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One morning a couple of weeks ago, before it was time for a workout session with Farley, my personal trainer, I decided I was ready to try using one of the fitness machines by myself.  I had used that machine before, with Farley, and so I sat down, grabbed the thingamajigs, or whatever they’re called, and pulled, but nothing happened, nothing budged, not one darn inch.  About that time, Farley appeared, and I guess he could tell by the look on my face that I was not a happy camper.  “What’s wrong?” he asked.  I told him, and he laughed with that laugh of his that’s so full of kindness and patience and encouragement.  “You can do it,” he said; “you just forgot one thing.”  But what I’d forgotten was really, really important.  See, that machine has this other little doodad you’re supposed to use, to set the amount of weight.  I’d left it as set by the person before me, Mr. Olympia, I guess, surely not somebody like me, who doesn’t see any evidence that she even has triceps.


Well, I don’t anticipate a future day when somebody will say to me, “My, what impressive triceps you have!”  Maybe someday, though, my triceps and all that other stuff will serve me more efficiently.  But I sure have a lot of work to do to get there.

And I have to begin where I am, as a beginner, not with weights set for a burly iron-pumper.  Farley’s been helping me, and now that I’ve switched to a branch of the fitness center closer to my house, my new personal trainer, Judy, will be there to help.  But, when all’s said and done, it’s work I have to do myself.

You know, it’s that way with spirituality, too.  There’s spirituality within you; it’s been there since the day you were born.  You’ll never see it on an MRI, but it’s there, and it takes work to develop it.  You have to start where you are, with the weights, so to speak, set at the appropriate level for you, and then go to work to strengthen it, to grow it up into a mature spirituality which can efficiently support the adult you.  See, we adults have adult things to face, adult things to cope with, the very things which mature spirituality can enable us to live through.  But when spirituality is neglected, left childish, when you’re trying to get through adult realities with nothing but childish spirituality to use, well, it would be like you as an adult trying to use a little child’s tricycle for transportation.

Pretty silly, isn’t it, a vision of you and me heading to work or to the grocery story on children’s tricycles?  Just as silly, though, our attempt to make our way through adult living on spiritual tricycles.

Working to grow up spiritually:  that work is part of the “Life As a Christian” picture.  Walking that sacred path styled in the style of Jesus, walking that path with the strength you need to keep on walking, walking it with the mature beliefs you need to support you, to live authentically as a follower of Jesus, walking that path requires personal work, day by day working to grow more mature spiritually.  And, make no mistake:  it’s hard work, growing up spiritually, sometimes painful.  Just as developing physical fitness includes some stretching that isn’t a whole lot of fun, so, too, there are some growing pains which are inevitable when you begin to stretch toward and into spiritual maturity.


I’m reminded of a friend of mine who lives in another city.  A few years ago, he called me on the phone, wanted to talk with me, he said, because he knew that I was “one of those liberals,” as he put it.  He’s lived pretty much middle of the road theologically, leaning a bit into the more conservative way of believing.  But, he said, he had decided to do some theological stretching, some new thinking, and I was much impressed.  I admire people who are willing to stretch and grow spiritually, including liberals who also need to stretch and grow.  My friend was doing that, stretching, and he was experiencing spiritual growth pains, which are a normal part of the process.

But he didn’t see it that way.  He thought that what he was experiencing meant that there was something bad wrong with him, and he was deeply troubled.  “I’ve been doing a lot of reading,” he said, “about God and about the Bible, books written by people like Marcus Borg and John Dominic Crossan, and I’ve gotten a lot out of it.  The books weren’t over my head, like I was afraid they might be, and I’ve really learned a lot.  But now I don’t know what I believe.  Some of what I used to believe, I know I don’t believe that any more.  But I don’t know what I do believe.  I’m not sure I believe anything.  I’m not even sure I believe in God anymore.  Something’s wrong with me.”

But, see, what he felt happening in him was not a sign that there was something wrong with him.  What was happening was good, though it certainly didn’t feel good.  He was in that wilderness place most of us experience in the process of maturing spiritually.  There’s this point you reach, where something old has been left behind, and you’re on the cusp of something new, but it’s not there yet, leaving you to feel empty, spiritually empty.  And that’s painful, can be scary, none of the warm fuzzy ecstasy of spiritual mountain top experiences, nothing bright, nothing brilliantly shining, but that darkness of deep wilderness.  It’s an inevitable place along the way of growing up spiritually, and it happens not once, but again when you grow more, and it definitely is not an enjoyable experience, not any fun at all.

That’s why I so much admire people who willingly go there, to do the stretching they need to do.  I get impatient sometimes with people who aren’t growing, won’t stretch, people who remain spiritually immature, because they aren’t willing to leave their comfort zone, are content just to eat a steady diet of theological pabulum.  Underneath my impatience, though, is this angst I feel for them, about that day when they’ll need spiritual maturity and all they’ll have is the inadequacy of childish spirituality.
My friend, who was so troubled by what he felt inside him:  maybe by now he’s received the awesome reassurance and encouragement to be found in this morning’s Bible passage, which is about a guy named Jacob who’s beginning to grow up spiritually.  Notice how dark the story is.  It’s set at night, somewhere in a wilderness place at night.  But the darkness is deeper than that; you can feel it, the dark turbulence, what some refer to as the dark night of the soul, that existential experience of spiritual wilderness, a mortal wrestling with the divine, as the storyteller portrays it.
My friend needed this morning’s Bible story.  All of us Christians need this Bible story.  It’s such an important part of the “Life As A Christian” picture.  But, years ago, my friend couldn’t find what he needed in this story.

He couldn’t find what he needed because he couldn’t see himself inside this story, and there was a reason for that, which we’ll be talking about next Sunday.  We’re going to stay with this oh so important Bible story for a while, at least through next Sunday, to continue talking about growing up spiritually.  Meanwhile, if you sense in yourself a need to grow spiritually and a readiness to do the hard work, the stretching exercise it requires, remember:  there are groups of Madison Square Presbyterians who want the same thing you want.  They, too, want to stop trying to use spiritual tricycles for adult needs; they want to start maturing, or go further in maturing, spiritually.  They’re reading together, and discussing what they read, in Sunday School, in the Wednesday afternoon group, at other times and places, too.  And those groups include plenty of novices, not just spiritual Mr. Olympias.  Those who are further along serve as sort of personal trainers to help the rest of us.  And, remember this, too:  those groups would gladly welcome you, a fellow traveler along the sacred path.
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