Our future is notamystery, for it isforged out of the
daly choices tha we make on so many issues. Many of
these choices appear trivia at thetime, and it may seem
difficult to bdieve tha they could have far reaching
conegquences. Yet we know tha a woollen cardigan is
made up of many individud stitches, tha cloth is
woven from many very fine threads jud as relation
shipsare forged from smiles or grimaces and many tiny
decisionsconcerning wha appear to be small matters. If
you want to know which direction your path is taking,
whether you are headed towards Jerusalem or not, then
st down and examine your condud. Look at your
decisons and you will see clearly enough,for we are
daly choosng our destiny. It is the choices we make
today tha determineourtomorrows!.

Wha is needed is a combinaion of grace freely
given by the Lord and our full, free coopeation with it
to accomplish our salvation. Thisis seen in thedramatic
convasion of Saul to become the great missionay Paul
(see Acts 22(-21). How this combinaion works is a
mystery, for only God knows how to toudh our hearts
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with effective grace without interfering with our free
choice (see Hos 2.16-22). As Paul was able to say later
in life: "Wha | am now, | am throughthe grace of God,
and the grace which was given to me has not been
wasted” (I Cor. 15.10).

INVITATION TO FREEDOM

Jesus gave theinvitation to freedom in Matthew 1128
30 "Come to me, al you who labour and are over-
burdened, and | will give you rest. Shoulder my yoke
and learn from me, for | am gentle and hunble of heart,
and you will find rest for your souls. Yes, my yoke is
easy and my burden light" This is a passionae plea
from Christ to al of usto come over to His side, to join
Him, if we want to know freedom, peace and happiness.
He alonecan show ustheway back to the Father, for he
himself IS THE WAY, THE TRUTH AND THE LIFE
(John146). When Jesuslooked at the people of hisown
day He saw them weighad down by so many burdens
politica and sodal, but mog of all the burden of sin.
They were in bondaeto so many things, yet He offered
only one solution: "Come to Me"! It seems too simple
for so many complex issues.

In this invitation he offered them relief, healing and
fulfilment. Unde the heading of relief he offered the
forgiveness of sin, thuslifting the weight of guilt which
can be so heavy asto grind usto a hdt in life. Through
his deeth and resurrection he broke the chains of sin,
death and hdl which hdd the human race boundfor so
long. He aso lifts the burden of anxiety, which leaves
us free to seek God agan (see Matt. 6.25-34). He gave
back to life a sense of pumpos, thus lifting the dead
weight of meaninglessness off our existence, so that we
can exclam with the psalmist, "You have turned my
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mouming into dandng, you have stripped off my
sackcloth and clothed me with joy. So my heart will
sing to you unceasingly. Oh Lord my God | will praise
you forever” (Ps. 30.11-12).

But tha isnotal. He has taken away theburden of a
meaningless deeth, making it into a gateway into glory.
And he has taken away thethreat of Hell for those who
seek the Lord and follow his ways. Fear of Hell keeps
many people away from the Church: ironicaly, they
jug cannotface such a possibility. Yet they may not be
willing to listen as we explain how they can pass from
death to life in the here and now, and escape Hell
altogeher in the next life.

Tho= who do not seek the Lord need to receive the
soundwarning | read in a small Engish village some
years ago. There was a preservation order on thewhole
village so a house tha was blocking the traffic could
not be demolished. Ingead the yellow box sign was put
ontheroad aroundthe hous to keep thetraffic moving
freely. A hugenotice concerning this "yellow box' was
put on the gable end of the hous where al motorists
could read it on approach. It read: "Don't enter the box
unless your exit is clear”. Whoever put the notice there
mug not have checked to see tha the hous was now
being used as a funea palour, with a coffin in the
window All motorists approaching the hous saw the
COFFIN andread: "Don'tenter the box unless your exit
is clear"! | couldn't agree more! It is very dangeousto
crashland into eternity.

Jesus not only forgives, but aso heals the scars | eft
from our sinfulness. He aso heals thewounds and scars
left from the sinfulness of others we live and work with.
His powerful grace goes to the very core of our beng
with inne healing of our emotions the healing of mind,
heart and body. It is complete redemption tha
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he offers, not jug "areligion” - whaever that isl With
forgiveness and healing he aso offers usa relationship
of love and friendship with himself, one that begins
now but lasts into eternity...... thelove of God has been
poured into our hearts by the Holy Spirit which has
been given to us' (Rom. 5.5).

Thisrelationship iswha gives usa sense of security
both for time and eternity, na jus a goodfeding, but
therealization tha we have foundwha we were made
for, that we are on theroad to Life. This increases our
sense of self-worth, for we are loved by the greatest
love in the universe. It aso gives a sense of destiny,
and makes even very ordinary people "avery important
somebody” in the eyes of God. Married couples be
come "very important somebodies’ to each other, and
to thar children. Lovedoestha sort of thing. When we
join ourselves to the Lord, then we become important
to Him, to His Church, and to His kingdan. This is
importance indeed! ". . . . anyonewho attaches himself
to the Lord is one spirit with him" (I Cor. 6.17). He
becomes our life, our hope our joy and our destiny.

THE YOKE OF CHRIST

Were there any conditionsto receiving all these bene-
fits? Yes! He said tha we mug shoulder His yoke and
learn from him. At the time of Christ oxen were usd
for ploughng and a heavy wooden yoke was tied to
them for this purmpose. So it seems tha Jesusis offering
to relieve us of burdens by replacing the existing ones
with new ones! No prisone ever asks for anew pair of
handauffs. The old ones are fing thank you! The
prisona wants the chansremoved.

Wha is Jesussaying? For one thing heis saying tha
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he undestandshuman nature very well, for weindst on
serving someone either self, the world, Satan or God.
But we will find a master to serve and a leader to
follow, be they political, sodal or religious The mas-
ters who hold our attention longest are the ones who
demand our complete service, not less than everything.
Hence false prophds and various "isms' aways have
thar devoted adheents. Listen to Jesus in Matthew
6.24: "No onecan be the dave of two masters. he will
either hae thefirst and love the second, or be attached
to the first and despise the second. Y ou cannot be the
dave both of God and of money."

It is a well-known axiom tha naure abhors a
vacuum, so Jesus undestood tha to remove us from
the service of Satan and self he had to put usinto the
service of God. He had to remove the unberable
davery of sin and Satan from us and replace it with
His own sweet yoke of commitment to God's will in
everything. He could not leave usin a moral no-man's
land as the psychological sodety wants to do today,
where onecan choos onés own value systems without
reference to anyoneel se, and in the absence of commit-
ment. In this system "I want" reigns which leads to
chaos When Jesus puts His yokeon us God's "l want"
for us for our neaghbous, and for theworld reigns and
thisleadsto order, community and sodal progress.

The kingdons of this world mug give way to the
kingdomof ow Lord and of His Christ where the One
who loves usal isthe Master and Lord; where the one
law in tha kingdomisthe Law of Love (John13.34). It
is this command to love that is the gentle yoke of
Chrigt. He lived it himself first, and then chdlenged us
to go out and conque theworld with it. Those who live
by his royd law of love are on the road to heaven, in
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theright direction. If you want to check if you are on
this road look at the actud people in your life, and ask
yourself if you truly love and serve them. It is easy to
talk of loving people in distant lands Thos who shae
thedaly grind are another matter!

Jesus also said tha we were to learn from him, for
he was meek and hunble of heart, and then we would
find rest for our souls. Jesusis not only the Master; but
the modd we are to copy. He shows us how we are to
live our lives in the world if we are to reach our
destiny. We mug study Him, both in the scriptures and
in persond prayer and contemplation. The reason for
this is tha we are imitators, who copy ther modds,
like the young people with ther "pin-ups'. We have to
imitate Jesus pefect obelience to the Father in
everything, his love and reverence for everyone his
humility before his own creatures, and his untiring
service to others no matter what the cos to himsalf.

Of al the virtues tha he could choo from he
picked out humility and meekness as two attitudes of
soul tha bring usrest. There is something about these
two virtues tha dills tha knawing dissatisfaction
ingde of ustha always wants more; tha thing which
says tha everything we have experienced is nothing to
wha we should experience. Humility and meekness
hed it! Yet of al possible virtues the world consders
these two incomprehensble, and not worthy of adult,
independent and self-govening lives. They smack of
the"doomat" mentality tha we shuneven in others.

Let uslook at them briefly. Humility islowliness of
heart. It is a sense of truth about onesalf that neither
exaggeates nor diminishes redlity. Pride puffsusupin
aridiculousway, but humility sees, knows and accepts
reality. We are wha we are. Don't pretend to be either
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great or small. People's opinionsdon'talter thefacts. If
someone thinks we're great tha does not make us
great. If they think otherwise, tha does not change
anything. We remain free of both and keep our peace.
There will aways be people who are greater and | esser
than ourselves, thoe who are more holy and more
sinful, and people who are more important in the eyes
of theworld. What does it matter? We are wha we are
by the grace of God. We know our unimportance.
There will be no crisis in the county when we die.
Ingead, it will be business as usud, for mog of usdo
not have the power to stop thetraffic. Does this stop us
from serving?No, it frees usto serve! The hunble and
lowly ones are the hgppiest people on earth. It is the
proudwho are unhgpy.

THE NARROW GATE

Jesus said, "Enter by the narow gate, since the road
tha leads to destruction is wide and spacious and
many find it; but it is a narow gae and a had road
that leadsto life, and only a few find it" (Matt. 7.13
14). Theinvitationinvolves alifetime of choices made
with the hdp of grace. Grace is tha divine hdp given
to those who are open to receive it. It makes possible
what is impossible to human naure by itself, butit is
not passively received. One mug actively seek it and
use it. In so doing we coopeate with God's will and
work in our lives. It isthe divine enabling given to the
generous person seeking God and life, and wanting to
complete the joumey desired by God.

The first choice is the road itself. We see the
world go onits merry way as if life was meant to be
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Cxa goodtime" camp, where we enjoy ourselves, ingead
of atraining groundfor something greater. The attractive-
ness of the world's way does not require comment, only
grace to resist the pull. It is difficult to swim agang the
tide of public opinion, to be"along", different from the
crowd. "Oh, come on! everyonés doing it!" they say. It
seems so crazy to ddiberately choos the hard road, and
to bdieve, let alone convince anyoneelse, tha it is the
better one They think we are masochists wanting
something that involves trials and difficulties, where one
Is expected to embrace sorrow and suffering.

Is it so crazy? Why then do explorers choose such a
hard road for themselves? Why do they risk life and limb
jug to conque a mountin, or find the North Pole? Why
do astronauts risk everything to go into space? Why do
weathermen fly into hurricanes? Why do scientists wak
on the sea bed and carry out dangeous experiments?
Why do human beingstake risks tha involve their very
lives? Why? Because if we listen to our innemog beings
we were made to be conqueors! And we are only hgppy
when we are fighting every inch of theway.

No oneis hgpy when life is handel to them on a
plate, so to speak. We do not appreciate thingsgiven to
us for nothing. Life mug have a pumpose, something to
reach out for, something to risk life and limb for. There
mug be something out there to fight for, otherwise we
die of boredom and meaninglessness. Tha is why we
love entertainment that involves adventure and risk. And
lives mug be log and won too, for tha is the drama we
joined as we stepped onto the stage of life.

Y es, Jesus undestood us and he gave usa had road
to conque both for ourselves and for him, so tha we
could say with St Paul tha we had finished the race and
reached out for the prize of eternd life awaiting those

36

who completed the joumey (Phil. 3.9-16). Paul was not
content jug to make thetrip. Heturned it into arace for
the finish. He wasted no time in this precious journey
for hewanted his Master to be proud of him at the end:
"l have foughtthe goodfight to theend; | have run the
race to the finish; | have kept the faith; al there is to
come for me now is the crown of uprightness which the
Lord, theuprightjudge will give me ontha Day ... " (2
Tim. 4.6-8).

Obsrve the ddlication of those who conqueed
Mount Everest, the lengthy prepaations the study of
the mountain and the conditions of the climb. No one
would attempt the climb unprepared, for it woud be
suicidd. The climbers needed vision, grit and deer-
mindion as well as scientific knowedge The right
food, clothes and equipment would not suffice in sub-
zero temperatures in a batle agang the forces of
naure. They needed the right motivation and the
companionship of othes on the way. Two would
succeed where onewould fail, for the sheer fear evoked
by the forces of nature would be too great for a lone
climber. Note, too, how many began the climb and the
numbe tha finished it. Two completed the climb, the
two who refused to give up even when it seemed crazy
to go on, but they went on to conque the mountin -
and to world fame.

The spiritud lifeislike tha. Romans 154 says, "For
everything tha was written in the past was written; to
teach us so tha throughendurance and the encourage-
ment of the scriptures we might have hope" (NIV). The
numbe who began the joumey can be countd in
millions but the number who finish is small, because
like the other mountain climbeas they give up some-
where aong the way for various reasons. We want to
consder some of these reasonshere.
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SELF-KNOWLEDGE, THE KEY

Jug as mountin climbers need to study the climb, so do
we. Preparation is vital if successis to follow. Like the
climb, this joumey may seem glamorous before the
event, but we may not relish the bitter cold, the silence,
the londiness, the daily grind tha rob the trip of its
glamour. We may not have cleared our motivation, so
tha when things get toughwe lack perseverance. If we
are to climb the mountin of the Lord we need more grit
and determination than any climber, for it is not jug our
physcal lifetha is at stake, but our eternd life. To want
an easy life in these circumstances is prepoderous This
joumey is not for fair-weather Christiand It is for the
valiant soldiers of Christ who will go forth to conque
themselves first for Chrigt, and then go out to conque
theworld for him. For "the kingdomof heaven has been
subjected to violence and the valiant are taking it by
force" (Matt. 1112).

There are choices to be made at every step of this
joumey, for the road narows al the way untl there is
only roomfor oneon thefind stage of this exciting but
dangaoustrip. At this point we mug choos God to the
loss of everything! Then we are free a lagt, freeto fly ...
butwe are ahead of ourselves here! The clearer we make
the choices the quicker thejoumey.

Ignorance of self is the greatest hindrance to this
joumey. Without self-knowedge we cannot grow in
holiness because we cannot make the first step, which is
to face our real sinfulness as distinct from admitting
that we are al flawed and in need of some kind of hdp -
althoughsome won't even admit this much! If we refuse
to acknowledgeour rea sins then we prevent ourselves
from experiencing Jesus as our real Savour. This leaves
us trappel in the tunnds of our own subongious at
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the mercy of all the psychological tricks tha humans
get up to to hide from themselves ther true condition.
A refusal to admit sinfulness blindsus spiritudly (see
Isa. 4420). It enables us to develop a false sense of
self-confidence (Rev. 3.17) while retaining sin in the
heart (John 9.41). It leads to ignorance of God's will
(Mic. 4.12), and then it can even lead us to resist God
and to oppog Him (John 1521; 16.3). Thus we
cannot take the joumey at all. We become onlookers,
armchar Christiang who know it all in theory while
experienang nothing. We are hearers of the Word, but
not does, and so we draw condenndion upon
oursalves (Jas. 122-27). Jesus might have to say the
same to us as he said to Philip oneday: "Have | been
with you al this time, Philip, and you still do not
know me?' (John 14.9).

The opposte of thisis in a little rhyme my father
taughtusas children:

Friend, learn to know yourself,

andfor this knowedgelabour,
changethose thingswithin yourself,
tha you condamn so in your neghbour

If we are to joumey successfully, then it is imperative
tha we learn first to know God, then to know our-
selves. Then we learn to forge ourselves in loving
God! It's very simple. It just requires a lot of grace and
perseverance, but the rewards are great even in the
here-and-now of time. The saints tell us tha to love
God we mug change much, so a commitment to self-
knowledgeis not jug self-andysis such as the psycho-
logists are interested in. No. It is usful knowedge
living knowledge which prepares for grace and re-
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demption. If thereis generogty in thesoul, then the Lord
will give an abundance of self-knowledge to hasten
progress on the joumey. This stage will be short or long
depending on our willingness to learn and to change
with grace.

This self-knowledgeis acquired from observing onés
own actions from listening to others reflect on our
behaviour, by meditating on the Word of God, and by
seeking spiritud coursel from someoneahead of us who
will be objective, sympathetic and loving in thar
approech: Listen to Ecclesiasticus 37.7-15: "Any adviser
will offer advice, but some are goveaned by selfinterest.
Beware of someone who offers advice; first find out
wha he wants himself - since his advice coincades with
his own interest - in case he has designson you.... But
have congant recourse to some devout person, whom
you know to be a keepe of the commandments, whose
soul matches your own, and who, if you go wrong, will
be sympahetic. Findly, stick to the advice that your
own heart gives you, no one can be truer to you than
tha; since a person’s soul often gives a clearer warning
than seven watchmen perched on a watchtower. And
besides all this beg the Mog High to guide your steps
into thetruth.”

Thewhole joumey is a process of becoming, or being
bom agan into the new life of the resurrection, so it is
imperative that everything in the flesh life be put unde
the power and influence of grace. Or to use St Paul's
language, the old man mug die in us so tha the new
man can emerge "You mug give up your old way of
life, you mug put aside your old self, which geds
corrupted by following illusory desires. Your mind mus
be renewed by a spiritud revolution so tha you can put
on the new sdf tha has been created in God's
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way, in thegoodneas and holiness of thetruth” (Eph.
4.22-24).

This will involve usin many battles with ourselves
tha would match the forces of naure in ferodty any
day! It is onething to tackle externd things It takes
greater courage, guts, to tackle the enemy within, and
the stakes are highe too. Moral courageis needed, and
grim determination not to give up, for you will praise
God al your life for the victories won at this stage
They are vita for al the othe stages. Jus as one
cannot skip a stage on the moun@in climb, so one
cannot skip a stage here. Each step mug be taken with
great care, and no hard-won victory mug be lost or
discouragement will set in and this is deadly for
perseverance.

WHAT SELF-KNOWLEDGE DO WE NEED?

If we are beginning the joumey then we need to know
tha adults have what is called a public sdf, a private
self, a hidden sdf and an unmnsious self, and you
thoughtyou were smple!

Whoam I?
public self hidden self
private self unongiousself

Wha pat of this do | opeate out of? Am | in control
of my own self?

The public sdf is tha pat of us tha we project to
others, our professiond image wha we want others to
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see. Unless we want to be hypoaites this mug be the
true image reflecting what is on the indde of us The
private self is wha we know of ourselves but do not
want others to know. This is the dark side which mug
come unde the rod of repentance so tha we become
integrated, whole persons

Thehidden self isarea problem, foritistha part of
ustha others see, but which we may refuse to look at.
Those who live with us know this pat of us well, and
can hdp with information if we are hunble enough to
take it, for it shows up in our behaviour and they suffer
from it. This too, mug go unde the rod of repentance
even if we are to love the very people we say that we
love The mog difficult area of al is the unconsious
self, the hidden motivations tha are not only hidden
from others, but also from ourselves. Have you ever
wondeed why you do certain things? Y et these hidden
motivations influence our lives powerfully for good or
ill. Here we need to come before theLord in prayer and
ask for enlightenment. Often we need the hdp of a
spiritud director to cometo gripswith this area too.

SOME AREAS THAT NEED
TO BE DEALT WITH

Let us cal the following areas "road blocks® which
make the joumey imposible. Therefore they mug be
dealt with. The whole idea is tha we want to get on
with the joumey quickly, so removing obdacles forms
pat of the preparation for theclimb.

The Area of Personal Habits: We are creatures of

habit, and may not consder tha some of our habitud
respongs to life may belethd to the spiritud joumey.
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Here we have basic attitudes like selfishness, laziness
or carelessness conaerning onés obligaions in life.
Also attitudes towards others like snobbshness, fault
finding, prideand arrogance, etc. (see Matt. 23.1-7).

Persoral Sn: which we are finding difficulty dedling
with. If there is deliberate sin in our lives, no matter
how small, it is an effective block, one tha prevents
growth, hgppiness, hedling and wholeness. It is not
possible to have permanent peace as long as sin reigns
in our mortal bodies - to use St Paul's words agan.
Tho= who attempt the climb without eradicating ddi-
berate sin are destined to live at the foot of the
mountin, not because grace is ineffective, but because
it has not been usd.

Pagt Hurts: When past hurts have not been dealt with
they give rise to a hog of problems in the area of
resentments, bitterness and self-pity. They can aso
contribute to a sense of failure and low self-worth.
These things are too dangerousto take with us They
mug be handled by forgiveness and inne hedling.

SHf-Will: You are bent on doing something regardless
of congquences, or any consideration. Some people
are so stubbomn in ther own opinion tha they are
quietly immoveéble. Everyoneelse mug adgpt to them,

but there is no question of changing for the sake of
anyoneelse. They refuse to listen to others, so they do
not know what listening to God is. This is highly
dangeous for thoe who need to joumey with the
Lord, for there is constant change and adaptation
required all aongtheway.

Human Respect: Thisis aso called the "fear of man”,
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and it means tha a peson is govened by public
opinion ingead of prindple, afraid to act on conviction
because of what others think. They won'trisk criticism,
so they "play to thegdlery” in life. No possibility of a
climb here, for we mug act according to God'swill in
everything, even if everyoneis agang us

Manipulation of Othe's. Anyone who manipulates or
controls othes is not free enough to undetake the
arduous joumey. They need to be freed to become
personsin thar own right, motivated by highe prina-
ples, free to act according to God's will before they
commence the climb. Manipulation and control of
others is the way the world govens its affairs, but is
dien to the kingdom of God where each person is
reverenced and respected in thar own right

Criticism and Gossp: One of the hadest areas to
control is the tongue but it mug be put unde the
discipline of God'swill, for we do more damage with
the tongue than with anything else. The Book of
Proverbshas 50 proverbson the tongueaone so thisis
not a new problem. Here are two of them: "Deep
waters, such are human words a gudhing stream, the
utterance of wisdont'. "Death and life are in the gift of
the tongue thoe who indulge it mug eat the fruit it
yields' (Prov. 184; 21). If we are to haness our
energies for the joumey then we cannot afford the
disspaion of the negative use of the tongue The
tonguewill be needed to give life, and hedling, and to
prodaim the gogd. How can the Holy Spirit be
expected to anoint a dirty tongué Or onetha destroys
reputations? Or onetha refuses to forgive?

Many othe areas could be mentioned, but let us
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finish by reminding ourselves tha an inability to face
reality today means tha no joumey will be
undetaken. If we are sincere in seeking God, then He
will show us what are the specific blocks in our own
make-up tha hinde the joumey. When these are
removed, off we go!

WHY DO SOME PEOPLE NOT GROW?

Why did mog of the climbers on Everest not make it to
the top of the mountin? Some stoppeal a stage one
others at stage two. Why? Why do the vast mgjority of
Christians not become saints (in the accepted sense)?
Why do statistics show tha alarge mgjority of adults do
not mature fully? When you look at them you observe
stunted growth. Let uslook at some of thereasonsin the
hopetha this will free more of usto ge& up and go on,
when times get tough.

The first reason is fear, one of the mog crippling
emotionsknown. Wha are we afraid of? The common
fears are fear of the unknown, fear of the future, fear of
death, fear of failure, fear of letting go and fear of
insecurity. They can be al summed up in the fear of
change Growth is full of the unexplored, and therefore
demands constant change. Observe the Simon Peter of
the gogds and the Christian leader of the Acts and you
see someone who has changed amost out of recognr
tion. For Peter became a monunent to the grace of God,
and a glory to Jesus and His power to save. Peter is a
good advertisement for the gopd he preached. His
message could have been summed up as follows: "If he
did thisto me, hecan doit for you"

Paul, too, is another example of the trandorming
power of grace, for here the Lord changad a closed,
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bigoted, self-righteous Pharisee into a pure firebrand
for God. The trandormation of Saul into Paul was
dramatic, shodking and wondeful. Peter and Paul, two
rivals in the race to the finish, show wha a wonderful
effect it has on the world if someone would only
persevere to the end. These men dramatically changed
the course of human history. Ther struggle turned out
to be vital for the whole human race, jug as the
astronaut who walked on the moon did it for us all.
Through him we all walked on the moon, and we al
climbed Mount Everest in those brave men who con
queed it. They were small stepsfor the men, but giant
leapsfor mankind.

In the same way Jesus wants us to die and rise
through his deasth and resurrection, so tha the whole
human race can walk in newness of Life. How
thrilling! Our private struggles on this joumey are, in
fact, vita for the human race. It makes us very
important actors on the stage of human history.

Many people use fear as an excuse not to grow.
Growth is uncomfortable and unsttling and cuts across
our tendency to settle down, a tendency tha grows
with the years. We like to take the easy way out of
things one tha does not involve growth. Yet if we
settle down too quickly, or too well, we fossilize, and
this is not the type of monunent the Lord wants! We
mug examine our refusls to grow, for they are
enlightening. When confronted by some new truth
about ourselves many say: "But I've always been this
way!" "This is me; this is wha I'm like!" But this is
precisely what those who love us want us to change in
order to make us more lovable. To stay the way we
always were is to refuse to changeand grow, to remain
stunted as a person. Thos who love us put up with it
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and suffer. If we are like thisin ordinary everyday life,
do you think tha we are any different in prayer?
Would we be open to a chdlengefrom the Lord? The
bad news is tha we are the same person in prayer and
outof it. If we are closed, we're closed.

A refusal to grow is dso arefusa to use our talent,
and to play our pat on the world stage In the parable
of the talents (Matt. 15.14-30) Jesus compared himself
to aking going away to afar country (Heaven), leaving
his kingdomin the hands of his servants (the Church,
us). Each one was gifted according to his ability, so
some had more gifts than othe's, some less. After a
long time (the Church age) the master returned (in the
Second Coming), and each onehad to give an account
of his use of his gifts. There was judgment for those
who refused to play ther pat in the work given them.
Burying thetalent and leaving it unused was unaccept-
able to the Master, who was not interested in excuses,
or theories about religion tha made God out to be
unjug (v. 24).

The paable finishes with this "goodfor-nothing
servant” thrown out into the darkness (God is light)
where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth
(Hell is thetotal frudration of the person destined for
the glory of God). This goodfor-nothing servant
refused the chdlenge to grow and develop, so the
master took his talent from him and gave it to the
person who had been the mog generousin respondng
to life. Grace abounde for this person, whereas
judgment met the one who refused to live and grow.
Put yourself in God's place and ask yourself how you
would feel if one of your creatures refused the
oppotunities you gave them to become someone great.
This servant is a "has-been”, an "dso-ran”, someone
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whose glory and achievements are al in thar
yesterdays. They are easlly forgotten. But we don't
easly forget Peter and Paul!

People who have stoppel growing easily bore us
for their life and behaviour are predictable. Thereis no
mystery to them. We quickly redlize tha we know all
there is to them, while they settle down to a false self-
acceptance tha makes them smug. This enables them
to criticize others, especialy those who are till grow-
ing, for these continueto make mistakes, and suffer the
insecurity of learning new things and of walking by
faith into an unpredictable future, but onefull of hope
The others have insured themselves aganst all eventu-
alities, and settle down to a comfortable, if boring,
existence. But it is not Christian! And it is not life. A
ship in ahabouris safe, buttha is notwhat shipswere
made for! An aircraft onthe groundmay be safe, but it
is aso ridiculous for it was made to soa into the
heavens and ride on the wingsof thewind, jud as the
ship was made to ride the oceans and bétle the storms.
If they refuse to do this, where is the judification for
thar exisence? They become museum pieces,
nodalgic remindes of the past.

Is an adult who has stoppel growing attractive? Do
they have anything tha would draw another to them?
Think of an infant, utterly hdpless, totally dependent
on its parents for everything, yet amazingly attractive.
Everyone loves babies because they symbolize new
life. They have al the mystery and mystique of an
actively growing person. Everyonewants to know what
will they become? We watch every move, and teach the
child as much as possible. We ddightin thar victories,
no matter how small. They are the centre of attention,
andwe never lose interest because they are in a process
of becoming. But suppcse you visited tha hous
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twenty years later and foundthe "baby" still in ngppies
and sucking from a bottle, would you be happy? If
they had stopped growing at six months and fossilized
in tha postion would you reoice? No! We would
break our hearts at atragedy tha robbel this person of
thefullness of life. Were they broughtinto existence to
suck al ther lives? Oh no! Wha would bring us joy
would be a full grown twenty-year-old, full of life and
entering into the fullness of adulthood In the same
way Jesus declared tha he came on earth for a reason:
"l have come so that they may have life and have it to
the full” (John 10.10). It is no joy to the Lord to look
upon his people hdf-redeemed, with stunted spiritud
growth, having no power to trandorm the world. He
did notdieto leave uslike this!

THE CHALLENGE TO GROW

There is a lovdy passage in Matthew 14.22-33 tha
shows us a growing point for Peter. After the miracle
of theloaves, Jesus sent his Apostles out onto the Lake
of Galilee to get away from the pressure of the crowds
After making their escape Jesus himself dismissed the
crowds he had fed so marvelloudy. Then he took the
oppotunity of some time alone with the Father in
solitude and prayer. Meanwhile the Apogles were
having a difficult time on the lake with highwindsand
heavy seas. Jesus left them to deal with the situation all
night, then he came to ther rescuewalking onthe very
waters that they could hardly handle! Wha a shodk for
them! In the dim light jus before dawn, they thought
tha they were seeing thingsand cried outin fear. Jesus
caled to them not to be afraid, tha it was only
himself! Thiswasthechdlenge Jesuswaswalking on
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thewater tha threatened ther lives. Peter and the others
were confronted with a new reality. How would they
react? Peter decided to test the situaion: "Lord", he said
"if it is you, tell me to come to you across the water."
Jesus said, "Come" (v. 28). At this, Peter steppeal out
into the unknown to try something he had never even
consdered possible before. Don't be surprised tha he
failed on the first attempt! We are not experts the first
time we do anything. We learn by our mistakes.
Neverthdess, as he stepped out of tha boat the
Chrigtian standad rose so high tha | wonde if it has
been surpassed. Looking firmly into the eyes of Jesus,
Peter knew tha everything is possible to those who
bdieve (see Mark 9.23). He stepped out of the boa on
to theturbulent sea.

Wha about the other eleven in the boa? They were
in the same circumstances, with the very same Jesus!
Would they risk failure? or the insecurity of the new
thing? It is a frightening thing to grow, but also
exhilarating. Fear keeps us stunted and wizened like
plants afraid of the wind and the rain. Not one of them
followed Peter out into the unknown. They undestood
boas, not walking on water. Refusng the risk, they
chose the security of theknown and the predictable, and
log a golden oppotunity to grow. Oh, but did they
secretly hopetha Peter would make a fool of himself?
If he did, then they could criticize his foolishness and
lecture him on prudence, as this would make them feel
more securein thar refusal.

Peter went down all right, when he took his eyes off
Jesus to look at the staggeing feat he had accomplished
by smple faith aone Once his attention went on to
self-reflection, helod thevisontha would take him the
rest of the way. So he merited the gentle loving
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rebukeof his Master: "Why did you doub®' Then with
Jesus at his side Peter returned to the boa walking on
the water alongsde his bdoved Master. Wha was
impossible to him by himself was possible with Jesus.
Thestandad is still too high for thefainthearted!

TOO WEAK

One of thefavourite excuses for not growing is that we
claim to betoo weak. Many people give theimpression
tha we mugs have dedlt with al sn and weskness
before undetaking theclimb. Thisisuntrue for the trip
is the joumey of salvation. The Peter who walked on
thewater was not a pefected person. No. He had along
way to go, and there were pitfalls ahead for him. We
don'tgrow in spite of our faults, but because of them! It
is in facing our faults, repenting and allowing the Lord
to teach us His ways, tha we grow. We actudly grow
through our faults. Jesus knows tha “"the spirit is
willing buttheflesh isweak" (Matt. 26.41), so we mug
struggle with temptations passionsand desires to obey
God'swill.

Often it is the moment of greatest sinfulness, or
failure, tha is the turning point of our lives. It was so
for Peter. Simon Bar Jona became Peter the Rock on
the night he discovered tha with a little pressure he
denied Jesus in dreadful circumstances. To save his
own skin hedenied tha heever knew Him. Thisisafar
ery from walking on water! This night he learned the
opposte of tha other night It was his faith and trug in
Jesus tha made walking on water possible. Now trugt
in himself and in human nature unaded by grace meant
tha nothing was possible, not even fiddity to the
Master he loved so much. Wha a lesson! However,
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Peter learned tha lesson, and cried his way to repent-
ance and freedom He was manly enoughto admit he
had donewrong,and to change.

Judas aso denied Jesus tha night, but refused to
learn, or to repent, so he shrivelled up in fear and died.
Peter accepted his mistake, and Jesus forgiveness, and
lived to become a good shephed to other sinna's who
needed to find eternd life. Peter grew through tha
experience of sin and forgiveness, for he was open to
learn and to live. He did not refuse the self-knowledge
needed for growth. He was not too proud to learn,
hence he remained a bdoved apogle of Jesus and
endad his career by giving his life for the very One he
had denied! (Proverbs3.1-12).

DISCOURAGEMENT

Anyonewho ever attempted Everest knows what dis-
couragement is. From a distance the mountin is
awesome as it rises in beauty, the joy of al the earth.
But if you are gtill at the stage of writing lyric podry
aboutit, you've never attempted the climb! Jug so the
Mountin of the Lord ingires awe and wonde even in
unbdievers, who admire the climbers but without
joining them. As we stand at the foot of the Hill of
Calvary and look at the pah ahead, it has an audere
beauty, a splendourin its outling, with the Tree of the
Cross (the tree of Life) at its summit. Valley-dwelling
Chrigtians may speak with enthusasm of ther faith.
From this point of view it is easy to talk of the
incomparable lovdiness of the Christian ided. They
feel apodic ecstasy asthey contemplate the Everlasting
Hills from the comfort of their own armchairs, jug as
footbd! fans rave about thar team even though they
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may never know the discomfort of footbdl in the mud
and rain, or whd it is to sudain seriousinjury from the
game.

For the more serious Christian, the silent, dogged,
climber of the mountin, the pilgrim on the Way of the
Cross, there islittle oppotunity for aesthetic admiration
of the beautiful landscape. They may not even notice it,
because al ther enegies are taken up with the climb
itself, and with sheer survival! The climber has become
pat of the glorious picture admired by othes less
adventuresome. They have accepted its life, and
therefore cannot see it any more, save for thos rare
moments of vision. Wha they do see is the next bit of
loose gravel or stony path which must be trodden, the
difficult rocks which cannot be avoided, the unending
dope which ges steeper; the growing weakness, the
solitude the burden, and the cumulative hardships and
burdenson theway.

It is not difficult to see tha the problem here is
discouragement. Once we overcome thefear of growing
we lose heart very quickly when we seem to get no
results from owr efforts at correcting our faults. We are
tempted to give up, to stop trying and then to take
refuge in cynicism or bitterness. We want to pretend
tha it was al a dream. "It was only fizz", they say. "It
wasn'treal”. "It'sal over now, and | have to ge back to
nomal” . . . whaever tha is. Hopdully it does not
mean going back to sin, unbdief and worldliness, for
tha is tragedy. This is where perseverance and the will
to endure carry the day. We have to learn from the hard
knodks of life not to become hard, butto become supple
and reslient. Mog people give up too soon . . .
sometimes afew yardsfrom victory.

We are so like those two men on the Road to
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Emmaus (Luke 24.13-35). They were thoroughly dis-
couraged by the events of Holy Week. "We had hopead
... " they said, but now they were leaving Jerusalem
jug as the news of victory was about to break! They
had bdieved Jesus was the Messiah, but now things
were bleak. Thewomen told them Jesuswas risen from
thedead, butingead of rejoicing, or even checking the
facts, they condgdered this the last straw! They turmned
aroundand left Jerusalem. It didn'treally matter where
they were going. Jesus had to join them, and gently
lead them back to Jerusalem and the destiny that God
had waiting for them there. He did this througha study
of the holy scriptures, and talking with them in prayer.
Then as thar hearts began to open to Him and to truth
once agan, they invited him into thar home and he
revealed Himsalf fully in the Holy Eucharist. Then he
sent them back on theright road in the right direction,
armed with the scriptures, with persond prayer and the
Euchaist, the three breads for the joumey, without
which we have no hopeof arriving at our destination.

Lovdy podry and musc are no use to the climber.
They mug befed from within if they are to survive, for
the joumey is taken in a world full of sinfulness,
conflict, corruption and disease. The inna vison mug
befed to keep eyes fixed on the god. Besides, we are
not alone Jesus, who made thejoumey from heaven to
earth in the incarnaion, and who made the return
joumey successfully in his passion and resurrection,
now joinsuson ourjoumey into life. Heis a our side,
and within our hearts, teaching, guiding, enlightening
and strengthening al theway. We do nat attain our end
by contemplating the glory from a distance, but by the
blood and guts of the pilgrim way.

Jesus walks with us hdping usto carry our cross,
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not the glorious cross tha we sing about, but our own
rough, clumsy, home-made copy which the pilgrim
mug carry all theway. We have his promises to keep us
going too: "Do notlet your hearts betroulded. Y ou trus
in God, trug also in me ... | am going now to prepare a
place for you ... | shdl return to take you to myself, so
tha you may be with me where | am. You know the
way to the place where | am going ... | am the way; |
am thetruth, andthelife" (John14.1-16).

There is a strange awesomeness about the pilgrims
and ther invisible companion going, as Moses did, to
meet God on the mountin. This strange harsh road, so
inaulting to our "joy-philosophy” generation, remains
the only pah to wisdom and love The radiant Moses
who descendal the Mountin of God armed with God's
revelation for the whole world had been the weary
climber alittle while before (Exodus19-34). We forget
tha the supreme moment of meeting God on the
mountin had been preceded by the stern and londy
struggle upwards in dug, heat and breathlessness, tha
possessed few moments of dignity and romance.

Patience is the cure for discouragement. Thewilling-
ness to endure setbacks, failures and frugrationsfor the
sake of the Lord. This is the power tha trandorms the
signs of death into the sources of life, grace, strength,
and above all, HOPE. Fortitude (steel for your soul) is
needed too. The highe the skyscraper, the degpe into
the earth mug go thefounddions The pilgrim must not
fear going down into the depths of ther own darkness
and discouragement. Jud invite Jesus and the Holy
Spirit to join you there, to enlighten the darkness, then
you emerge on the resurrection side, victorious and
free.

Psam 234 says: "Even werel towak in aravineas
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dark asdeath | should fear no dange, for you are at my
sde . . .". Psalm 139.7-12 indruds us smilarly:
"Where shdl | go to escape your spirit? Where shdl |
flee fromyour presence? ... | will say: "Let thedarkness
cover me, and the night wrap itself aroundme' but even
darkness to you is not dark, and nightis as clear as the
day". When discouragement hits us, let us imitate the
desert plants. Let us push our roots degp into the soil
until they reach the bedrock (Christ), and only then
unfold our leaves to the sun (God'slove) so we will not
be destroyed by the sanddorms.

POSSESSIVENESS

The last obdacle to taking the journey that we want to
consder jus now is the problem of possessiveness.
Growth is only possible where there is liberty of spirit,
where oneis free enoughto travel. Let us compare the
rich youngman of Luke 18.18-23 and Zaccheaeus, the
rich man of Luke 19.1-10. Both were rich, but did the
money possess them or did they possess the money?
Jesus loved them both, and offered new life to both of
them regardless of the fact tha the youngman got his
wealth by inheaitance and Zacchaeus got his by dubious
means One was money from a right source and the
other was fromawrongsource.

When chdlengeal by Jesus the youngman refused to
risk the new life, for he was attached to his money and
all theprivilegestha it secured. He couldn'tleave al to
find all and he went away sad. Zacchaeus on the other
hand, without any words from Jesus, was so moved by
the fact tha Jesus would pay attention to the likes of
him, tha he immediately offered to give hdf of his
fortuneto the poa, andto pay back fourfold anyonehe
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had cheated, something not demanded by the law at all!
Here we have theusud Lukan quanday: the "goadie” is
bad and the "baddie" is good! ("Good" here refers to
openess to new life, openness to grace and salvation,
notto any quantity of moral uprightness).

The difference between the two men was an interior
atitudeto life. The youngman was possessive whereas
the older onewas not. Zacchaeus knew that it was wise
to give up wha he could nat keep to gan wha he could
not losxe. This wisdom was log on the younge man.
Possessiveness destroysfreedom It robsus of the ability
to give and receive, and both are necessary for growth.
Chrigtianity stands for unposessiveness, tha is, poverty
and dependence on God for everything. So many people
tie themselves down to a way of life tha demands
certain possessions. They take jobsthey didike in order
to obtain the possessions they think they should have,
thereby joining a treadmill that causes unhappiness, and
a sense of futility. "Martha Martha you worry and fret
about so many things and yet few are needed, indesd
only one It is Mary who has chosen the better part . . ."
(Luke 10.41-42).

Materia possessions are not the only problem here,
for many people are possessive aboutrelationships They
take people over and claim them as ther own propaty.
No one else may share the friendship. Some husbands
put ther wives unde houg arrest because of thar
posessiveness, refusng to alow them to have any
friends of ther own. Some people are possessive about
themselves, refusang to share themselves with others,
refusng thar time, talents, maybe even thar smile. It's
an effective way to avoid chdlenge

Thelaw of the Spirit of Lifein Christ Jesusdemands
tha we openupto life, to giving,to growth. Themore
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we give of ourselves the more we can receive. We can
only grow if we let go of whatever itis we are hdding
on to, be they material things persons idess, opinions
whaever. We mug hold lifelightly, aways willing to
let go of yesterday@ bread in orde to receive today@
bread today from the Lord. If we are to be open to
today@ experiences, we mug let our yesterdays go, for
the more we hold on to what was, the more we prevent
what isand wha isto become.

Real freedomis the ability to give from the heart and
of the heart. Unless we do this we give nothing.
Freedomto be ourselves also implies a certain indgpen-
dence with regard to the multitude of influences tha
seek to form us We mug continuousy sift outthegood
from the bad, and thus grow in discernment of God's
specific will for uspersondly (I Thess. 5.21). Findly to
grow we mug live in the present, in the here-and-now
with reality asit presentsitself to us Part of that istha
we are limited in our choices by a whole range of
externd andinternd factors at any giventime. There
is aso the fact tha we have so many defence
mechanisms that prevent us seeing objective redlity,
and from opening up fully to God and to life. But if we
know this we will undestand our need for daly prayer
and enlightenment.

MR SHIP / HER LADYSHIP

Let us condude with a story, one that illudrates the
seriousness of the decision to begin the journey NOW.
This is a parable about a young family on holiday.
Here is the key so tha we can interpret it as we go
aong. The father is God, the mother is Mary, and the
boy is Jesus. Mr Ship or Her Ladyship is you and me.
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The boy is about twelve years of age so the family
decide to go to a county place by the sea because the
sonloves adventure. On thevery first day the boy found
a hidden cove protected by the cliffs aong the
hinterland. He was so excited that he dashed back to the
camp to tell his paentsall aboutit. It was a sailing ship
tha he found but it was up on the sand amog hidden
from view by the protective cliffs. He was intrigued, for
wha was a ship doing there? Shipswere madeto plough
the oceans and batle the winds and the waves. Wha
was it doing there all hidden from life? Perhagps it had
been shipwrecked, he would go and investigate. That
first evening the parents got a full description of the
ship, and they knew tha theadventure had begun

Dawn the following day saw the boy, breakfasted,
going towards the cliffs, and the day's events. First, he
had to find a safe way down tho steep cliffs, for this
was but the beginning of wha was to become daly
vigts. (Clue the shephed goes looking for the log
sheep: grace precedes salvation.) The ship was exam-
ined very carefully tha day. The boy needed signs of
damage He mug assess the situdion before enlisting
his dad's hep. He also tried to ge a reaction from the
ship, but failed tha day. No matter, he would try agan
tomorrow (This may be yourfirst talking ship!)

The following day the same ritud occurred, except
tha the boy began to indruct Mr Ship on why ships
were made He talked about wondeful adventures at
sea. The ocean was a symbol of life's joumey. There
were two shores, the earthly one where the joumey
began, and the heavenly onewhere thejoumey finished.
The quantity of water in the ocean represented the all-
asufficiency of grace to take you there. And then
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thewind, thegloriouswind, represented the Holy Spirit,
the One who guided the joumey from start to finish. It
was not necessary to be a wondeful ship, the greatest
thing tha ever hit the ocean. No, it was only necessary
to want to take the joumey, and to trug oneself to the
wind and the waves, and al would be well. Oh surel
There would be storms, high winds sometimes and
heavy seas, but tha would not stop you when you had
all necessary hdp to complete thejoumey.

Mr Ship listened to al this enthusasm in silence.
"After dl", he said to himsalf, "it was a child who was
talking, obvioudy an idedlistic child, who dreamed of
great things He mug never have witnessed a storm at
seal He mud never have experienced the terror of
hurricanes, or twenty-foot waves crashing in on oneself.
He was too youngto know the danges, tha's why he
was taking like tha". He mug have paience, for the
child would surely give up and go away soon."Childish
enthusasm doesn't last”, he told himself. Then he
settled back in his rut and dept, as far away from the
wind and the waves as he could reasonably get without
looking ridiculous

But the child did not give up. He pesevered each
day visiting the ship, offering new life and hope but al
he got in respon® was tha Mr Ship creaked and
groaned from side to side and then settled back into his
rut. Findly, one day Mr Ship log pdience with the
boy's peseverance. He shoued back: "Go away!
Yourself and your new ideas. What do you know about
life? Wha do you know aboutthe ocean and its terrors?
Did your mother not even tell you about pirates on the
seas? Go home and ask he about storms, and the
numbe of ships tha never made it to the other
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side They lie right now at the botom of the sea,
forgotten by al. Go away and leave me aone | have
donewha | can to make my miserable life as comfort-
able aspossible. It isn't much, butit'sthebest that | can
do. No wind will ever send me to the bottom of the
ocean, for I'm staying righthere.”

Theboywas very distressed with thisrespons to all
his loving care and attention, and went home to discuss
the matter with his father. The father looked sadly at
his son and said: "Son, don'tbreak your heart over tha
old ship. He has been like tha for so long tha he may
not WANT thenew life tha you are offering.” The boy
could not bdieve tha, for surely everyone wanted life
in all its fullness? Surely no one would refuse to take
the joumey? Could they posibly WANT to rot and
fossilize where they were, and never know the reason
why they were made? No, it's not posible!l He jus
needed to try again. He mudn't have put the invitation
propaly.

So, in spite of al the rgections the boy persevered
day after day. He began to indruct the ship on how to
leave itsrut and sail agan. He explained how thewinds
worked, and the tides and everything necessary for the
launch, but with no response from Mr Ship tha he
could discern. Findly the boy went back to his dad to
make a big request. "For my sake", hesaid, "would you
give us a big wind and a big wave to hdp Mr Ship to
get going?He needs alot of hdp:" His father agreed to

the request on a given day when the boy had fully -

ingructed Mr Ship.
Findly, the big day came that the boy had prepaed .*

the ship so carefully for. He was so excited because he - | o

could not accept tha the ship would refuse al hdp.

The wind was howling in the heavens and the seas =
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were high and rough,jud right for the re-launch of Mr
Ship. The boy indructed the ship to move on the first
turning of thetide and then waited excitedly for the big
moment. But the ship did not move, thoughit creaked
and groaned more fiercely than ever before, for thewind
disodgel it from its safe place and it rocked periloudy
about Theboy urged it to gonow ... now! Butit refused
to go. Themoment of grace had passed.

Asthetide moved out and thewind died down so the
boy turned to the ship which he loved, and pronouned
sentence on it: "You will never go anywhere now You
are only fit for the firel" With that (for you know who
the boy is) a terrible sound of breaking was heard, and
the once great ship fell in a heap of ruins at the boy's
feet. FIREWOOD. But the boy threw himself down in
the sand and wept his heart out He cried so much tha
he did not hear his father approaching. His father lifted
him up and said; "My son, | told you not to break your
heart over tha old ship. He had made his decision. He
did not WANT life. And not even God can save a soul
tha does not want to be saved! We gave him free will,
andtherightto choo%. He has chosen death. So beiit.”

Podscript:
I[tisno small matter to condder the Two Ways.
Each of usisfree to choos, butwe mug live out
the consequences of our decision. It isalife and
desth matter which way we go.
CHOOSE LIFE THEN'!

Acknowledgment:
The origind idea for tha story came from an
American preache who name | have

forgotten. Thestory astold is my own.
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