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DATE: August 16, 1970 

SUBJECT: "LIVE COALS CAN BECOME GRAY CI.!:li'DERS" 

The other evening I awoke to a strange apparition. As I opened my 
eyes in a. da.rkened room I suddenly caught e. glimpse of s feint light 
that fle.shed on and then dis1:1ppeF.i.red ·just e,s readily. And then from 
another p8rt of the room there ceme fl light akin to the first, fl~.shed 
on e,nd then off. And then as though I WPS surrounded faint lights 
flashed e.11 around me in the room. And then I realized whEtt had happened. 
A fire fly had somehow gained entry into my bedroom and we.s flying 
around lighting his cAndle and just as quickly extinguishing it. It 
reminded me of an experience thi;;it hF.3ppened not too long before. When 
my family wa.s visiting friends, they invited us to spend the night. 
There family was rather large and theirs being rather ls.rge too there 
wes some shuffling about to find space for all of us to sleep. And 
so I was given the bedroom of one of the ,maller children. The lights 
were turned out e.nd as I lay in bed waiting for sleep to come. I 
suddenly became eware of stars shining overhead almost as though there 
were no ceiling to the roof. I made out the faint outline of femiliar 
constellations. And as my ey;es grew accustomed to the darkness, I 
realized that the little child that had slept in ths,t room had placed 
luminous sters on the ceiling, they glowed in the derk. 

The other evening e,s I was wallting under the sters I w.eis reminded of 
thet incident. Ana there was a thought born then the.t carried over 
into my thinking. The fire fly that flitea about in my room creeting 
its own light a.~ opposed to stars on that ceiling that simply absorb 
the light of the de.y e.na simply reflected th~t light in the de.rkness. 
As I looked up iri the stars I becF.ime awere of that sE1me principle in the 
heavens. Many of these st~rs were burning brightly from their own 
energy, giving off its own light. It we,s e 11 ve st1:1.r. But numbered 
among those stsrs were stars eque.lly bright th~t only reflected the 
light of other stars. DeF.la ste.rs, no burning energy, only a. reflection 
of the light of something thr.>t WP.IS F.l.li ve without. v;he t P. para.ble for 
men living in these days. 

As we move e.mong the crowds of friends a.nd strangers at random to bring 
one's face into focus and look into the emptiness of those eyes to seerch 
his soul. How often his life in only a reflection of truths and values 
that heve come from other people, second-hand concepts, no first-hand 
reality. Truths that are taken only by others who have expressed those 
facts. A portrayal as we 'have miroiced in the lives of others. And in 
those faces who come to focus whose eyes :;ire a.light with redient interest 
who comes from his own being. And you a.re immedia.tely ~were th8t here 
is someone who hes been there, 1Jhose life reflects that vita.lity and the 
growing power of something vital within. You and I fit into the ca.ta.gory 
of one of those. Reflecting only the.t which is discoverFJ.ble within the 
lives of others or projecting that which is hsppening within our own 
experience. 
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Albert Schweitzer sPid, "One of the rea.l tri:idedies in life is for some­
thing in e. m~:11 to burn out while he is still alive. fl Alla.n Petton\ s 
delightful book, "Cry of e. Beloved Country," tells of an incident where 
an old village minister coming to the end of his life has been faced 
with an obstacle that he can 1 t overcome end his faith beoo-mes momentarily 
shattered. Visiting in the home of a friend, his friend McFray asks, 
"Whe-re can a men go and to what can a mi:an turn if his faith is gone'?" 
And Stephen suddenly she.kes his hei=id and answers , "I don't know." There 
do come times in each of our 11 ves when the fla.me burns low. Perhaps 
flickers. Tre.gically in mE=J.ny of our lives there comes tm t time when 
the flames burns out. 

But somehow we need to discover the source of that fleme, th~t energy. 
Feed it with the fuel that makes for brighter more powerful exhibition 
of energy within our lives. A more adequate portrayal of the mysteries 
that surround us conste,ntly as we heve interpreted them in the light of 
our own experience. 

I rel!:ld 8bout e young minister who AS he wa,s serving as an e.qrly pastore,te 
came to the point of e. nervous bree,kdown. H·e ha.d been approaching it for 
sometime 13nd his ministry WAS loosing the edge of effectiveness. He knew 
that whet it was thet had held him in the beginning 1-m.s beginning to flag 
&nd lessen and now he was more or less Bct.i:hg from rote and not from some 
inner conviction. One of the most delightful experiences ths:it he sh:?.red 
with his wife was to 1:1.ttena concerts and on one pe.rticular evening 2s 
they returned home from a concert he brought with him an emptiness the,t 
had not been satisfi~d thPt evening. He discovered that he h~a lost 
interest in everything that was ~-t one time meaningful to him. He 
stumbled into the ro.mm, in desper1:1.tion he fell on his knees beside his 
bed end he began to urgently prey. And e.fter e. few moments he lifted 
hi~ face and his wife terror str&cken as she saw what a terrible ashefl 
color it wa.s and the dead coloring of his eyes. She Sf.!W the shape of 
his lips form the words, 11There 1 s nothing there." 

There's got to be somehhing there. Even when times pnd circumstFinces 
rise up to prove the inad eque.cy of our fe:i i th there's got to be somehow 
e. handle to which we cen hold to convince ourselves that there is an 
orderliness of wisdome a.nd power beyond ourselves thPt will make meaning 
out of that experiences in life that have no meaning beyond themselves. 
If there is nothing there, anything goes. If there is nothing there, then 
whose to say that e, Hitler ha.s no plAce in life. But there's no vi::i_.lue 
standard by which is life can be measured th,=it he can be found wanton. 
If there's nothing there, then we being e. pert of the anime.l kingdom might 
well dwell upon the lower P.spects of life 1;1.s enimals dwell upon a.nd find 
justification for that kind of exista.nce. For to cre~te a fante,cy by 
which to live that hes no roota.ge in truth is not to bring life closet 
to its proper plece. It may only blind ourselves to the true emptiness 
that we are not willing to eccept. We can·t live with th1>t kind of 
experience. We 1 ve got to convince ourselves to be ew1:1re of that presence 
that prevedes a.11 of life that sets the ste,nderd by which our lives might 
move and be gaged, arouna which our lives can develop and become signi­
ficant. The relationship that we he.ve with that kind of order is repre­
sented in our faith. Faith must prepa.re us for good times. As taking the 
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promises of Christ at fa.ce ve.lue ·we conform to the stenderds end the 
instructions that he set. Knowing full well thPt we having kept our 
bargain will receive from him i:ill of the benefits th13t he hes promised 
in his teaching. Yet tha.t SF.I.me faith tha.t prepares us for the reeking 
of joy,•;must also be significant in the times ef WAnt a.nd degravation. 
When it seems thpt everything upon which we have stood solidly suddenly 
colla.pses beneath our feet and we fs.11 in to F.'-n R.bise. There must be 
a faith that will eccompa.ny us in times such as these as rele,vent if 
not more so in the face of good times. Faith is the confidence thet we 
express in the intervention of God rs love and mee.ning into our lives. 

There are at least four obstacles thBt intrude into our lives. That seek 
to destroy our faith. The first of these is criticism. Historian will 
look back upon this period of history a.nd near the top of the page must 
be written that this wss s, cynical age. We have become cynical about 
truth. Relagiiting truth to a level based upon the circumstances and 
the t:tmes rather than upon some eterne.l scripture th,=,t will exist through 
all times. Moving into e. rea.lm of ethicAl morelity thP.t we simply 
equate the rightness e.nd wrongness of things depending upon the a.ttitudes 
of people and not upon some value system beyond th~t which we structure 
ourselves. We a.re cynice.l in our underste.nding of mora.lity at attime 
when we ought to be seeking a. greater more,l relavence in life. Because 
of our sensitivity to the moral needs that we are trying to se.tisfy 
a.round the world, we e.re loosing our understanding of morality. C~lling 
it outde,ted, refusing to adhee.r to it bec:=iuse it stAnd in our wa.y of 
whB_t we think is e. good time and the complete freedom · to express our­
selves. And over and over agein as we rea.d of incidents tsking plF.ice 
throughout our country we find tha.t there is a le.ck of morality that 
is marking the rele .. tionship of people and there grs.pling for maeningful 
experiences. There•s a cynicism ebout the church, about religion. 
There's an evidence of mME~gxm a deceline of concern of religion in our 
land. Manifest in sts,tistical surveys that var-thous religious and churchs 
compile from time to time. But a,part from that in our relationshipsi=-
wi th people a.t la.rge we discover that there is a. cynmcism about the 
church e,nd religion todey and we are looking more a.nd more in the direction 
of secular groups and organizations to provide the things that once the 
church did out of compassion. It is now done by force, forcing the general 
puplus into doing things that he does not do out of his love for people 
and his compassion for those tha.t have less the,n himself. There's a. 
cynicism tha.t religion has the e.nswer today as we.l.look in other places. 
And cynicism erodes the faith that binds us to tha.t eterne.l order. 

Another enemy of faith is fear. How often Jesus te.lked R,bout fea.r - "Fear 
not," 11 Be not concerned." For he understood as modern psychiologist 
underste.nd th.s:1t fear becomes an obstecle that even the most intellectus,l 
personality will stumble upon. Moving into regions that simply do not 
exist because of some force of fear that makes cowe.rds of us ·a.11. 
Oftentimes we fear those things th:::i,t ma.y never materialize, but by our 
fearing they do materialize. Sometimes they rise up to destroy us. We 
ought to have a relationship with Christ thA.t will enable us to respond 
to that which will harm, perhaps even destroy. But accept it with a 
confidence e.nd trust that when we a.re planted in that reli::itionshf_p of 
trust that he offers thpt nothing can hurt, nothing ca.n destroy, nothing 
can close out. And though we might be momente.rily set aps:bt from the 
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true coarse that we have chosen for ourselves, that we cannot be defeated 
when our feet are ple,nted f irmsly- upon the ground and promises of Christ. 
But we do fear . .And there's an emptiness in all of our lives that is 
packed with fee.r, some imagmned, some reasoned. But when fear exists -
faith falters. 

Another enemy of fe.ith is e.imlessness. It ought to be th:e responsibility 
of every man me.ture in his thinking to determine wha.t va.lues and 
qualities in life will en,gble him to become and e.chieve what he has 
set out to be. We don't accidently become person~ges ma~ked by cert~in 
qualities and traits, rather it is e.n a.ccu.mulation of the fiber that we 
bring in the making up of our lives that determines what we e.re. It is 
the eccumuletion of eech dF.1.ys expi3rience, the e.ccum.ula.tion of each days 
EXJIEX±:e:mz:m decisions that ultimately determine the person th~t we ought 
to become. We must have a. faith thPJt will enable us to stP.nd securely 
where we a.re e.nd look knowingly into the past to see where we heve 
been. We can't relive it. We can• t go back into the pest F.J.s thought 
history had not yet been recorded Bnd cha.nge the fpcts. But to simply 
erase the PB.st out of our memory is simply to deny ourselves the oppor­
tunity of leerning lessons to see. in the 11 ves o:fl other ci viliza,tions, 
in the lives of other individue.ls whe.t is the ;Jlr:&~:e!ii:x::z::m fruits of certain 
procedures, certain choices in life out of our own to see wherein we have 
failed by the errors th:l t we continue to make over and over e.gain. The 
empty corners into which unwise decisions have carried us. We must be 
able to look into the pa.st a.nd find life for tomorrow. But we must sta.nd 
At the moment for here only is creative acitivity. Though we ma~ dream 
of what is to come in da.ys ;yet unlived, we c1:,nnot dream them into reality-. 
We can only manifest in this moment, in this hour. Utilizing the forces 
that are at our disposal ma.king the choices that a.re ours to make we 
ce.n determine here and now the qua.11 ty of what tomorrow will become and 
only on the instant of ection can tomorrow be cree.ted. Heving done thet 
we can move into the future confidently, meF.1.ningfully, hopefully. For to­
day well-lived makes lEVery tomorrow e ray of hope. Aimlessness destroys 
faith. 

And then en enemy of our fF.l.i th is feebleness. How feeble we beomce in 
times of grei:i.t need, in times of crisis. When everything about us moves 
confidently easily as we would we.nt it to be, no demend upon the inner 
resources of our lives. We have a feeling that everythi8g is weil within 
if everything is well without. And a.s long ~s fate:1 t=tccomodates our needs 
a.nd brings nmto reality the things thet we would ha.ve then we have no cpuse 
to test the medal of our faith, to cell upon those deep resources often­
times untested. Yet when those mements do arise e.nd they F.irise in ell of 
our lives at one time or another we feel the feeblen:ess of our faith, 
just how she.llow our roots lie. we understand just how ince.peble we a.re 
just by ourselves to fa.ce up to the challenges a.nd the a eme.nds that 
life ha.s 18.id out before us. It is in such moments of feebleness thPJt 
our faith. fle.gs e.nd oftentimes dies. In such P time we cell upon the 
will to be. We determine that what we want will come into being. By 
the power of our positive thinking we e.re determined that we a.re going 
to bring it into focus and let it live e.nd let it become a living ree li ty. 
And yet the force of our being cannot bning into being that which will not 
exist otherwise simply by our willing it to be so, refusing to acknowledge 
a nege.ti ve fe,ctor thAt would keep it from being. Oftentimes we use our 
minds to achieve our needs, to reason and r~tionalize into being what is 
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needful for the well being of our spi·rituel life. And though there 1s 
a high premium put upon spirituel intellect there must be en embrecing 
of truth to undergurd the things wh&ch we believe, we cannot live emo­
tionally elone. rrhere must be e. element of truth thPt threads through 
ell of our being. And yet through logical loe.ds we ce.nnot restructure 
a dying faith. And when we ere encountering these forces thi=-t destroy 
our faith, the very deepest of our spt±ttuel resources must come to the 
surface of our lives. 

I we.s telling you e. moment e.go about the young minister who knelt beside 
his bed and cried out, 11 He I s not there." He got up from his lune es with 
a realization that he was on his own. I told you the story just recently 
as to the events the,t took ple.ce in his life shortly after that night. 
Things grew worse, experiences failed insignifice.nt. He ce.me to the JXint 
of determining thpt he we.s leaving the ministry all together. That he had 
forced himself to believe :in something th,,t did not exist. Then one day 
his life ceme face to face with a crisis in the life of enother person. 
F'orgetting himself, meeting the need of the person suddenly the glow 
bege.n to flicker age.in. After he hed left the home in which he hed been 
ministering, he and his wife were riding the dirt roe.d there. Suddenly 
he began to sing e.n old fe.milia.r hymn that she he,d not hea.rd him!';sing in 
a long time. He had gone through the v"'lley of the shaclow of dee.th, of 
the des.th of the soul. But in a moment while he seerched, while he waited, 
while he refused to give up, that glimmer of faith began to glow bringhtly 
once more. Until he came to the close of his ministry, he stood as 
one of the greatest men of his conference. God slips quietly back into 
our consciousness, not when we heve si.ffected it but when we h~.ve permitted 
it. By forces tha.t Eal.re elways known to us yet 1;1 constance reliance upon 
his faith and truth in his l&ve. 

When John Wesley ca.me to America as F.I missione..ry to the Indians, he 
l@cked th8t conviction, he lacked this.tf·faith. Peter Moore cautioned, 
"Pree.ch it BS though you beli-eve it e.nd then you will believe. 11 

Perseverence to , the truth tht:1t is in Christ, to search end to remain 
constBnt until the soul can flicker once agein. Put your life moving 
in that crowd of faceless imRges of humenity. Does your life glow with 
that inner confidence a.nd trust, or does it only reflect the.t which 
others have told you to be true. The choice is y,ours a.lone. 

Let us pray. 


