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This is Dedicated to Charlene

On the occasion of Christmas, 1996, I went
to the well of inspiration to find a Christmas
story for my wife, as I have done for more
than twenty years.

It is a deep well, and I have drawn a clear
draught from it for decades without any
difficulty.

This time, when I lowered the bucket into its
depths, it was not as before.  It was as if the
bucket was being pushed up from below.
The Disciple Diary was within it.

I was unable to draw up the usual Christmas
story; the well was already overflowing.

To Charlene:

From your patience, I have learned
patience.

From your giving, I have learned to give.

It is only fitting that this be the gift to you in
place of this year’s short story that is not
there.
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Introduction

How hard it is for the foolish person to hear what another says.

A foolish husband had a most disturbing fight with his wife, who
told him that he never took her out anymore.  He answered that he
had taken her out two weeks before when she had made the same
demand of him.  The argument only got worse.  And so he took her
out, but told her that it wasn’t going to work that way if she tried it
again.

He told his friends about this, and his foolish friends agreed.  He
had only told her what was true; and he had treated his wife better
than she really deserved.

A foolish wife had a most disturbing fight with her husband, who
told her that he was exhausted from many long hours at work and in
need of rest.  She arranged for them to go out for a quiet supper and
a movie with another couple in whom they had previously found
pleasure.  He was livid.

When she told her friends about this, her foolish friends agreed.
She had only done what was best in response to what he had said;
which was probably better than he really deserved.

So it is with man and God.  The foolish man or woman is con-
cerned only with the truth of what they know of God, but are not
interested in really listening to what God is saying.  When they do not
get the witness that God promised to those who follow him, they seek
out foolish friends who tell them how they have done everything
possible to please God.

I tell you truly, God is not concerned with what is true in the
knowledge of men.  The wise man or woman will search out the
person of God, and listen to what He says.  Only then will they know
what will please Him.  Only when they learn from Him will they do the
things that bring forth the miraculous witness of our Lord’s ministry.
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This is the will of God, that we believe on Him who He has sent.
How hard it is for foolish to hear even this.  They teach instead that
men are to believe that Jesus is the Christ of God, and that through
Him will men be forgiven of their sins.  And they wonder why God is
not pleased when they teach this - which is certainly true.

God did not come to earth in human form to deliver us a New
Testament, but to preach the good news of the Kingdom of God.  It is
a teaching that men were told to carry to everyone.  Few know it; and
fewer teach it.  They teach instead what they know of their own
knowledge to be “good news.”  They teach instead what other men
teach of a very different Kingdom.

The Disciple Diary is a spiritual adventure, the search for the
person of God.  It is a search for that Kingdom of God that men do
not know, and which is described in the scriptures only by Jesus.

Why promote this truth only, and not all that is taught in scrip-
ture?  I tell you truly, there is no importance in it because it is true, but
because it is of God.  That which is borne of the spirit of men is not
borne of the Spirit of God.

God is spirit.  All that is not of His spirit, whether true or not, is of
a different god.  Its truth is not in issue.

Walk then with Christian as He follows a path that was from the
beginning.  His way is straight and the path is narrow, for God walks
beside him.  On this path, there are miracles.  On this path.…

Well, it is something you must experience on your own.
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done in that pub.

On retiring to our room, I asked Elder, “They say that they also
walked the other path, but none of them recognize you.”

He replied, “It’s not all that much of a puzzle.  I did not look like
you when I ushered them through.”

I continued, “But they all discern to some extent.  They walked the
path.”

He replied, “Oh, they know who I am; at least as much as they
want to know.  They have gotten this far on the outside of the church,
but they are unable to go farther.  They serve the Lord here as they are
able.”

I awoke very much refreshed, and found Elder waiting.  He needed no
more sleep on this journey than the last, and was content to watch over me
while I slept.  It gave me a great sense of peace to know that I was being
well tended.

We went down and found the revelers from the evening before waiting
for us as planned.  It appeared that they were very happy to wait, and had
spent the time in most enjoyable conversation on some matters of faith.

We were made welcome, and the celebration from the night before
began all over.  Soon, I found myself to be at the center of it, with many
others drifting in.  It was so busy that it was only with difficulty that I was
able to find opportunity to get a few bites of breakfast.

I must have been there for several hours, with people drifting in and
out regularly.  The party just seemed to go on endlessly.  Even in the early
morning, it must have encompassed thirty or forty people.

Then I felt Elder’s hand on my elbow.  As noisy as it was, he was
unable to speak to me, but only indicated that we should go out.  I arose as it
was the only way that we really could speak to each other.

We were out in the lobby before I could hear a word, and he told me,
“We had better get going or we’ll never get out of here.”

I hated to tell him, but I was having a good time and would like to stay
and share a bit more with these good people.  What I said was, “I could stay
here for a few more hours.  I wouldn’t want to be rude to these wonderful
people.”

He replied.  “I will stay with you of course, but you have partied
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with them for over six hours now.  How much will finally be enough?”

That rather surprised me, “Has it been that long?”

He replied, “Much longer when you consider that we also spent
the night.”

I half pleaded, “But these people have been so good to us.  They
have shared everything that they have just because they are friends.”

He nodded; but then he also pointed to the floor, where the path
continued out the far end of the inn.

I told him, “I will have to settle up our account.  I hope we have
enough for I didn’t ever see any prices.”

Elder told me, “There are none.  We are guests, and what they
have done for us was from the goodness of their hearts, and from
their generosity to those who come here.”

He started down the path.

I was faced with a strange reluctance to step on it again, and I heard
one of my new friends calling from the common room.  I was wanted, and
my absence was becoming a matter for comment.

I half turned back, but Elder spoke to me as he started toward the door,
“You may go now or you may remain here for a very long time.  How
important is the path, Christian.  Is the Kingdom worth too little to
you if it means that you must disappoint these good people?”

It was with a definite sigh that I stepped onto the path and caught up
with Elder.  I noted, “This is just like those hungry people, but this time
it is my hunger.”

He nodded, “It is good that you understand.  The effect is the
same, for they would distract you from the path.  Even as you must
forbear the urge to stop and care for the hungry of the world, so must
you walk away from your own need to find fulfillment in others.  I can
assure you that the Kingdom of God is worth it.  It is as a pearl of
great price, such that a man gladly sells all he has in order to possess
it.”

We were at the door, and I heard the voices calling for me from
behind.  I called back over my shoulder that it was time that I continue, and
I pushed my way out through the swinging doors.
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Chapter 15:  The Forgiveness Trap

It was already the heat of the day.

I was amazed at how long I had been with them in the inn, and yet it
seemed like no time at all.

When I mentioned it to Elder, he asked me, “How long do you
suppose those who were there thought that they had been in that
inn?”

I told him that I never asked the question, but they all seemed to have
come only recently.

He laughed, and I knew that it had been longer, it had been very much
longer.

“I suppose,” I told him, “that I would have thought it much less if I
had stayed.”

He nodded.

“Still,” I said, “they were marvelous people.  This would be a
better world if we had more like them.”

Elder gave me one of his half-answers, “You will never disciple
Christ by discipling them.  Those who follow after second-raters, may
someday become second-raters.”

I told him, “That may well be so, but I am going to miss them.”

He answered, “I know that you will, but it must be so for now.
The path you walk does not lead to them, but through them.  This
path is the plow that is under your hand, and to which you have
committed your energies.  It would be unfortunate if you turned and
looked back with longing.”

I looked at it another way, “I guess that they aren’t going much of
anywhere.  If I ever come back this way, they will still be there.”

He replied, “That is a very good way to look at it.  You are giving
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up nothing, but only putting it aside while you attend to those things
that are most necessary now.  The time will come when you sit with
them again.”

With that, I put my fullest attention to the path, and to setting one foot
in front of the other.  I was back on the way, and determined not to be put off
the road again.

Soon I saw a wood coming up in front of us, and it looked terribly
familiar.  It was so familiar that I felt a lump in my throat, and could almost
feel the pain in my joints and muscles.  It was in just such a woods where I
first met the fallen angel, and I first felt how painful it was to deal with such
a being.

I noted as much to Elder, who was not encouraging.  “That was an
easier test, I fear.  This one will be more painful, and even less to your
liking.”

It was not what I wanted to hear.  My nightmare just seemed to become
more clear as we continued on our way.  As far as I could tell, it was the
same wood.  It had the same feel to it, the same impression, and even much
the same general smell.  It brought up most unpleasant memories.

Most of all, I remembered being pummeled with body parts and
covered in blood.  It had been a sickening experience.  Bad as the memory
might be, the scene before me only got worse.  I looked up the path, and
there was a great white figure standing in the center of the way.  It looked
like an angel.

I asked, “Are you sure we aren’t on the same path?”

“I am sure,” he replied.  “Listen and tell me what you hear.”

I did.  I heard nothing, and told him as much.

“You mean you hear no screams and groans?”

Nothing he could have said would have put me more at ease.  There
was only the rustling of the trees that encroached upon the path.

Soon we were approaching the angel.  I wondered for a moment if this
would be a good angel, but knew better.  Elder said this was to be an even
more unpleasant experience, and that wouldn’t involve someone who was
there to protect and guide.

We marched right up to the figure.

He looked on me as if I was some vermin.
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The voice was angelic, but not the message.  “How filled with hate
you are.”

I had to admit that it was not what I had expected.

“It is about time that you got here to unburden yourself and be
forgiven.”

I asked, “I have come lightly, of what burden do you speak?”

He nailed me as if I had been just another piece of offal, “Why you
haven’t even forgiven yourself.  Yesterday, you sent the hungry away
in defiance of the scriptures.  Today, you spurned those who shared
all they had with you.  You have left old Matriculus to sit there while
you go gallivanting around wherever.  There is hardly any forgiveness
in you for your own sins, much less the sins of others.”

He looked up at me with those eyes that were beyond expression, “You
must be forgiven and you must forgive others if you are to continue.”

I realized that I did not know this angel, even though he seemed to
know far too much about me.  I might not know him personally, but I
certainly knew that message.

I spoke back, “Who are you to block the way.  You are not a
traveler on this path, and have no authority to impede me.”

“Impede you!” he said with derision.  “You need no help from such
as I for that.  It is your own unforgiving attitude that holds you back.
You are not ready to go on.”

I told him, “I know the difference between you and myself, now
step aside or be moved.”

He told me, “I will not be moved by such as you.  I am here as a
benefit to those who pass, and I do not answer to lesser authorities.
You can thank your luck that I don’t kick you off the path right here
and let you suffer the consequences.”

Oh I knew that spirit, and I accepted nothing that I heard from him.

I called back over my shoulder, “Elder, I need your help for this.”

I felt the hand on my shoulder and I advanced.  The shock of contact
was just as painful as I remembered; and the effort was just as great.  I hurt
all over, even before I roughly shoved the angel aside.
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He cursed me as he was dislodged, and I had no reason to expect such
language from an Angel who answered to my God.  Even with that I mused
that those people who thought of angels as gentle and helpful creatures had
something to learn.  These were powerful brutes and capable of the most
egregious harm.

The angel was off the road, and we walked by; but the pain and the
exhaustion of the conflict was too much for me.  I collapsed in a heap.

I was just about to go unconscious when I felt elder’s gentle touch, and
heard him whisper, “Don’t give the bugger the satisfaction.”

It was so out of place, and so inconsistent with the other things I knew
of Elder, that it shocked me back into a semblance of sanity and attention.

“You don’t need to give him anything.”

I felt an infusion of strength, which I first attributed to the touch on my
arm, but I wasn’t so sure that it didn’t come from within my own
stubbornness.  That defiance might have been within me already, and merely
brought to the surface by Elder’s words, “It is within you to overcome
such as they.”

I didn’t feel much like a conqueror as I staggered weakly to my
feet again.  I only knew that I wasn’t going to go down again unless I
was unconscious first.

I glanced back at the angel, and found that what I visualized had not
occurred.  He was not laughing at me, or even scowling.  He was just
waiting calmly for us to get out of the way so that he could get back onto the
path.

“Punishment,” I thought.  I just wondered what terrible offense that
angel had committed to be given such a miserable job.

Elder told me, “We must be going.  This is not a safe place to
remain, even for one who can overcome an angel.  There are temp-
tations in this place which are not to be challenged lightly.”

Then I made up my mind to go beyond the pain, and beyond the
exhaustion.  I stood tall, and felt the Elder’s hand slip from my arm.

I felt the hand slip off, and then waves of pain coming back.  Still, I had
determined that I would go on.  I called out in prayer, “Father be with me,
for this may be beyond my strength.”

The relief was immediate, even though the pain continued.  I was ready
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to go on.

We marched away.

We had only gone a short way into the wood before we began to see
those who had been lured from the path.  They were not being tormented as
those in the Forest of Atonement, but they were just troubled.  It was not that
they had difficulty with their sins, but difficulty accepting that they were
adequately forgiven.

The same sort of brutish men as those in the Forest of Atonement were
with them, whispering in their ears of other sins whenever they seemed to
make progress.

“Accusers,” Elder named them.  Purification by forgiveness just
doesn’t free a man.  There are always other sins for which they can be
convicted all over again.  And then they must again be forgiven.”

Elder just nodded when I tried to define it, “They are addicted to
forgiveness?”

Several called out to us, and would have forgiven us if we had stopped.
They all felt just terribly responsible for everything, even for others who
found themselves in the same trap.

I noted to Elder that they seemed to be trapped by their forgiveness,
which I thought came from God.

He replied, “It is true that God forgives; but no one comes to the
Kingdom of God through forgiveness.  Jesus taught that a man enters
the Kingdom only as a child, or he does not enter.  It is not a place for
judged men.”

He explained their plight more fully, “It is much worse than being
trapped by their sins, they are trapped by the accusation of sin.  They
seek to be worthy of God, even though He has already witnessed to
their worth by his own indwelling spirit.  They reject the witness and
cling to their own feeling of unrighteousness.  They bind themselves
as surely as if they were in chains.”

My heart went out to them.  I asked, “Is there something that I can
do for them, or that we can do?”

He answered, “If they have bound themselves, what would you
do?”
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“I don’t know,” I answered, “what things can I do?”

He answered, “Are you then so free that you can reach out to
them?”

What could I say, “I sincerely hope so.  At least I’m here with a
guide instead of down there with them wallowing in self delusion.”

He taught me, “If you would take the splinter out of your brother’s
eye, first cast the beam out of your own.  Learn to see clearly what
they need, and then you may do what is really a benefit to them.”

I asked, “Can you guide me in this?”

His answer was what I expected, not what I wanted to hear.  “First
learn of the Kingdom of God, and then you will know what they are
missing.  Without that, you are as a blind man who would help other
blind men.”

I responded in a tired voice, “I know, first walk the path, and then I
will know what it is that I am to do.  Then I will see clearly.”

Much to my surprise, He took my statement at face value.  “You have
answered wisely, even though your spirit is not yet with your lips.  It
will become more clear as time passes.”

We trudged on, and the wood seemed endless.  But it did have an end,
and we could see it as the day wore on.

The pain in my body seemed to subside as we moved along, but I was
still in great discomfort, and had a shakiness as if I had suffered a severe
electrical shock.

I was also getting hungry, not having eaten since we left the inn, and
let Elder know that I was becoming ever more pained with the effort and the
growling of my stomach.  I asked if we would be able to find food ahead.

He told me that the trial was essentially over for me in the wood, but
that it would not do to stop.  He told me, “This is a place of temptation to
those of good heart.”

He also told me that there was a grove ahead, and that the fruit was
most satisfying.  He suggested that we should press on to there; and I told
him that I would survive at least that long a walk.

The farther I got from the fallen angel, the better I seemed to feel.  It
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had me wondering if I might start hurting more when I again came near that
being.

When I asked this of Elder, He told me, “It is not distance from the
angel, but the working of your Heavenly Father in whom you trusted,
and to whom you prayed.  He is healing you as we go along.”

Then he added, “Your healing will not be ineffective.  When you
face this angel again, as you must, you will do so as one stronger than
before.”

I asked him why I was not healed at once if it was a miraculous
healing.

His response was one of those half-answers, “God took many days
even to create the world and what is in it.  Is your healing to be so
much greater a miracle?”

I felt almost good by the time that we finally came to the trees of the
grove.
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Chapter 16:  You Can’t Out-give God

The trees of the small orchard turned out to have fruit that looked and
tasted very much like plums, but with more flesh to them.  They were very
satisfying, and I ate a bit more than I usually did before realizing how filling
they were.

We could see another forest down the path a ways, and it didn’t look
very friendly.  I could see that it was made up almost entirely of two types of
trees, the ones around its edge had a look similar to weeping willows, and
they were very heavy in foliage.  Those predominating in the center were
taller, and had only sparse vegetation.  Their limbs were twisty and course
looking.

The path, being straight, went right through the center of them.

When I pointed out what I saw, Elder told me that I had good powers
of observation.  The two types of trees were alms trees and sacrificial thorns.

He pointed out that this was where I would face the next challenge, and
that he was not eager to get on with it.  He obviously did not relish the test
himself, saying: “I would rather end the day on the far side of that
painful place than here looking forward to getting through it.”

He further told me, “You will face a difficult decision here, and
many have been turned back because they are unable to meet the
challenge.”

Experience had taught me to get what I could from Elder, and so I
asked, “What can you tell me about this woods?”

He said, “Here, let us gather some of these fruits to carry with us,
and we will have nourishment along the way.”

Then he added another half-answer, “We can talk of the challenge as
we are on the path.”

It seemed like good advice, and we both took our cloaks and used them
to hold several dozen of the little fruits.  I reasoned that even if we did not
make it all the way through this test before dark, we would at least have
something to eat wherever we had to stop.



 117

When we were back on the trail, I asked again after the nature of the
test.

Elder seemed glad to speak of it.  “Can you see where the trail is
being blocked by the branches of the trees?”

I looked, and it was so.  I replied, “I see the limbs of the sacrifice
trees blocking the way, but it does not seem so with the alms.”

“You see it truly,” he told me.  “The trees are of very different
natures.  The problem we face is getting through those thorn tree
branches, and I tell you that few make it through easily.  You really
have to want to get through, or the branches will prevent your
passage.”

I remembered my last bad experience with thorns, and that I would
have failed if I had not been rescued by Peace.

I then remembered that Wonderful had not been able to get me
through.  I asked, “I remember when Peace had to rescue me, are you
going to be able to get me through?”

He gave me one of those half-answers, “Do you treasure the
Kingdom of God enough to go on without me?”

I answered honestly, “I really don’t know.  I would hate to be put
into the position where you were not with me.”

He continued, “In this woods, your faith will be sorely tested, as
well as your commitment to the path you walk.  I encourage you to set
your heart to the search for the Kingdom of God, for only then will
you succeed.”

Fearing that I already knew the answer, I asked, “And what of those
who fail?”

He answered, “Many of them were in the inn where we stayed.
They were turned back and have nowhere else to go.  By the mercy of
God, they do not remember much of the trial, and will not respond to
one who talks of it.”

He seemed to brighten there, “They are good people, and God
maintains them.  As you saw, even in their turning back they provide
great service to those who follow.”
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The forest was looming before us.  I noted this, and that the
afternoon was half spent.  I thanked Elder for keeping us moving, as I
did not want to be caught in the woods in the dark.  I could already
see the thorn branches, and they looked positively wicked.

As we entered the woods, I soon had experience with the branches.
They were difficult to avoid, and we were able to get around them only with
great care.  Even this progress was only possible because of the many alms
trees that separated the sacrificial thorns.  I could see that deeper in, where
there were fewer of these stately green giants, and the thorn branches were
interlaced.  I could tell that it was going to be very difficult to get through.
The memory of the scratches from the thornberries came back to me.

I asked Elder, “What is it with these branches?”  I tried to move
one and found it both springy and tough.  I wasn’t even able to break
off one little twig; it merely bent and then snapped back like a whip.

Indeed, my first close encounter with one of them left me with a nasty
puncture wound in my arm.  I could move a tree limb only with difficulty,
and it whipped back with its thorns in all directions.

Within a few more yards, the density of branches increased.  I was no
longer able to avoid them.  I moved one branch aside only with difficulty,
and stepped into the space where it had been.  I used my other hand to move
another, and moved forward again.  To get further, I had to release the first,
which promptly sprang back, even though I thought I released it very
carefully.  My shirt was entangled before I could do anything about it.

I tried again to move forward, ignoring the pain from the first thorn
branch, only to find that I had two limbs snagged to my back.

I knew I was stuck, and called back to Elder.  “I obviously can’t get
through here the way I am trying.  What can you do?”

Without speaking, he took one of the fruits that he carried, and stuck it
onto the thorns of the first limb.  It promptly disengaged itself and swung out
of the way.  Another on the second freed the limbs from my back.

I again asked about the trees.  “It seems like they need something.”

He replied, “They guard the trail, and they require sacrifice.  You
can only get by them by giving them something of value.”

With that, I understood what to do, and soon had the next ten feet of
branches cleared using the fruits that Elder had me bring along.  It was
pretty obvious that I wouldn’t get through the great thicket before me going
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this way.  I was already out of fruit.  There had to be at least a quarter to
half a mile of thicket before us.

I told elder, “This isn’t going to work.  Our combined resources
are insufficient.  What else can we do.”

He replied, “These sacrifice trees only make demands from those
who have.  Once you have given everything away, they will let you
pass unmolested.”

I said, “My fruits are already gone, and they still block my way.”

He replied, “They grasped your shirt, perhaps that is what they
need.”

I answered, “I have only a few pieces of clothing, and it is quite
cool here.  Isn’t there something else that we can try.”

He replied, “The alms trees were placed here by God to be a
benefit to the traveler, and you may also give to them.”

I asked, “Is that better?  If I give it away, it is still gone.”

“Not quite,” he said, “let me have your shirt.”

Because he asked it of me, I took it off and gave it to him.  He pushed it
into the thick greenery of one of the alms trees, and watched as it was
sucked up into the branches.

It was gone.  I was about to mention this as no better than sacrificing
them on the thorns when there was an amazing change.  The alms tree
bloomed, and put on fruit.  It was immediately recognizable as thornberries.

Unlike those on the vines, these quickly ripened and fell to the ground.
There were a great number of them, and we gathered as many as we could
carry.

These, it proved, were quite acceptable to the thorn trees, and we made
good progress. It was soon apparent, though, that we could only continue if
I gave up more clothing.

At my insistence, we tried Elder’s shirt, but it was not accepted.  It had
to be my pants.  These were soon followed by my shoes and socks, and then
my underwear.  I was embarrassingly naked, and getting quite cold, when
we put the last of the thornberries on the thorns.  The limb responded
predictably, and moved out of the way.

I would have thought that we were about half way through the wood,
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and it was about time to test out what Elder had told me.  I had nothing left
but my skin.

I pushed a branch aside, and it still required a great effort.

The reaction was not anything like what I expected.  I heard a yelp of
pain from behind me.

Turning, I saw that one of the limbs behind had snapped back, and all
but impaled Elder’s hand.

I had to turn back to help, and found the thorns so deeply embedded
that the spines showed out the back.  It took nearly fifteen minutes to get
Elder free from them.

He told me, “It seems that you still have something of value that
can be sacrificed.”

I was naked and cold, and nothing occurred to me immediately.

He continued, “Me.  I am your guide, and a value to you.”

Elder’s words came back to me.  I might have to do without him unless
I could find some way around this.

Then it hit me.  I took Elder by the hand, and he did not resist.  Finding
one of the alms trees, I reached up into it with his hand.

I felt it seized, and he was lifted uncomplaining into the leafy center of
the tree.  I wasn’t about to allow Elder to be sacrificed.

As expected, this brought forth a most bountiful crop of thornberries,
so that they covered the ground.

I had to laugh out loud, saying to myself, “You just can’t out-give
God.”

It gave me faith, and I went on.  I did not stoop to pick up any of the
berries, but just marched toward the thorns.

As I came, they moved aside.  I carried nothing that had any value, and
there was nothing more that they could take from me.  They just let me pass.

Even with this, it took me a considerable time just to walk through the
rest of the wood, and it was starting to get dark.  And when I saw the other
edge of the forest before me, even though there were still many branches to
pass, I gave a prayer of thanksgiving.  I had been permitted to pass safely
through where others had been turned back.  I had a reason to rejoice.

I very much wished that Elder was with me to enjoy the moment, and
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he appeared from under the foliage of the alms tree that was nearest.

His greeting was genuine and filled with praise for my efforts.  I had
indeed passed the difficulty, or at least most of it.

I greeted him with both pleasure and great relief.  I told him, “Next I
think I’m going to pray for my pants!”

That got a smile.  He reached into another of the alms trees, and new
clothes fell out on the ground.

Smiling in satisfaction, he told me, “You just can’t out-give God.
What you give as alms will not be taken from you.”

The next tree produced another crop of the berries, which we gathered
to satisfy the few thorn branches that were still before us.  We cleared the
last of them just before dark; and Elder reached into one of the few
remaining alms trees to have it give us a sleeping bag and to bear more
fruit.  This time it wasn’t thornberries, but a fruit that was both nourishing
and tasty.

I was exhausted by the efforts of the day.  I ate, I slept, and I promised
myself that I would ask Elder about what I had experienced in the morning.
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Chapter 17:
Into the Valley of the Shadow of Death

That night I had nightmares.  It wasn’t bad enough that I had them, but
I also clearly remembered what I dreamed.  If that still wasn’t bad enough, I
awoke to find that they were at least partially true.

I dreamed of death.  It wasn’t some kind dream death, but a death
without end.  Still worse, the death I dreamed of was no place of emptiness,
but one of eternal torment.  It was a lesson in Old Testament wrath.

I can’t tell you how relieved I was to awaken and find Elder patiently
waiting for me.  He served me some of the fruit that we had received from
the alms trees the day before, and I was ready to face a new day.

I have to tell you that I wasn’t eager, but neither was I in any dread
because of the dreams.  I felt fairly secure in my ability to tell reality from
fantasy, and I am not one to panic over dreams.

In fact, I told Elder that I had some disturbing dreams, and could
remember much of what was in them.  I approached it as an unusual matter,
a thing for curiosity.

He took the dreams somewhat more seriously than did I, teaching me,
“Even in the days of Joseph and Mary, the parents of Jesus knew
enough to listen when the angel came to them in a dream.  What did
you dream?”

Having Elder take my dreams seriously did have an effect on me.  I had
learned to respect what he told me.  The ominous nature of what I had found
in my dreams seemed worse when Elder listened so intently.  It raised my
anxiety level considerably.

His interest had me approaching these night terrors a little more
seriously; but for the life of me I could see no real message in them.  All that
I really could get from them was a general sense of dread.

On hearing this, Elder breathed a sigh of relief.  “At least there is
nothing specific for you.  You are free to go forward.

“Perhaps,” he mused, “you are just more sensitive than most to
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the challenge that faces you on our walk today.”

I couldn’t help but ask after what it was.

I got the usual half-answer, “It is a place of which you have read,
but few have ever really seen.  It is here that you will first face the
dark angels as they really appear.

I remembered them well enough, “I have faced them before.”

He answered, “Yes, but they appeared even as the angels of light.
It is not difficult for them to imitate the messengers of the almighty to
those who do not know them.”

That left me with a question, “But I am one who they can’t fool
now?”

He answered, “Oh they can still cause you harm through disguise,
but not for long.  Have you forgotten the angel in the Forest of
Forgiveness?”

I responded, shuddering at the memory of the pain.  “I remember him
all too well.  I collapsed after pushing him aside, and I hurt almost to
the end of the forest.”

Elder asked, “How was it that you knew that he was a fallen
angel?”

I thought about it before responding, “At first it was the placement;
it was just like in the Forest of Atonement.  But then, after listening to
him, it was the message itself.”

Elder grilled me like a school teacher, “What about the message?”

I answered immediately, “It was the character of the message.”
Then there was a pause, a time when Elder just waited, and let me walk
along and think.

I answered a second time.  “No, it was more than that.  It was the
fact that the angel was more interested in the sins and the forgiveness
than he was in me.”

I thought about it for a few paces more before continuing, “It was in a
different spirit.”

Elder told me to look forward on the path, where I would see a place of
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a different spirit.

I did as he directed, and there was a dark cut of a valley before us.  It
was as if the valley was in perpetual shadow, but then it was even a deeper
darkness than just shadows.

Noting where I was looking, Elder announced that, “You are looking
at the Valley of the Shadow of Death, first written of by David, the
King of Israel.”

I just had to ask, “He walked this path?”

“No,” he replied, “but he did walk in this valley.”

Elder paused, seeming to recollect something, “Odd as it may seem,
his visit to this place was more peaceful than yours will be.  Here,
there is a lesson that you will learn only at considerable expense.  But
what you expend will be as nothing once you have received it.”

“Then it is to be a hard lesson?” I asked.

“More so for you than for most,” was the answer, “less than for
others.  It is all a matter of how important the lesson must be to you.”

It was not what I wanted to hear.  I wasn’t pleased to be on the end of
another painful lesson.  I had already learned to turn my back on the needy,
on friends, and on everything that I owned, even the immediate presence of a
guide.  What more could be asked of me?

It was therefore with some dread that I walked beside Elder into the
dim valley.  As promised, it was in shadow.  Worse yet, Elder indicated that
this was another lesson involving those fallen angels, and they were nothing
but grief and pain.

There was a cool earthy dampness to the air.  It reminded me of the
smell of a fresh dug grave, and I was not happy to be there.

Still, the path went on and I wasn’t about to leave the path.

We had hardly gone more than half a mile when I became aware of the
shadow creatures.  They were huge dark shapes that seemed to float
effortlessly along beside us, but far enough away so that I could not see
them clearly.

As we walked on, I noted that their number increased.  The farther we
walked, the louder the evil hissing which was apparently their speech.

Also as we walked, there was a continuous increase in the background
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feeling of the place, a cool fear that chilled to the bone.  There was also a
subtle hint of burnt sulfur in the air.  I was beginning to feel that this was a
thoroughly nasty place.

When we reached the depths of the valley, nearing the half-way point,
the path came near a pool of dark water.  It forced the crowd that now
ringed us to come close enough so that I got a pretty good look at them.

Imagine my shock, when I saw angels, lots of them.  But these were so
obviously hostile that there was little question about them being fallen.

Also, they were a soft charcoal color, which only glinted white on
occasion.

I told elder of my concern, that these beings were so many that we
might have a time getting through if they actively resisted us.

His response just chilled me the more, “They will do more than
resist us.  That would be no different than the times before.  What
lesson would you learn from that?”

Then there was a whoosh of wings, and they were upon us.

I caught a glimpse of Elder, and he had somehow secured a long staff
that he was putting to good use upon the dark angels.

Then they were upon me, and I went down.

I wish I could say that I went down fighting, but there was no time for
that.  I went down in a heap with three or four of the beings landing full on
top of me.  Their weight was crushing me.  Wherever they touched me, it
stung like fury.  The electric evil from their fingers attacked me from a
hundred different places, and my whole being exploded into pain.

I knew that they wanted me dead.

Five or six of them grabbed me, and started to drag me toward the
edge of the path.  It was then that I got a new respect for the sinuous
strength of these beings.  Their hands felt like they could crush me, like my
flesh was putty that would yield beneath their steely fingers.

I have to say, without apology, that I was panicked at this; and called
out in my need, “Father give me strength to hold on.”

There was suddenly a bright light from somewhere behind me, and I
found a purchase for my fingers in the hard ground of the path.

I latched on.  My fingers held, and I stopped moving, which only
seemed to infuriate the beings more.
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Six or seven more to the brutes joined those who tried to pull me.
These grabbed at my arms, trying to lift me up and break my grip on the
path. Others began to kick and pummel me.  The force with which they were
pulling was incredible.  It was only by miracle that I was able to resist.

No, I must correct myself; it was only by prayer that I could resist.  I
heard my voice crying out in my distress without any conscious will on my
part.

In that, I finally experienced having a cry actually wrung out of me.  I
have no shame in reporting that I was really scared!

But the strength in my hands that was so beyond me did not fail.  Even
where half a dozen of the beings had seized my arms to pull my hands from
the path, my grip could not be broken.  I hung there between the path and
the surrounding valley with the charcoal angels beating me and pulling, but
unable either to drag me away or to finish me off where I clung.

It was then that the brilliant light was over me.  I got only the briefest
look at it as it came.  It was on the tip of Elder’s staff.

I had a hint of white as the light struck the angels, and then the staff
was on them.  Elder was beating them off of me.

In less than a minute, I was free of them, and Elder was bending over
me.

If it hadn’t been for the incredible pain, I would have been glad to be
alive.  But this pain, well it was intolerable.  I had to do something.

The light on the rod was so bright that it blinded.  I distinctly
remember noting that just before I went unconscious.

I dreamed, and they were pleasant dreams.  They were dreams of
people I could help, and of quests that ended with praise for a job well done.

I awoke with a start, and the return of fear.  I had been helpless and
unconscious in the valley of the Shadow of Death, and Elder standing over
me.  What if the angels attacked again?

I still hurt incredibly, but I was not dead.

Elder’s voice was like a lullaby.  “Go back to sleep, Christian, your
prayer was heard, and no one will do you harm.”  It was such a nice
voice.  I remember thinking that before I went out again.

I awoke.  The pain was very much less, and I seemed to have recovered
some of my normal strength.  I looked up and was almost blinded by the
light, so that I shielded my eyes from it.  That did no good, for I saw it right
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through my hand.  It was no normal light.

I rolled to the side and sat up.  Just moving brought up new waves of
pain, especially in my arms and shoulders, which had taken the brunt of the
assault.  I was on the grass, but the path was right beside me.  The grass
was cool, very green, and very soft.  I almost wanted to slip back down and
sleep some more, but Elder’s voice brought me to a more awakened state.

“Christian, it is good to see that you are feeling better.  You took
quite a beating the day before yesterday, and you have been healing
ever since.”

That brought me up still more, and I looked around to see where I was.
It was still the valley, but it looked different in the light of the staff.

What I said was, “I’m sure glad you had that staff.  If it hadn’t
been for that, I would have been dragged off for sure.”

His laugh was delightful.  “That light is the prayer which came out
of you.  You are under its protection for as long as you are in the
Valley.  It will let you hang on until you are free of this place.  Take
heart, for you have a great protector.”

Elder waved an arm, “Look about you, and see what is in this
place.”

I did, and found the valley to look very different in the light of prayer.
It was not dead, as it had appeared in the shadows, but was brilliantly alive.
The lake, a quiet pool, was populated with colorful fish.  The birds, glad of
the light, were singing.  It was actually a pleasant place, and I would have
been glad to be there if only I didn’t hurt so.

I couldn’t help but think of the 23rd Psalm, and the reference to lying
down in green pastures, and beside the still water.  Then again, there was
the staff that restored things, and drove off the fallen angels.

A moment of panic arose in me, and I sat bolt upright and looked into
the darkness beyond the light of the staff.  They were still lurking out there, I
could feel them watching me.  They were still there, and would seek to
destroy me.

I asked, “Surely David hadn’t experienced anything like this when
he was in the valley.  This would be so notable an experience that it
would have been in the psalms which he wrote.”

Elder replied, “For each it is different.  David was already
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hardened by battle, and knew the value of prayer in keeping evil at
bay.  The lesson which you have learned with such pain had already
been his.”

I swung my vision behind me, and found to my surprise that there was
a table set on the other side of the path.  Beyond that was the border where
the darkness still held the valley captive.  In that darkness were the eyes that
watched.

Elder called to me, “Come, let me help you to the table.  You must
be very hungry after your great efforts, and your time of rest and
healing.”

I was famished, and would gladly have fallen upon almost any morsel
of food.  I tried to rise, and was unable.  The beating I had taken, and the
effect of the angels on my nerves, was such that I just fell back after just the
first attempt at rising.

Elder came, and with his help I was able to get to the table.  He told
me,  “You should feel a lot stronger after you have satisfied yourself.  I
am here, and your prayer will keep us safe, even through the endless
night of this valley.  Relax and feast.  You need not concern yourself
for those who watch from the darkness.  They will not harm you
again.”

After a good meal, I was much improved.  Even though I still ached, I
was at least thinking clearly again, and was more aware of the place.  We
were approximately in the middle of the valley, and it was again nearing late
evening.

I told Elder, “You have been watching over me for a long time.”

He said, “Longer than you know.  And I will also watch tonight.”

I asked, “Wouldn’t it make more sense to get out of here now?”

He replied, “Lay down and take your rest.  You will be ready to
move on soon enough.”

I did as he suggested, and was asleep as soon as I felt the warm sod
beneath me once again.  The oblivion of unconsciousness was better than
the pain.  Unconsciousness was the only real relief available to me, for every
time I moved, it just made things hurt worse.

On awakening again, I felt almost good.  Most of the pain was gone.  I
still had lots of bruises, but nothing that would prevent me from going
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forward once more.

I glanced back, and the table was still there and seemed to be filled
with new delights.

I rose on my own, and it felt very good to be able to do so.

Elder had been right about getting better quickly.  He joined me at the
table, and we spoke as I ate.

I told him, “This valley is an experience that I would not like to
repeat.”

He replied, “You have taken substantial injury, but you have also
healed.  The result is experience, not destruction.”

I asked what was on my mind, “I’m not sure that I learned anything
except to bear up to punishment.”

“Right lesson,” he replied, “but not right in spirit.  You have
learned that you are able to stand against even a host of the fallen
ones and they cannot destroy you.  You need not fear your own
destruction from them.”

He let me think about it for a few seconds before continuing.  “You
have been under an attack so direct and vicious that few others have
suffered as you have, and yet you remain.  You have been in direct
contact with the evil which is greater than the world, and yet you have
not been corrupted.”

I didn’t know what to make of it, but it was an interesting direction; a
new way of looking at who I am.

He continued, “It is written that both Adam and Eve were
corrupted by the whispers of the serpent.  How much more have you
endured.”

I still didn’t see where Elder wanted me to take this, so I asked, “I
don’t know what I am to learn from this?”

He answered, “You will not know the Kingdom of God until you
know who you are.”

Then Elder spoke with challenge, “Which is greater Christian, you
or evil?”
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It was an interesting question.  I responded from my recent experience,
“When God is with me, evil cannot overcome me.  If God were not
with me, I would certainly be lost.”

Seeing the direction I was going, Elder became less demanding, “Then
you understand a little.”

Then he addressed me with an emotion which was hard to describe
except to say that it was deep, “I tell you, Christian; you are man, God’s
crowning creation.  You will not crumble and fail at the first touch of
evil, or even under its severest assault.  The power of prayer is yours,
for your Heavenly Father’s ear is always near you; and His love
surrounds and protects you.”

I seemed to understand something, and tested it by asking, “And this
is the Kingdom which is with us?”

There was that pause, and he replied, “Yes, that will certainly do for
now.”

I finished eating, and felt even better.  I knew we would soon be on our
way again, and I was very interested in putting this valley behind me.  I only
hoped that I would someday be able to forget that pain.

I changed the subject by asking, “I hope this is as severe as any
lesson I will ever have to learn?”

Elder paused for what seemed a very long time, apparently examining
something within, before delivering me a half-answer, “Forever is a long
time.”
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Chapter 18:  The End and the Beginning

I stepped back onto the path through the Valley of the Shadow of Death
with a feeling that things were coming to a close in my adventure.  In spite
of my aches, this wasn’t something I wanted.  I had been through many
things, but I was not fulfilled as yet.  I was most uncomfortable with the
thought that this might be all there was, that there might not be anything
more for me.

I was rather eager to continue the path, and to meet whatever
challenges were before me.

 Elder was just as sensitive to me as always, and asked, “You have
been through much, Christian, are you ready to face still more?”

I then told him of the uneasy feeling that I had concerning the rest of
the adventure.

He replied, “The spirit is with you, and you know things without
knowing how it is that you know them.  Yes, the end of this trail is
near; but I can assure you that it is not the end.  As in all things in the
spirit, an end is just a new beginning.”

Then he took me in a new direction, “Many things will be repeated,
but you will not repeat them as you did before.  You will always
continue in a new spirit.”

I actually made little sense out of this beyond learning that I would be
changed, and that I was nearing the Kingdom of God.

Instead of going further in trying to know the future, I looked back to
my painful passage through the Valley of the Shadow of Death.

It was too painful.  I let my mind wander back further, “On looking
back, while you have been with me, I have suffered little real danger
or threat to my person anywhere along this path.  Even in this valley,
where I have suffered under great assault, God was with me and I
could not suffer defeat.  The most serious threat seems to be to my
search for the Kingdom, and not to me personally.”
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Elder responded, “Who was it who told you that the path of
discipleship was a dangerous one.  Jesus taught that his burden was
light, and that He would be with you.”

I let that sink in.  I heard the same words as always, but they had
apparently taken on new meaning from what I had experienced.

I said, “I’m glad for it, but I thought that I would have to give up
everything else to follow God.”

There was humor in his grin, “Back in the thorn trees, are we?”

Then he added, “You gave up the idea of seeing to the needs of the
many.  You gave up the friendship of good people.  You gave up your
clothes and even your guide.  What remains?”

I had to think about that, “I guess I did end up giving up
everything, and trusting in the goodness of what God had planted.
Who planted the thorn trees?”

His answer didn’t instruct, “Did someone say that they weren’t also
planted by God?”

I said, “No, that was not said.  But I still ask it.”

“Then you shall be answered,” he replied, “God did not plant
them with His own hands, but they were not planted without
permission.”

I thought I had the message, “It was a necessary lesson, then.  I
must learn to rely upon God seeing to my needs when I do all that I
can.”

Elder nodded, “That would be in a right spirit.”

Indicating the place ahead where the darkness of the Valley ended,
“Are you ready to go on.”

Eating the fruit as I went, I stepped onto the sunlight and looked down
the path as far as I could.

For all I could tell, it ended less than a mile ahead.  I have to admit
that I was unnerved by that sight.

It just seemed to end on a slight hill in the middle of a wide open space.
There were no gates to the Kingdom of God that I could see.  There were no
walls, and no city.  If anything, it appeared to be a small flat area.
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For the time, I contained my disappointment.  It might be that
something would become visible as we neared.

We started off at a good pace, and were soon closing in on the area I
had seen from afar.  Up close, it was just as I had seen it from a distance.

I told Elder, “It is a little disappointing to come to a place like this
after so many fine lessons and adventures.  Is there a gate to
somewhere else, a door that I may knock upon?”

He told me, “This is the end.  It goes no farther on this path.”

I just had to ask, “There is another path, then?”

He answered, “For some perhaps.  But before you even consider
such things, you have to finish what you have started.  We are not
there yet.”

I asked, “This is another challenge?”

He answered more bluntly than I had come to expect, “There is little
remaining challenge here for you.  You have almost walked the length
of the path you are on.”

I pressed the issue as we approached the round flat area at the end of
the path, “And after this, what then?”

He returned to the more cryptic answers to which I had become accus-
tomed, “First get to the end, then we will see.”

I stepped into the middle of the platform.  It was about fifteen feet
across, and there was nothing remarkable to be seen.  There was no
experience to be had.  It appeared to be no more than Elder had told me.  It
was just the end of the trail.

I asked in my disappointment, “I’m here, so where is the Kingdom
of God?”

He answered, “It is you who have brought it.  The Kingdom is
within you.”

I could no longer hide my disappointment; I was looking for more
satisfactory answers.  “If it has been with me, then why did I have to
walk this path?”

He gave me one of those half answers, “Without walking this path,
you could not have found it within you.”
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With a sudden thought, I asked the question that I thought might stump
him, “But if I had it with me, how did I get past the sacrifice trees?  It
was with me then, wasn’t it?”

He laughed without rancor, “How could you have given it to the
trees?  Could you put it on a thorn to satisfy what those branches
sought?”

I paused with that.  I realized that I needed a time to gather my
thoughts and to organize them so that I could learn more effectively.  Finally
I noted, “I don’t feel that I have anything more than when I started this
little adventure.”

He replied, “Then you learned nothing from the hungry masses?”

That brought me up short.

“And you learned nothing from those who are always in the inn?”

At least this made sense.  I said, “I do seem to have had a lot of
lessons and experiences that are unique to this path.  Is that what you
mean?”

He answered with a challenge, “Tell me about the Kingdom,
Christian.”

I thought back, and answered, “It is not for those who turn aside to
see to the needs of others, nor for those who seek friendships above
the search.”

He taught, “Oh, that is good.  But you will learn much more from
what you have experienced along this path.  Tell me more.”

With the return of some memories from the scriptures, I noted, “It is
not something which comes openly, or to those who follow other men
to find it.”

“See,” he told me, “there is ever so much more, and yet you have
not knocked upon the door.”

I asked, “Help me with this.  How do I knock upon the door?”

He answered my question with a question, “Where do you knock,
Christian?”

After a moment’s thought, I replied, “I guess that if it is within the
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heart of a man, I must somehow knock upon my own heart.”

I thought he was trying to sidetrack me when he taught, “As you do
unto others, you do unto me.”  I had trouble aligning that lesson with our
present situations.  I took a lot more time turning that over in my head.  It
must have been several minutes before I saw any way that it might fit.

I was becoming aware that even standing still was a lot of work, “Do
you think you might find me a chair?”

He did not answer in words, but simply sat down on the pathway.  I
followed suit.

“Do you grow weary so easily, Christian.  You have only been on
this quest for a few days.”

I answered, “I seem to think more clearly sitting down and well
rested.  This appears to be a subject which will require much
thought.”

He taught me, “If you could have gotten here by thought, you
would not have walked the path.  You must get here by faith, and by
learning of the Kingdom from those who are also of the Kingdom.”

Before really thinking it through, I answered in a manner that did me
no honor as a thinker, “But I met no one along the way who had ever
been here.”

He gave me the obvious answer that I should have seen on my own,
“They do not need to find the Kingdom before it is within them.”

We sat in silence for quite a time while I turned this over in my mind.  I
tried to understand the Kingdom by the experiences I had on the path.
There was the need to stick to it, and to accept that the value of the Kingdom
overcame all obstacles.  The Kingdom would be a place like the pearl of
great price.  It would be something that I would never relinquish.

Yet in the Forest of Sacrifice, I would not lose for giving.  I would give
as freely as if what I had to give had no end.  What I gave of the Kingdom
would still be there for me when I needed it.  I might have to do without for a
time, but I would receive enough to continue.

From this, I noted that the Kingdom would be a place of plenty, such
that I could not give it all away.  And also, it would be mine to give.  I would
not be limited, except that I might be stripped so naked that I had no more to
give.  I would still be able to give more, for what I gave would not become a
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loss.

I felt that I was getting fairly into the thing, and that I would indeed be
able to get something out of my experiences.  I asked Elder, “Tell me of this
Kingdom.”

He did not answer directly, which told me that it wasn’t going to be as
easy as I had hoped.  “First tell me who I am, and then I will tell you.”

I thought about it for a moment, and replied, “You are at the center
of the Kingdom, and so you are the Lord.”

I had hopes, that like Peter in the scriptures, that this might be a place
to receive a blessing.  Instead, he posed me another puzzle, “And yet I am
the one who is here to serve you.”

I marveled that he reversed it so easily, and handed the same question
back, “Now you tell me about the Kingdom.”

I responded, “I have to tell you that this is becoming a very
disappointing experience in some ways.  I have made this journey
hoping to find the Kingdom, only to learn that I brought it with me.  I
was hoping to find a way to serve God, and find only that you are here
to serve.”

There was genuine concern in his voice as he asked, “Do you seek to
learn about the Kingdom, or to enter into it.”

I had to stop and think about that for a few seconds before replying, “I
came seeking the Kingdom, not knowledge.  It’s just that Knowledge
was all I really expected to find; and I don’t seem to find it.”

He continued, “Your expectation was too low.”

We sat for many long minutes while I thought about that.  At least
Elder turned out to be a perfect listener.  He never tired, nor did his
attention seem to wander.

Finally I said, “But you are the Lord.”

He replied, “Obviously, and yet I serve you.”

With sudden realization, I answered, “Then I am in the Kingdom.”

He smiled with a warmth that filled me, “Was it then so hard?”

I asked, “You will continue with me?”
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He answered with more emotion than I had heard from him before,
“You won’t be able to drive me away.”

I sighed down to the very bottom of my soul, “Then all this was just
for me.”

Even though it wasn’t a question, he replied, “It was for such as you
that I am here, for I am the shepherd of the lost sheep.  You are finally
hearing my voice, and you will follow because you know me.”

I just nodded, and we sat there in silence while I drank it all in.

I looked around, and the place where we were was beautiful.  I looked back
at the Valley of the Shadow of Death in the distance, and even in its
darkness it was beautiful.  I looked down to the path, and it was a marvelous
witness to the God I love.

“Yes,” I heard him whisper, “You have found the Kingdom of God.
It is the place where you love everyone you meet.  Rest now, and enjoy
the acceptable year of the Lord.”

We just sat there in silence for a very long time.

At last I noted, “We do indeed seem to have come to an end.”

He replied, “We seem to have come to a beginning.”

I smiled, and told him as one who had experience in it, “We are at the
end of the path.”

He returned my own knowing smile to me, “And I tell you that where
we are is at the beginning of the path.  I was here before there was a
path.  This is where I started, and the path does not lead from where
you were to where I am.  This path was made so that I could come to
you.”

Again, we sat for a long time in silence.  I was finding it most
interesting.  Those things that seemed most certain to me were not what I
was hearing.  Yet I was not going to question my guide in this.  He had not
been wrong yet.

I told him, “I would stay the night here, if that is permissible.  I
have many things to enjoy as I remember them, and much to learn
from what I recall.”

He said nothing, but produced a sleeping bag from somewhere, and a
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dry crust of bread.  The bread, I recognized from before, and knew that a
crumb would suffice.  I was content.
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Chapter 19:  I Call Him Friend

It was morning, and I knew that I had never felt so loved since my early
childhood.  I felt good in ways that are hard to describe.

Elder, as expected, was awaiting?  I asked, “What are you doing
while I sleep?”

He laughed with pure pleasure, “The shepherd watches over the
sheep.  I am here to watch over you, and that is what I do.”

It was infectious.  I started to smile with him, “But what do you do,
what do you accomplish with this time and effort?”

The answer was not what I expected, though the laughter was replaced
with a more serious expression.  “I do what is important.  I watch over
you while you sleep.  There is nothing else to be done until this most
important of tasks is completed.”

I was eager to get up and moving again.  I glanced around, and there
was nothing on the platform but the sleeping bag.  I insisted on rolling it up
and carefully depositing it to the side, even though Elder told me that it
would not be necessary.

I asked him where we would breakfast.  He responded by pointing
down the road and saying, “I’m sure we will find a good place to eat
along the way.”

It was marvelous.  We marched off arm in arm like a pair of grade
school children.  It was so good to have a companion.  I just couldn’t get
over it.  The Lord of all was like a common friend to me, and I could be with
him like anyone else.

Noting that we were back on the trail, I asked him, “What will I learn
as we pass back through this adventure?”

He answered, “You have found the Kingdom of God with your
heart, and are therefore entered into it; but you still don’t know where
you are, or what you are to do?”
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I replied, “I am to love my God with all my heart and all my
mind.”

“Predictable,” he said, “very predictable and most unhelpful as a
start.”

I examined my motives, and replied in a quieter tone, “Forgive my
exuberance, I’m still a little drunk with what I have found.”

Then I replied in quieter tones, “I accept you as my guide.  What
will I learn today?”

He did not respond to my change, except to acknowledge it through
continuing.  “Today, you will observe what I do, so that you can do
likewise.”

We traveled on, and I took the time for meditation.  Soon we walked in
silence.  I was aware of who we were, and looking forward to the new
adventures.

The darkness of the Valley of the Shadow of Death loomed before us.
In my wonderful frame of mind, it seemed a more bearable place than
before.

Even with this, the memory of the injuries suffered at the hands of the
fallen angels was still clear in my mind.  I was not looking forward to
dealing further with them.  I no longer feared them as I might have, but I did
hold a healthy respect for the pain and hardships that they could cause me.

We walked down into the valley, and the dimness and grave-like
dampness was once again all around us.  This time, it was different, I was
very much aware of the place and its grave-like persona, but somehow it did
not reach me.

The dark shapes were with us just as they had been before, but they
were no longer the threat that they had seemed to be.  I felt their burning
hatred, and their desire to harm me, and yet it was not threatening.  I felt the
strength of Elder as I had not felt it before, and I knew that they feared him
terribly.

We came to the center of the valley as before, with a crowd of the dark
figures working ever closer to us.  At the very center of the valley, we came
upon the table where I had dined before.

It was dark, and I could see very little.  I toyed with the idea of praying
for light, but held back.  I was there, I reminded myself, to observe; not to
do.
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Elder showed me to a chair, and I felt the dark figures working their
way closer.  I was definitely getting nervous, and did not look forward to
another rush of these beings in an attack upon me.

“Would you pray over this food?” Elder asked.

I closed my eyes, and gave thanks to the goodness of God that had fed
me in the midst of my enemies.  On opening my eyes, there was light upon
the table.  It was not like the burning light from before, but was soft and
wonderful.  It lighted the feast before me.

As before, Elder served.  All that I needed, he provided.

As time passed, the host of dark figures grew, until I realized that there
were few in the valley who were not already there.  The menace of them was
still there, and I could hear their vile whispering as they began to crowd in
on us.

I took my time, and finished a good meal.  I had faith that Elder was in
control, and that I would not come to harm.  I only hoped that the lesson
would be less painful than the last.  For that I just waited.

As I set the napkin down, signaling the meal’s end, Elder stood, and
addressed the many in the darkness with a loud voice.  “This is Christian,
my friend.  All that you would do to him, you do to me.”

Then, he added a note of threat, “Know that I am in him; and I am
with him.”

He then sat back down across from me, and he smiled as if it was some
sort of private joke, “None of these will ever challenge you again.  They
had their chance, and did all that they were able to do.  Rejoice and be
of good cheer, my friend, for you are safe within the love of your God.
No one will ever take you from the protection of his Hand.”

The crowd didn’t change noticeably, but there was a very substantial
relaxation of the tension that I felt in the atmosphere.  I was not more loved,
but those who hated me had no interest in putting their feelings into action.

With a sudden thought, I asked,  “Didn’t God make the angels too,
even those fallen ones?”

The answer was a matter-of-fact statement, “God also made carrots.
Do you compare the love He bears for you to how He loves carrots?”

That knocked me back a bit.  “It isn’t because I am His creation?”
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He taught me, “It is only His own who are offered the Kingdom.  It
is very special to be a child of God.”

I asked, “But doesn’t God love all of us.  Isn’t the Kingdom open
to all?”

Elder’s reply was sort of a half-answer, “Your inheritance is your
own.  No other will, by their great deeds or good heart, come to share
in what is offered to you.  Neither will you receive an inheritance from
another spiritual father.  Those who are of another family, will receive
from the one who sired them.”

I would have tried arguing the issue a little, but had no chance before
elder continued.  “Do you remember how Jesus went into the temple at
the time of the feast, and told those who were there that they did after
the lusts of their father.  He told them that they did those things
which were not the will of Abraham from whom they said they were
descended.”

I wanted to say something, but there was nothing to say.  Long ago
Jesus had spoken these things; and I was not in any position to challenge
what He taught.  I just made up my mind to sit back and listen to what was
said.  I was there to learn, not to express my lack of understanding.

My learning was not to be passive.  Elder asked, “What do you
observe of me?”

I answered, “You have served me.  Am I then to serve you?”

He replied, “I have served you even as I serve others.  Consider
the teaching of Jesus to the disciples.  They would be known as His
disciple by the love they had for one another.  You are not my disciple
by what you do for me.  You are my disciple by what you do for those
who I love.”

We sat quietly for a few minutes.  Then I asked, “Do you also love the
fallen angels?”

I wasn’t quite sure what sort of answer to expect from that.  It was an
odd enough question so that I expected it to be thoughtful.

What I got was disappointment, a question in answer to my question.
“How is it that you don’t know who I love?”  I was reduced to the role
of a student again.
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I answered logically, “I don’t know the mind of God.  How will I
know who you love unless you tell me?”

He continued, “Then you can’t tell me which one is worthy of love
and which is not?”

That put things into a different framework.  “I guess I am not to
judge.  But my question remains.  If I am to answer with knowledge I
can only know by your giving of it, you must tell me or not expect me
to know.”

His answer was in a different spirit, “I have not called upon you to
know.”

We sat for a quiet time again while I digested that pill.  It turned out
that I was the only one who had a difficulty with not knowing.  The idea that
I might be ignorant didn’t seem to bother Elder at all.

I finally asked, “If I don’t know who you love, to whom will I show
love?”

He responded in that same unresponsive spirit, “And who is it
that I told you was not worthy of your love?”

Again, it took me a few minutes to digest the answer.  I had to smile at
my own weakness, “I am not the judge.  I guess this means that I am to
treat everyone as worthy.”

He asked further, “Can you hurt someone you love?”

Being in the valley of my pain, I did not hesitate to reply.  “I will
follow your lessons as closely as I can.  If I see that a lesson is painful
but necessary, I will not shy from the task.”

My reward was a look of pleasure from Elder.

He taught me further, “My burden is light, and the lessons easy.”

We passed the rest of that day in the dark valley, but our spirits were
high, and our conversation most pleasing.  I learned much about myself and
about my God who laid the foundations of the path.

At last, when evening was falling, Elder suggested that I sleep again on
the grass before we continued.  It seemed a great idea to me, and I was soon
lying on the soft sod.  I could hear the whisperings of evil all around me,
and yet I did not fear.
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Chapter 20:  New Lessons on Giving

The following morning found me waking to an early morning sky.  It
was still dim, as it always was in the Valley, but there was also something
cheery about it.  I wasn’t even bothered by the brooding hostility of the
fallen angels that ringed us.

I was happy to see that their number had decreased.  Many had appar-
ently drifted away during the night.

Elder, of course, was waiting patiently for me to arise, and had set the
table with a light breakfast.

On seeing how I noticed, he told me, “It should be an easy day for
us, so I only planned a light repast.”

I told him that I remembered the next item on the trail without
fondness, and it had not at all been easy for me.  It was the forest of thorn
trees, through which I had a long and cold struggle losing even the
protection of my underwear.

He replied, “It is an easier passage for one who is already of a
right spirit.”

I didn’t want to argue, but I was a little hungry, and breakfast did look
appetizing

It was several hours and a stiff walk later when I saw the path
emerging from the dimness of the Valley.

Elder told me that this valley, which was such a terror to many, would
become for me a haven.  It was a quiet place where I could come to find
peace and restoration.  I wasn’t too sure of that, but I would be glad if it
were true.

I asked, “Why do we have such a fear.  This is not even really a
place of death but only of shadows.  It has its unpleasant aspects, but
it is actually a place of life.”

He replied, “Men fear the words which describe this valley even
more than the place, for they fear death in any form.  Most men do
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not fear the shadow of death, but they cannot tell it from death itself
which they do fear.”

I asked, “What is this death?  Is it when men’s bodies stop
working, and they are buried, or perhaps when they are apart from
God?”

He answered, “The death that men fear is that of the body; for
they know little of the other.  To die, a man must first be alive.”

“Interesting,” I commented, “how do I really know if someone is
alive?”

“Listen for the Spirit, Christian.  Where God is, there is life.  If
you live and believe in Him you shall never die.”

We stepped over that invisible line, and were out in the real sunshine.
I would have thought it to be more of a change, but I hardly noted except for
the increasing brightness in the eye.  I didn’t even feel the brighter sun upon
my skin.

When I told this to Elder, he commented that I had the light from within
me, and had little need for the light that was from the sky.

“Do you remember,” he asked, “how cold you were on your first
time in the valley?  It has not been so since you knew the spirit which
is within.”

Thinking back, there was truth in that.  I did not answer.

Looking forward, I saw the forest of thorns.  It was just as mean
looking as it had been before.

I wondered what lesson there would be in this passage.  I had already
been stripped naked and even deprived of my guide before the trees would
let me pass.  Elder had told me that I would pass in a different spirit, and I
didn’t know what to expect.

We walked on in silence for a few minutes before I asked about this.  “I
am disturbed about the lesson which I learned in this forest the last
time.  I find it most disorienting that you were taken from me.”

Elder actually laughed in response.  “If you give me away, am I less
with you?”

I told him, “That isn’t a very cheerful answer.”
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He continued, “It is as I told you.  You could not drive me away.  If
you give of what you have received, then God provides.  God honors
those who give up the things of the world because they are concerned
only for Him.”

I told him, “That lesson seems very weak and incomplete to me.  I
don’t feel it.”

He answered, “And yet you are of a right spirit, Christian.  Many
times have I seen the trees of this forest teach another lesson.  If a
man will not give me away, then I am taken by the trees, and I
become the sacrifice.”

I could read pain in his answer.  “This forest has a hard lesson,
which you have not been called to learn.  Sacrificial giving is not what
allows progress toward the Kingdom of God.  The way will still be
blocked, but the trees will always allow the pilgrim to go back the way
that they have come.  Some have learned a very different lesson here.”

By then, we came to the first of the gnarled branches of thorns.

I soon discovered that the trees would not allow me to pass back any
more than they had allowed me to go forward.  This time, I had almost
nothing to give to them.

I considered giving them my clothes again, and going forward naked
and empty.

Elder, who I swear could read my thoughts, told me that this was no
longer possible.  He noted, “You will never be able to give me away
again, I am a value you cannot leave behind.  It is no longer possible
for you to give everything away.”

I replied, “Yes, but I can always help you to get through as before.
I am glad to give you.”

He noted again, “It won’t work any more, for I will still be here.”
He reached into the branches of the alms tree, and nothing happened
except that it began to flower most beautifully.

Then it hit me.  There was really nothing else necessary.

As a test, I reached my own hand into the tree, and felt the branches
curl gently around me.  I was lifted up into the tree as easily as if I had been
an apple.
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I was not conscious of any movement, but was soon released back to
the ground.  Here, I discovered that the landscape was very much changed.
I could no longer see the dark valley in the distance, but was looking at a
small orchard a ways down the path.

I heard Elder behind me.  “You have learned what has value.”

It felt right to repeat the lesson.  “I can give of you, and I can give of
myself.”

He asked, “But what of the thorn trees?”

I came out with a delighted chuckle, “I much prefer the giving of
alms.  While the way of sacrifice can get you through, it is a most
unpleasant passage.”

I thought about it for a few minutes more, and was struck by the way
that we had passed.  “I never had to deal with the thorn trees at all?”

It was a different lesson that Elder taught, “How else would you have
learned?”

He added, “It was a most unpleasant passage for me as well.
Those thorns really hurt.  Still, the lesson going the other way is much
harder on me than it is on you.”

My heart went out to Elder, and I apologized from my very being, and
told him that it hurt something in me to think that I might have wronged him.

He answered that it was necessary; and added: “Many lessons are
not learned in kindness, but must be found in challenge and
adversity.  Consider the lesson of the dark angels back in the Valley.”

I shuddered just to think of it.  I had been very scared and deeply
pained.

He continued, “It is a lesson that will never be taught to you again,
for you will not forget.”

I agreed with that!

We walked on toward the small grove before us, where we had found
the plum-like fruits on our walk in the other direction.

He instructed me by question as we walked, “Why wouldn’t you use
the alms trees to transport your valuable things around the thorns?”
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I thought about it for a minute before replying, “I can’t imagine
something that is all that valuable if I am giving myself.”

He asked further,  “Christian, do you recognize your own hesitancy
in responding to such questions?”

That caught me a little off guard, and I delayed answering by noting
that we were entering the grove.  I continued walking toward its center, even
as I thought about his odd question.

I realized that this was a most profound question.  Was I being
hesitant.  The answer was that it was a hesitancy that I most surely
recognized.  I had heard it from the angels.  I had heard it from Elder.  I had
even heard it from Barnabus.

Then I thought further, wondering why I would be hesitating like them.

He did not press me for an answer, but let me think on it.  Instead, we
stopped to make a light but pleasant lunch upon the fruit, which was every
bit as good as I remembered.

I put the time of our meal to good effect, and was able to recognize
what caused my hesitation.  I replied, “I hesitated because I was trying to
tell of something which cannot be described accurately in words.  In a
very real sense, I was trying to take what I had learned, and to
describe it as accurately as I could in the words that I know.”

We sat in the shade for a little while, just enjoying the warmth of the
day.  He spoke again on the same subject, “Is this also true for the angels,
or is it something different?”

I hesitated again, and only after the initial hesitation did I realize that
this was the spirit of Elder’s teaching.  I looked over to see him smiling back
at me, sure that I had gotten the message.

He answered himself, “Yes, it is both the same and different.”  It is
not a matter in issue, but that you realize the gulf that lies between
one who has walked this path and one who has not.  There are
meanings and concepts that you cannot teach.

“Consider the lesson that you learned in the Valley, that the love
of God overcomes all the evil of the world.  How will you ever teach
this to another?”

I had an answer for that one, “I’d help them to find this path.  I
cannot teach it.”
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“How about the value of being a cheerful giver?”

Again, I paused before even being able to address it.  It was not the
spirit of giving that had value, but the person who gave.  It was not the
giving that had value, but the reason for which there was a giving.  That is
what had value to God.  Then again, the value was not in what was given,
but was the person who gave it.

It was started with a simple question, but the simple answers I thought
to learn just weren’t there.

Seeing the trouble I was having in replying, he said, “The Kingdom of
God is pretty confusing to those who have not walked this path.”

Again, I found myself caught up in translating.  I had not made the
path, but neither had I walked it on my own.  It was part of the witness of
how valuable I was to the one who built the path, and who walked with me.

After a few seconds of this, I told Elder, “This inability to respond is
quite annoying.”

He was unrelenting.  “Is this also a doing of what you have ob-
served?”

I just sighed.  There was nothing else to do but to respond as well
as I could, “I would say not.  It is not something that I intend, but
rather a necessity due to the subject being addressed.”

He stayed with it, “Then what do you observe, and how do you try
to emulate it?”

We stayed at it for several hours until I was quite exhausted by the
mental effort.

He told me, “It is time to rest, but not from the intellectual efforts
which you perceive.  You have been gaining experience, not collecting
thoughts.  You will both know the spirit more surely, and be able to
follow more effectively because you are more in tune with what you
have experienced.”

He changed tone, “The Spirit rests upon you.  Now you must rest
upon the Spirit.”

We spent the evening on lighter matters, but stayed right there in the
shelter of the trees for the night.  I was exhausted by the effort, even though
it did not seem excessive.  It was in a different spirit; it was beyond simply



 150

developing new understanding.
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Chapter 21:
Receiving Forgiveness From Others

The next morning, we ate a hurried breakfast from the trees in the
grove before getting started.  This time, we were looking toward the Forest
of Forgiveness.

As we left the grove, Elder asked, “We are going back into the place
for people who cannot go beyond their own need for forgiveness.
What can you do for them?”

I answered to the effect of stalling for time, “I don’t really know.  Do
you have any suggestions?”

He put it in a different framework as we walked along, “Let’s see what
you know of God’s witness.  Has Jesus forgiven them?”

I was feeling a little rambunctious, and decided to emulate on a
different level.  I answered his question with a question, “Are they of the
family?”

He just smiled in obvious appreciation of the compliment I had paid
him.  Then he continued, the master speaking to the trainee, “What does it
matter if they are family?”

I tried again, “Does God judge those who are of the family or
strangers?”

Being able to read my mind, as I was sure that he could, Elder was
way ahead of me.  “God does not so much judge, as separate.  The
sheep go one way, the goats another.”

I replied, “I have difficulty telling the sheep from the goats.”

He kept at it, “Do you fear that you might convert a goat into a
sheep?”

I saw that he was pulling it back to the same point again, and I gave
up.  I might as well answer.  I said, “I do fear failure; but I perceive from
your presentation that I shouldn’t.”
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“Not while I am with you,” he replied.

We walked in silence for a time.  Then I told him, “Jesus is not the
one who accuses; how can even He forgive those who only accuse
themselves?”

It wasn’t really a question, and I didn’t expect an answer.  We just
continued in silence for a little way further.

With the wood looming before us, He asked, “What will you do here,
Christian?”

It was not until we met our first occupant that I knew what to do.  He
recognized me, and was deeply remorseful for any harm he may have done
in our first passage.  I did what was right in spirit; and knelt down with him,
and thanked him from the bottom of my heart.

I then turned to Elder, and we went on our way.  I then answered his
earlier question, “I will accept whatever they have to offer; for only if I
receive will they be able to give.”

He asked, “You will not join them?  That is what they really want.”

I answered, “You have taught me that I am not to leave the path.
If I am to go there, the path will be there first and I will not leave it.”

He persisted, “And if the path should end.”

“Then,” I answered, “I will be at a new beginning.”

We came upon several more of the occupants, many of whom were
guilty about the way they had imposed upon us in their hearts.  I accepted
what they had to offer as completely as I could, thanking them profusely.

One of them, who seemed a little out of place, asked me outright,
“How can you stand to be near us as we are?  How are you able to
bear the presence of such miserable creatures as you know us to be,
and still not hesitate to forgive?”

I drew from a different source, and replied, “When Jesus was on the
cross, He forgave those who were putting him there.  Who was there
to accept their forgiveness?”

He didn’t answer, but I could see by his expression that I had greatly
confused him.

I continued, “I was not there, but I am here.  I just do what I am
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able to do.”  Then hopefully, “I just do what I hope that you are also
able to do for one another.”

Elder nodded in appreciation, and we were off again.

Our passage was very slow due to the number of people who came to
be received in their need.  It was clear that they greatly desired forgiveness,
even though I saw that they largely rejected it because they felt unworthy.

In time, we began to find peaceful patches again, and I asked after the
nature of the lessons I was to learn.  I was surprised to learn that I had
already done so when I had answered the man in a different spirit.  Elder
said, “Some day soon that man will climb back up to the path, and a
guide will be there for him.  Then He will continue the walk so long
delayed.”

When I asked if I had really helped someone out of the place, he
replied, “The man had been prepared already in his heart, but you had
your part to play.  Do not concern yourself over him, but continue to
follow the one who knows the way.”

Switching subjects, Elder asked, “Do you remember the challenge
you faced on your first time through here?”

Not relishing the answer, I asked, “Will I have to move the angel
aside again?”

This, he did not answer.  He just indicated that we should go on.

We came upon a few more visitors to the forest, and they needed to be
accepted as the others.  I tried my best to listen and take part with them, but
the thought of the fallen angel before us was a terrible distraction.

Finally, I could not stand it any longer, but told Elder that I needed to
get this resolved.  If I was going to be hurt again, I didn’t want to live with
the expectation.

He told me, “You will still face these beings, but there is no reason
to be anxious about it.  Remember that I have proclaimed you.  There
is no one who will lightly do you harm.”

That was better, but it didn’t really address my concerns.  Touching
those things hurt!

He continued, “You have much yet to do here.”

I told him, “I’m just about drained by this, even though I continue
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to receive.”

His response just yanked me back, “How many people did Jesus fail
to heal when they came to him?”

He stepped up beside me, “But then you aren’t Jesus.  Here, let me
receive from them for a while, and you can rest.”

We continued forward, and Elder was tireless when it came to listening
and accepting people.  What they had to give, he received.  Whatever they
had to say, he heard with equal relish.

And the day wore on, and on; it seemed endless.  I stepped up
whenever I felt able; and then I would do what I had seen Elder do.  When I
tired, Elder was there with me again, and he would bear the larger part of
the day.

We had reached a point where I could see the angel at some distance
standing in the middle of the way, and I steeled myself for a coming test.

I asked Elder, “Why do these people remain here.  There is
nothing holding them that I can see.  Outside of whispering guilt in
their ears, the brutes aren’t even bothering them.  And even more
puzzling is that they seem relatively intelligent.  They can receive no
satisfaction anywhere but on the path.”

He replied, “Yes that is true.  They remain only because it is their
choice to remain.  They have grasped their own need to forgive, and
don’t know how to let go.”

I drew his attention back to the path, “We are coming up on the
angel.”

He told me, “Do not be afraid, for I am with you.”

I replied, “I know that you are here, just like last time.  I know
that your very presence makes it so it doesn’t hurt as much; but I still
don’t like the pain.”

He smiled that knowing smile, “Then I will go before you because
you ask it of me.”

That gave me a start.  I asked, “Does it hurt you also to touch one of
them?”

He replied with a gentleness in His voice, “Yes, it always hurts.  But
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do not be concerned, for I am your guide, and a good an proper place
for me is in the lead.”

Before continuing, he let me almost catch up with him so that I wasn’t
speaking to his back.  “It is for this reason that I walk the path, and that
I have been patiently waiting for you to request the service.”

I asked, “What if I had asked it in the Valley of the Shadow of
Death?”

He said, “Perhaps things could have been different then, and
perhaps not.  That was not a lesson that comes easily to you.  Terror
gave you the faith you needed.”

I looked up at the angel, and was surprised to see that what I had
thought to be white was actually that charcoal color, but that it reflected
white in the bright light.  I could see that this one was not like one of the
white angels after all.

Elder picked up the pace for a few steps and drew directly in front of
me.

He spoke back to me as He approached the angel, “It is even as you
needed this threat of pain before you would let me lead you.”

Remembering the lesson from before, I placed my hand on Elder’s
shoulder and whispered, “For what good it may do, I am here with you.”

He called out to the angel as he bore down upon him, “I am with
Christian, what you do to him you do to me.”

There was a hesitancy, but the angel held his ground.  Elder shoved
him roughly aside with a backward motion of his arm, and kept going.

It appeared as if the angel was going to strike a blow in return, but
from the rear.  I stepped forward and raised my own arm in Elder’s defense.

The angel just looked at me, and dropped back to an attitude of
indifference.

We marched by, and elder slowed again to walk with me, “Thank you,
Christian.  He could have caused me some pain, but you discouraged
him.  As you have protected me, so I will protect you.”

I answered, “I was thinking the same thing, but the other way
around.  It was you who lead, and who faced the angel.  All I did was



 156

follow along.”

He reminded me, “And last time it was you who lead, and I who
followed you.”

We walked along in silence for some time after that.

I asked, “Does your arm hurt where you brushed the angel aside?”

He replied, “Of course.”

I asked, “What can I do to help?”

His answer was as I should have predicted, “You may do what I did
to make yours more tolerable.”

We were again silent for a time.

Then I asked further, “You gave me encouragement to go on when
I needed it; but you don’t need it.”

He replied, “Your concern for me is the encouragement that I
most need, and you have given it freely.  I do heal.”

I answered, “But I cannot heal you, or help you to heal.”

He answered, “I am feeling better already.”

He then explained, “It is true that you cannot heal, but there is one
thing which you can do; as I will be with you.  Seek out no quarrel
with these beings.  Where you must encounter them, do so as quickly
and as directly as you can, and do not linger in their presence.  I am
the one who will hurt from such encounters.”

I summed up my understanding, seeking for confirmation, “I cannot
heal, but I might be able to prevent the situations which cause the
damage?”

He answered, “And with that I feel even better.  It is by your love
for me that I am most healed.”

He drew my attention to the path before us, “Come, we will find
lodging tonight in the inn.”
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Chapter 22:  Different Walks

The inn was just as I remembered it.

Even the sound of good cheer from the common room was the same.

The only immediate difference was that the inn keeper rushed all the
way out of the building to greet us.  “I heard that some great adventurer
was coming, but I never dreamed it would be you.  Why I remember it
as yesterday when you stayed with us.”

Then he apologized profusely for not being able to give us his best
room, as he had before.  “But a little while ago we received another
visitor, and he was given the room before we heard that you would be
here with us.”

His attention was almost embarrassing, but he did escort us inside.  “I
would for all the world have been a better host.  What stories you can
tell us!”

Noting how my attention went to the noisy party, “Your friends are all
awaiting an important visitor, and I will tell them...”

He interrupted himself, “But look at you.  You have changed so
greatly since you left us.”

It was clear that he would have carried on indefinitely, and I found it
inappropriate.  I was the same person.  A little more experienced, perhaps,
but I had not become someone else.

I asked him for the room, and told him, “We have been away from
civilization since we were last here, and would like to freshen up
before we do anything else.”

“Of course, of course,” he replied, as if he was treating us
improperly.

Elder signed in for us, and was given a room.

It turned out to be a rather miserable one, small and crowded.  We had
indeed been given the royal treatment the time before, and now would have
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to content ourselves with considerably less.

I noticed that Elder seemed quite pleased with the accommodations,
and I made up my mind that I would follow his example.  It was, after all, a
free room for those who traveled the path.  I remembered that much from my
first visit.

We took our time, and got settled before heading down to the social
area.

On entering, we were immediately hailed by several people who recog-
nized me from before, and who had befriended me.

For my part, I was very glad to see them again.

“Hey boys,” cried one, “Look who the big-wig turns out to be.  It’s
Christian, who sneaked off on us before.”

“Woe, but is it,” said another.  “He looks a little like that fellow,
but there is something very different about him.  Come Christian, Let
us hear a story or two of your adventures.”

There were two at the big table who I didn’t recognize, and they could
have been twins except for the tired look in the one’s eyes.  The other
appeared to be a timid sort of man, who never quite met eyes with you, but
glanced up now and again.

I knew immediately who they were.  The one was on the path, and the
other was the guide.

Under my breath, I told Elder, “We are not here now by accident,
are we?”

There was no answer, but I knew I was right.  I also was pretty sure
that the timid fellow would turn out to be the reason.  I had them make place
for Elder and me, and insisted on sitting next to the man.

Niceguy was his name.  He turned out to be an excellent sort of fellow,
but very reserved.  It was the jocularity of the crowd that seemed to hold
him.  He couldn’t resist answering every question or comment as best as he
could.  Whatever he said had great effect upon the others, and that had
great effect on him in turn.

Seeing how well he loved the place, I joined in the crowd who urged
him on, and found in him a most exciting speaker, and a great teller of jokes
and tales.

We stayed through supper.  We stayed through evening.  We stayed
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until I saw the clock indicate the start of a new day.

We probably would have stayed even longer, but Elder gave me a sign,
and I remembered the character of this test.

Taking a quick assessment of the situation, I simply arose to catch the
attention of all.  In spite of their encouragement to sit back down and listen,
I stood and announced, “It is a time for the weary traveler to be abed.
We must be ready to face the trials of tomorrow.”

I reached out and took Niceguy by the hand, pulling him to his feet.  As
he stood, others called him back to keep them amused.  When he hesitated, I
called above the noise, “Come, my friend, I have kept you up far too
long by my own insistence.  You will make me feel guilty.”

I gave no opportunity for him to balk, but half pulled him from the
room.

As we left, with Elder and the other guide in the van, I told him, “You
cannot remain here, no matter how pleasant it may be.”

He did not answer directly, but looked over at me with respect, “They
say you have been here before, and continued on the path.  Did you
find what you were looking for?”

I recognized my own hesitation in replying, and fought against it.  I
would rather give a helpful answer than one that confused.  What I said was,
“I found something that was beyond what I even knew to seek; and I
am sure that you will also.”

He asked, “What can you tell me of what lies ahead?”

After the pause to realize that his adventure might be very different
than my own, I answered, “It will be appropriate for you.  Put your trust
in your guide.  If you love him as God loves you, the challenges of the
path will not be too great.”

“That’s not particularly helpful,” he commented.

I replied, “I am not competent to be your guide.  I’ve got good
reason to know that he,” and I pointed back over my shoulder, “is.”

We came to the stairs.  His room was on the top floor, and I pointed
him in that direction.  “Go with God my friend, and Elder and I will be
here with you for breakfast and to see you off in the morning”
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With a last and longing glance back toward the common room, he
headed up.  I got a smile and a knowing nod from his guide as he passed.

Back in our oh-so-cozy room, Elder told me, “Niceguy has been here
for three days.  Counselor has been waiting for us to come and shake
him loose.”

I asked, “We tarried along the way?”

“Oh no,” he replied, “it just takes some people longer to learn
some specific lessons.  Other lessons are learned more quickly.”

I pointed out, “There was no one here to help me along the first
time that we came through here?”

He replied in a matter of fact way, “None were needed.  You are
neither as friendly as Niceguy, nor are you as much in need of
companionship as he is.”

I asked, “Then he is to have a harder time on the path than I did?”

Elder’s laugh shook me out of my inclination to feel bad for Niceguy.
“He will cry out for help the first time the angels in the Valley of the
Shadow of Death get near him.  The lesson you learned at such great
expense will be but a passing thing for him.”

He challenged me in that friendly way, “Tell me, Christian; which of
you will suffer more?”

I accepted the correction as well as I was able.  “My pardon please.
I should know better than to try to judge anyone, even myself.”

He replied in a matter of fact manner, “You probably should, but it
will take many more reminders before you even start to restrain
yourself effectively.”

I laughed over it right along with him, for I found it amusing that I
could both be so blind, and so blind to my own blindness.  He laughed with
me because I wanted him to.

And then we were asleep.

The morning was bright by the time I awoke.  I would have guessed
that the sun had been up three hours or more.

“I hope Niceguy is rested,” I said just to have something to say.
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Elder told me, “He is just getting up.  We had better get to
breakfast so we can help to keep things moving.”

Niceguy and his guide were already seated, even though they hadn’t
even the time to order something to eat.  The regulars had no need to delay
and had already descended upon them, and were urging to begin stories
again.

We joined, and it was clear that Niceguy had been preparing himself to
go on.  He resisted their demands, insisting that he had to eat and run, or he
would not be able to forgive himself.

The others, of course, were no help.  They just insisted the more in
their friendly way, calling upon him to respond in spite of himself.

I ordered breakfast, and my action keyed the same from Niceguy.  He
greeted me most warmly, and thanked me for the kind words from the
evening before.

When service was slow, I stood up rudely and demanded that we show
some respect for "the “man who walks the path” and it got results.  The
food was delivered to the table.

Still, the very friendliness and inclusiveness of the place was obviously
hammering at Niceguy’s defenses.  It was with an obvious effort that he
stuck to his needs and finished eating.

When he was done, their demands for his attention just got the greater.
It was clear that Niceguy was having trouble bringing things to a close.
Their friendliness was about to suffocate him.

I banged my silverware on the table and rose.  Niceguy did the same
automatically.  “Good friends,” I announced to the room, bringing out
cheers from those who sat there, “and my most excellent hosts.”  Again
cheers rang out.  They were always ready to hear and applaud any oration
or story.

“You have provided us this most excellent fare, and companion-
ship to match; but it is time for us to be on our way.  And when we
return, what stories we will bring you!”

With that, I turned from the table and walked toward the door.

Niceguy didn’t hesitate, but followed, ignoring those who demanded a
last handshake for luck.  Before they really realized that we had escaped, we
were out in the lobby, and ready to go.



 162

Niceguy took my elbow as we left, “I can’t tell you how much I
appreciate your help in there.  Your example is an inspiration to me.”

Realizing the situation on a different level, I replied, “And yours is
also an example for me.  It is one from which I will be learning for a
long time.”

Realizing that I was nearing the beginning of the path again, I told him
from the bottom of my heart, “I envy you for what lies ahead.  It is all
behind me, and I will experience it only in memory.”

Again he asked, “What advice and direction are you able to give
me, even if you aren’t my guide.”

I said, “It is the same, love your guide.  There is nothing you can
do which will be more helpful to you in the journey on which you
continue.”

He smiled, “That is easy, but I will also learn from you, even as
you have obviously learned from your guide.  I will not forget you,
Christian.”

With that, we separated, heading for doors in opposite directions.

I asked Elder, “What does it mean, that he knew I learned from
you?  Is he seeing something that I am missing?”

There was a chuckle,  “No.  He sees only what you have forgotten
to remember.  You are speaking as one who is of a different spirit.  To
Niceguy, that difference is as clear as if you had green scaly skin.”

I thought about it as we stepped out into the morning air.  “I guess
that is why he is so susceptible to the wonderful people who are in this
place.”

Elder didn’t answer.  He didn’t have to.
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Chapter 23:
Those Who Will not be Comforted

We walked on for a ways in silence.  I needed to be with my thoughts.

After a time, I knew that we would soon be faced again with that first
and most uncomfortable trial which I had faced on the path.  I would be
forced look into those horrible starved faces again.

I had been able to forget them in the excitement of the other tests and
trials, but our return was bringing them back to mind.  There was a terrible
staying power in my memory of them, and I could see those faces I had seen
before as if I had only been there hours ago.

I knew that I would not be challenged the same way by them again;
and I would be able to pass through them.  I would not be distracted, but
would follow my guide wherever he took me.  What I didn’t know was the
lesson that I would have to learn when I passed back through them.  I didn’t
know what it was, but I knew that my needs were not the same.  I already
trusted in my guide, and I would probably be challenged in some very
different way.

I asked, “We are coming up to the starving people, where you taught
me the value of following you instead of my own instincts.  What is it that I
must learn there this time?”

 Quite to my surprise, he told me!  “Last time that we came this way,
you learned the hard lesson of what to do.  This time, you face the
harder lesson of why.”

I was terribly curious.  “I thought you told me why last time, when
you taught the Jesus had not fed the masses who came to him after
the first feeding.”

He answered, “I did, but the lesson is yet to be learned.  You know
that Jesus did not feed them, and that was lesson enough for you to
follow.  It is not all there is, for there is also a good reason that He did
not feed them that second time.”

Then he asked, “Tell me Christian, is a disciple one who does what
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he is told?”

I answered, “That is not what you taught me.”

When he didn’t go on with the questioning, I answered more com-
pletely, “A disciple is one who observes, and then does what is
observed.  Discipling is more active than simply a following.  There is
an intent to do things.”

“Does God make sense to you, Christian?”

That put me thinking in a new direction.  “I have learned to accept
that He has a purpose in what He does, but that I usually don’t see
that purpose clearly.”

Elder took me in yet another direction, “But you still challenge the
direction, even as you follow it.”

That brought things back into focus.  “I guess it is in my nature to
try to do what I think is right, even if others tell me that it isn’t.  I
make an exception where Jesus did things because I trust Him to be
more right than I can be.”

He asked the question again, “Does God make sense?”

We walked a few steps in silence while I examined my own experiences.

Then I answered, “Most of the time He does, or at least I come to
make sense out of what He does.  Other times I proceed simply on
faith.”

He asked further, “And where He doesn’t make sense, what then?”

“I guess my understanding is faulty, and I need to rethink
things.”

Then Elder hit me with a new idea, much like ice water in effect.
“Does God love all the little children?”

We walked on in silence for a time, and I could hear the masses before
us crying out.  They knew we were coming.

I didn’t get enough free time to formulate an answer before we were in
the mob, and their imploring voices and faces were all around us.

I found the experience even more disturbing this time than before.
There was something in me that recognized their need, and my own ability to
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help them.

We were completely surrounded.  Their hands clung to my clothing so
that we made progress only with difficulty.  I was especially aware of the
young children who were there, and the cries of their parents that we at least
give them something to eat.

Instead of forging ahead as before, Elder turned to me.  “What do you
have in your pocket for the children?”

I didn’t think I had anything, but at his suggestion I felt.  There was
something there, and I produced several half-wilted fruits from the trees
near the forest of thorns.  Also, there were some thornberries.

With this as encouragement, I passed the fruit to the children.

The adults seized them right out of their hands.  “What is this,” one
asked, “you only have spoiled fruit?  These are not fit for a child.”

Another took a fruit and dashed it to the ground and stamped upon it.
“Why are you keeping the good food for yourself and giving us the
scraps.  We are every bit as deserving as you.  Help us feed our
children.”

I passed them the thornberries.

Instead of giving them to the children, they bit into the berries
themselves.  And then, with hate-filled eyes, “What is this.  You would try
to feed them with this tasteless waste of water.  Why are you so
cruel?”

Again, the fruit was dashed to the ground, and trampled under foot.

It was a lesson I would never need to learn again.  I rose, and started
forward, dragging part of the mass of humanity with me as I went.

I called to Elder, “Can you help me to clear the way?  This crowd is
getting too thick for me.”

There were cries of rage from behind, “Just because we won’t eat
your garbage doesn’t mean you aren’t responsible.  You are no better
than we are, and yet you turn your back on us.”

It was an accusation that would have seemed terrible to me if I had
heard it on my first trip through.  Now it only added to my resolve.  I was
going to get through this place as quickly as I could.

Our trip was difficult, but we persevered.  It wasn’t long before their
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voices and their cries were behind us.

Then Elder asked, “Tell me what you learned.”

The voices faded as we went on, and I took the relative peace of the
moment to think back over it all.  His question on loving all the children had
an aspect in it.  “They said it was hunger that needed satisfaction, but
they would not be satisfied.  They would rather their own children
starve than be fed without first satisfying their other needs.”

He asked further, “And what would satisfy them?”

I thought about it for a few more paces.  “I don’t know of anything
that might.”

“You have seen clearly, Christian.  These are the ones who will
not be satisfied.  They are like the tomb.  Even if you poured your very
self into it, they would still be empty.”

I asked, “What can I do for them?”

He answered my question with a question, “What did Jesus do for
them?”

I replied, “I don’t know that he did anything.”

He replied in turn, “Didn’t he feed the poor?”

“He did not send the disciples out to feed the poor, but to preach
the Kingdom of God.  He told them that they would always have the
poor, and that they could give to them whenever they desired.  When
He sent them out, He told them to take nothing with them, so how
could they feed anyone?”

Elder turned it around, and asked, “Will you do likewise?”

I didn’t quite answer, “I have to say that I found it most unpleasant
when they took the fruit from the children.  I am very much
discouraged from offering things of value to such people.  They just
throw it away.”

“And the thornberries.”

At least I understood that, “They have no value anyway, they might
as well throw them out.  At least that wasn’t much of a loss.”
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All Elder responded was, “That remains to be seen.”

We again picked up the pace.  I knew that we would soon be back at
the church, and asked, “Do all paths converge on the church?”

He replied, “Only God knows about all things.  Is there some
reason that you need to know?”

I did not accept this as anything less than a rebuke, one that I felt I had
not earned.  “I didn’t know that such things were to be kept secret.”

He replied, “I am not your guide to all paths, but to the ones upon
which you have walked.”

I was only somewhat mollified.  “Is it too big a subject to address?”

He replied, “It is an inappropriate guidance for me to provide;
and that knowledge would be a burden you are not called to carry.
Your curiosity will be heavy enough for you.

"What is it that will satisfy you?”

I thought about it for just a moment before I laughed out loud.
“Indeed the knowledge would be a burden.  I hadn’t realized until
now just how heavy it has been.”

Then more seriously, “I think I’ll keep it for awhile.  It is not yet too
heavy for me to carry and I have grown quite attached to it.”

He shared my good humor, and then taught again, “What has been
given to you, Christian, is eminently appropriate.  I would not take
anything from you, and would be upset if you thought that I encour-
aged you to leave anything that is yours behind.”

Then he changed directions again on me, “Do you remember
reading of when Mary and Martha were hostesses to Jesus, and
Martha did all the serving.”

I assured him that I did, for it had been one of the passages I most
enjoyed.

He taught in a new direction, “You, my friend, are the one who has
been given that best part, and it shall not be taken from you.  In the
walking of this path, you have been blessed above those who have not
been called, and you have been blessed without payment or benefit to
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God from separating you out from others.  You have been called,
when others would not have called you, but would have chosen men
they think to be more worthy.”

He then asked me, “Why is this, Christian?”

I had the answer to that one, “You are asking me to judge why God
does things?”

He continued, “No, only to recall what God tells you of his judg-
ments.  Will those who are favored by God harvest the fields they have
plowed?”

I thought back, “I think the references are to reaping what was
sown and tended by others.”

Then I added as an afterthought, “It would seem to be the same
lesson in the parable of the workers in the vineyard.  They did not
receive pay for what they had earned, but for a witness to the
generosity of the owner.”

Elder asked, “So what are you now required to do because you are
specially blessed.”

My first inclination was to answer in terms of much being required
from those who receive much, but that would be a different lesson.  If it had
been given to me freely, it placed no burden upon me.  We were not talking
about tending something for the benefit of another.

I answered, “The workers in the parable were paid because the
owner was generous.  They owed nothing to the owner, but had done
all that was required of them.”

He nodded.  “That is an answer in a right spirit, Christian.  Hold it
close in your heart, for you are often tempted to give away the gifts
that others have given to you.”

I could have blushed at that, for I recognized it as one of my personal
faults -- even though others had praised it as generosity.  I knew it to be
false generosity, for I did not care for the gift so much as the needs of others.

I resolved to keep it in mind.

I had sort of lost track of time while we were walking.  I looked up to
see the church before us, and between us the large deck with the many tables
and scholars.  I had come home to the church again.
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There was a comfort in that.  It really was home to me.
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Chapter 24:  Doing what was Observed

The church looked just as it had before.  I noted that it appeared to be
a point of stability in the world.  There was a solidity to it that was not
apparent in its spastic motions.  There was a certain rhythm in its
movement.  It was part of what I had recognized before; it was a slow
billowing, and lots of arms reaching out and retreating back within.

Strange as it was, I was comforted to find that it had not changed while
I was away.  I realized that I was suffering a sort of shock from all the
changes to myself that came with the new experiences, and I was looking for
a little stability.  I found myself quite drained by my experiences on the path,
and looked with longing to just sit still for a few days.

I paused to take in the scene.  There was no real change on the
platform from which I first stepped onto the path.  The piles of books looked
the same.  The tables looked the same.  Even the people looked the same.

I was struck with amusement by it all.  Here all these people were
waiting for information on a path in which they really didn’t have faith.  If
they were able to see the path, what then; they probably would choose not to
walk it.

Elder seemed to understand what I was thinking, as usual, and
answered my unasked question.  “They are here because they choose to
be here.  It shows a considerable amount of faith to believe that there
is something beyond the two scriptural valleys.”

He lectured me on their presence, “Remember that they have had to
get by the guards, and even that can be threatening for the timorous.
After that, they set up their table here, hoping to meet someone who
might help them go farther.”

That did put it in a somewhat different light.  At least these
people were looking.

I scanned the group for old Matriculus; and both he and Thomas were
still right where he had been when I had last seen him.  The books piled on
the table were the same, even the ink stains on his hands appeared
unchanged.  It was as if he had been frozen in time while I walked the path,
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and was just now thawed out again.

Again, Elder answered me before I asked, “They may look the same
to you, but it is likely that you will appear very much changed to them.
They have remained here, and merely aged.  You have undergone a
very extensive and life-changing adventure.  Most won’t know how
you are different, but they will understand that you are.”

I stepped down from the path.

The effect was immediate, two of those who were nearest started
horribly, one even tipping his chair over, his flailing arms scattering one of
the piles of books on his table.  It was clear that my return to his sight was
very much unexpected.  The scholars might be unable to see people who
were on the path, but it was obvious that they could see those who returned.

I greeted one of them pleasantly, and wished him well.

“You have been on the path?” the other asked excitedly.

I nodded.

“And you went all the way to the end?”

I had to pause at that.  The question didn’t fit the real situation.

I answered, “I have gone to the end, but it is not all the way.”

At that point, I realized that I was giving the same sort of half-answers
which had so irritated me before I had walked the path.  Now it was my turn
to have difficulty explaining what I was saying.  I had become the person
that had irritated me; and it gave me serious pause for thought.

He asked, “Are you able to speak with me about it?”

It seemed pretty obvious that others had stepped off the path directly
before him as well, and that some had moved on to other things without
giving much discussion.

I told him that I would be glad to speak to him, but I would likely
repeat what he had already heard from others.  My experiences weren’t
anything new.

He told me that he understood, and asked about the inn, which turned
out to be a special subject of his.  In fact, he related to me that it was
because so many people had unique experiences in the old building that
made the inn so interesting to him.  There always seemed to be something
new.
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He was an able listener, and took good notes.  I felt he really
understood a lot about the inn for someone who had never been there.

I told him of my two experiences, and begged off any further
discussion. I had a great urge to speak with Matriculus, and see if I would
be able to help him begin his own adventure.

He was still right where I left him, looking as he did when I stepped
onto the path.  He hailed me warmly, “Christian, it is good to see that you
are back.  Please come and sit with me, and tell me of your
adventure.”

It was an invitation that I gladly accepted.  We talked for hours, and I
let him know a lot of the details of the trip, even to the end of the path in the
middle of nowhere.

I watched as his eyes unfocussed as he experienced this in his own
mind.

He told me, “There are times where I think I can see some of this
trail too, but never up close.  It is most frustrating for me.”

I told him, “I have been giving your situation some thought, and I
think I may be able to help, if you are interested.”

That obviously grabbed his attention, so I continued.  “As I under-
stand it, you will not be able to do much of anything concerning this
path until you have walked the one through the scriptural Valley.  You
already told me you have seen that path, so I know that it is available
to you.”

I summed it up, “I am not simply willing, but eager, to show you
where it starts.”

He thought about if for a moment before replying.  “You know, I
would have given my eye teeth to have done just that if I were fifteen
years younger.  I don’t think I have the stamina any more.”

I felt in my pocket, and it was still there.  I produced the crust of bread
from my first walk in that valley.  I broke off the smallest crumb I could and
passed it to him, “This should provide you with all the energy you
need.”

He looked at it suspiciously, “What is it?”

I told him, “Just something that I picked up when I walked that
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path.  There is a miracle in it.”

He seemed to think about it for a few seconds before putting it in his
mouth.

I watched as he swallowed.  I watched as it hit him, and he realized
that his hunger had been most immediately, and probably uncomfortably,
disposed of.

I still remembered how full I felt after taking one of those crumbs.

His sharp eyes looked back at me.  There was a different attitude about
him, one that was more positive and determined.  “You tell me that you
know the way.  That is certainly enough for me.  Just give me a few
minutes to put things away, for I don’t plan on coming back until I
have done this.”

As he busied himself, he asked me. “Will you be able to guide me”

I told him that it was not my place, but assured him that a guide would
be provided, and that his guide would certainly be well suited to his needs.

He asked after the rigors of the journey.  Would he need a cane?  What
sort of clothes should he wear?  How many changes would be required?

I answered him in another spirit, “The path was made for you, not
you for the path.  The cane is certainly welcome, but not required.
Whatever clothing you choose to wear, it will suffice.  You will not
require changes along the way, unless you choose to bring them.”

Without waiting for the rest of the questions, I answered, “Food and
drink will be available when needed, and your health will be protected
by someone far more able than I am.”

Then he asked after weapons and armor.  He wanted to know what
protection would be required.  Would he have to swim?

It was becoming obvious that Matriculus was a bit of a fuss-budget and
well on to being a pest.

Still, I was there for him, and I would not let him down.  Whatever he
asked, I would try to do for him as Barnabus and Elder had done for me.

Stopping to think of it, I really did love this man, even as he was so
wound up in the details of what he was doing that the whole world might
collapse around him without his even knowing it.

I recognized this as the Kingdom within me reaching out to another.  It
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was a subject that I didn’t know how to address to Matriculus.

Well, at least I didn’t know how yet.

Finally it was done, and Matriculus was ready to move on.  Everything
was picked up and neatly stored.  It was, I realized, just as I would do it.
Again, I found myself appreciating this scholar in unusual ways.

He asked about inns on the way, and I had to tell him that sleeping
arrangements would also be taken care of by his guide.  I told him that he
shouldn’t waste energy thinking about such insignificant things, when he
was on his way into the very presence of God.

I steered him toward the gate, and the sentries eyed us as we came.

The first, a portly clergyman who had been there when Barnabus and I
came out, asked very rudely, “You’re the one who forced your way out
here some days ago?”

The memory of that encounter rushed upon me, as did the anger at
their blocking the passage.

I challenged him on the spot, “Who has made you a judge over us?
By what authority do you challenge our passage?”

He was obviously not impressed.  “Not us,” he replied, “Just you.  I
know Matriculus well, and he may come and go as he likes.  You, on
the other hand, are a trespasser.”

I continued the challenge, “You are not the owner of this place.
You did not make it, and neither are you set in authority over it.  Clear
the path!”

I started forward, drawing Matriculus after me by my motion.

I shoved them aside, and it was as if they were feathers.  There was no
power in them to resist.

When we were well by them, Matriculus asked, “Why didn’t you just
tell them who you are.  I’m sure they could be reasonable.”

I realized the difficulty of addressing this to someone not yet fully in the
spirit, and restrained myself.  What I answered was, “What they do, they
do in the name of God.  What I did, I did as the Lord has taught me.”

Then I challenged him, “Would Jesus have asked the priests to
open the temple gates so that He could enter, or would He enter the
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temple by right?”

Matriculus replied, “By right.  But he did not set out to anger the
priests.”

It wasn’t even worth pointing out the witness.  I just lead him on and
into the church proper.

As I had learned from Barnabus, I asked him to look around and tell
me what he saw.  I did the same.

One curious thing captured my attention at once, and almost so fully
that I lost concentration on Matriculus.  It was those golden thornberries on
the altar.  Where had they come from?

But he was speaking of the efforts and good works he saw.  He noted
the tunnel to the regular paths, and the other tunnel that lead upward.

“That,” I told him, indicating the upward tunnel “is where we must
go.”

As the first time, I entered the tunnel with a feeling of curiosity.  I had
no idea if I might face problems where I wouldn’t know what to do.  I did,
however, have faith in the one who indwelt me that I would be able to find a
way through.

Soon, we came upon the guards, two of them this time.  They seemed
very familiar with Matriculus, and would have ushered him out immediately
except that he was with me.  This, they assured him, did not speak well for
him.

When he told them that I was the reason that he was coming, they
barred his way too.  They made it clear that he would be accepted as a
scholar, but not as a student.

I saw a vaguely familiar figure and called out to him.  When he turned,
the face was terribly familiar, though I could not put a name to the face.  I
asked him to step over where I could see him more clearly.

He was glad to comply, and when he had looked at me carefully, he
asked, “Do I know you?”

Then I had it.  It had to be Elisha who had followed Elijah.  I had seen
a picture of him in the church bible, and it looked just like him.

I said, “You know who is with me.”

He took a careful look at Matriculus, and said, “I think I have seen



 176

him around.”

I answered, “He is not the one who is with me.  I am with another
who was here before you.”

Elisha turned to the guards.  “Let this man pass.”

The guards would have given argument, but Elisha turned on his heel
and walked off.  He had said his piece.

I didn’t wait, but pushed through, bringing Matriculus with me.  Once
it was accomplished, the guards seemed content to have us outside, and
didn’t bother us further.

“Let’s see now,” I told Matriculus, “the path entrance should be
just about here.”

I pushed the bush to the side to reveal a short and very familiar looking
trail.

Matriculus gasped audibly when the bushes moved.  “It was here all
the time and I couldn’t even see it.  How could I have been so blind?”

I answered, even though it wasn’t necessary.  “We are all blind until
someone with the light shows us the way.”

“Go on up,” I told him, “and stand in the light.”

I escorted him most of the way up, but did not step upon the path.  That
was to be his honor.

I saw his foot touch the road, and then he spun around like a compass
coming onto point.

It seemed pretty clear that he had never actually seen an angel before.

The now familiar voice said, “Welcome Matriculus.  I have been
waiting for you.”
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Chapter 25: Christian Disciple

I did not hang around waiting to see what happened.  It was his day on
the path, and I had walked it before.  I could step upon it at any time, or
provide support in other places in the valley, and my part would be
accepted.  It was enough that I knew how much I was loved.

I had accomplished all that was in my heart to do.  Realizing that, I
had to correct myself.  I had accomplished all that was for me to do with
Matriculus, and it felt wonderful to be put to such use.  I couldn’t help
thinking that I was going to enjoy being a disciple.

I thought about it for a second or two, realizing that this was the truth.
Discipling was not a burden, but a blessing.  I was going to be permitted to
observe my God, and to try to do what I saw Him doing.

It was marvelous.  He was going to show me things to do, and be with
me while I learned.  What more could any man ask?

The bushes closed silently behind me as I stepped back from the path.
I could hear Matriculus speaking to the angel, but the words were too
muffled for me to hear what was said.

No matter, I knew most of it already.  I had stood there myself back
when it was my turn.

I swung around and faced back toward the church.

The guards looked at me nervously.  I had been a little rough with them
when we passed, and it appeared that they weren’t looking forward to my
return visit.

As I approached, one raised a hand to indicate that I should stop.

I stopped, even as I would have given time and attention to others.  It is
what my Heavenly Father would do.

This time, there was an effort to be polite, “This is not a regular
entrance.  You are encouraged to return to the lower path, and go in
through there.”

They were being more solicitous, and so I was more reasonable too.  I
told them, “You did not make this gate, nor set its foundations.
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Neither are you in authority to hinder those who would use it.  Please
move aside and let me pass.”

They were not as sure of themselves as they had appeared before.  “We
cannot allow that.  We have been set here to....”

I did not wait for them to finish, but moved forward.

It was as if a giant hand went before me.  They parted and I passed
without hearing more.

Having passed, I turned to them, “Woe to those who have been set
to guard the way to the Kingdom of God from those who would enter
in.”

I turned back to the direction of motion and continued on my way,
leaving a couple of very puzzled people in my wake.  I realized that my
authority from another source had caused confusion for them, even as my
Lord’s authority had caused confusion when he walked the earth in the
flesh.  Those who claimed another authority had to yield or they would be
put aside.

On coming back into the church, I spied Barnabus, and he was
grinning from ear to ear.  “Welcome little brother.  I see that you have
completed your second adventure.”

I took a good look at him, and I knew that he had also walked that
path.  The signs were there, the secret language that had to be translated to
something men would understand, the sense of balance from the lessons, and
the sense of joy that God was within.

“How,” I asked myself, “could I have been so blind to this good
man.”

I looked around the sanctuary briefly, and noted as I had at the
beginning that Barnabus stood apart from others.  They gave him room and
avoided his presence.

He seemed to understand.  His words gave testimony to the fact,  “You
will also find others shy, and they will avoid you; but you will never
again be alone.”

At that point, there was an excited rush from one of the many tunnels.
It was collapsing back into the main body of the church.  Several men who I
recognized as good servants came back, bringing with them what I saw to be
thornberries.  These, they handed to a clergyman.
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As I watched, the berries turned to Gold.

Don’t get me wrong.  It wasn’t a change in color, or even some
magical transformation of base matter into gold.  It was as if they were
suddenly discovered to be gold.

I watched in amazement as the clergyman took the gold berries,
carried them reverently to the altar, and placed them there.

“That’s right,” said Barnabus, “you’ve never seen this before.  And
yet the spirit within will be a witness to you if you will listen.”

I can’t say I heard a voice, but I did seem to know what it was all
about.  I told him “It is like the drawing I made in second grade.  My
mother placed it on the wall in the kitchen until I left for college.”

Barnabus said, “You will be a wonderful disciple, for you have the
gift of parables.”

I continued, “It is the love of God for the giver that gives the gift
value, and not any love for the gift.”

Barnabus stepped beyond this, “It is His love for you that makes the
Kingdom valuable to God.”

It set my mind in a whorl all over again.  I could say nothing for a
minute because I was so tied up with the message and what it meant.  And
then, all that I could say was, “I thought I had made a journey to a
conclusion.  It appears that I have just begun.  It is as my guide told
me; a spiritual conclusion is just a new beginning.”

Barnabus had an answer, “Bow your head, Christian, and behold
the work of God.”

I wondered if he was asking me to pray.  I looked down, and the path
was still beneath my feet.

I heard his voice, “Where you walk as a disciple, the path goes
with you.  You are not at the end of a story told by another.  You are
the story.”

I looked up, and saw that the path was also beneath his feet.  Even
though it was obviously the same path, it seemed to lead him in another
direction.

Noting where I was looking, he told me, “See there, Christian,” and
he pointed to a young woman, the daughter of one of the long-time
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parishioners.  "She is on the path I walk, even as you were on this path.
I wait for her to awaken so that I can continue.”

I found myself looking into those deeply loving eyes of his, and he
asked me, “She is on my path, Christian; who do you think you will
find on yours?”
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