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The Rev. Dr. Seamus P. Doyle.

The river of life.

It’s amazing to see a major river at its source. It’s nothing but a trickle and often the point of origin much higher than where it enters a lake or ocean. The Mississippi rises 1435 feet above sea level and can be crossed on foot. As it drops and travels it spreads out and creates lakes. Other rivers have major waterfalls and, depending on the geology, the river may disappear for some miles before reappearing. In Northern Ireland there is the vanishing river, where it disappears in the limestone and reappears where there is rock.

      All of us travel the river of life. We come into this world with nothing and completely dependent on others. For some, the river of life flows fairly simple and straightforward. For others there are treacherous waters to navigate, even as dependent children. Some people seem to disappear emotionally, spiritually, mentally, for a season or more before returning and there are those who live on the edge of major waterfalls only to crash land into a lake of peace and solitude.

       There is a wonderful story about a type of fish at the bottom of a lake whose life is to cling to the rock on which they were born. Once upon a time, all good stories begin like that, one of the clinging fish noticed other fish swimming by and a few of them seemed to encourage her to let go and swim with them. One day she shared with the fish beside her that she was thinking of letting go and seeing what was in the waters above where there seemed to be light. She was strongly advised not to let go as she would be hurt, crushed, knocked aside by all that floating debris. So, she decided to stay. A few weeks went by and again she mentioned it with the same results. The fish crowded around her and let her know they loved her, they cared for here and could not do without her. So she stayed. Then one day, early in the morning, she heard the voice of a fish saying, “You can do it. Let go and swim like the rest of us.” And she did. She let go and just as quickly it seemed that her family were right about not letting go. She was thrown from one side of the river to the other. She was hit by passing debris. She fought for her life and began to wish she had never let go of her rock. Her family were right, they knew what they were talking 
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about. It is dangerous in this fast moving river to let go and pretend you can make it on your own. 

           About this time it began to dawn on her that she was floating and enjoying the noonday sun. It was warm and relaxing. She just floated and felt entirely free. She breathed slowly as she relaxed in the warm air and then it hit her. Her brothers and sisters were still clinging to the rocks below. She knew there was nothing she could do for them. They were stuck. They were clinging because they were afraid. They clung to the rock not out of love for one another but out of fear of the unknown.

                She reviewed what happened since she let go. First of all she became caught up in the fast flowing water. She did not think about what was happening. She was too busy enjoying the rush of life as she was carried along by it. She felt giddy, free, happy, unbounded. Then she found herself in shallow waters, she could hardly breath and the fish there were biting at her, she did not feel safe. Rain came, filled the river and soon she was on the other bank with some strange fish. The river turned and tumbled, crashing over rocks, sometimes landing in a whirlpool where she could not think straight. Then there was another rush of fast moving water that felt good. By now she felt stronger and felt certain she could handle this. The water was full of air and ran like it was filled with laughter until she went over a waterfall and crashed. She thought she was dying. She was tossed and turned, churned up and felt completely out of control. How long this lasted she was not certain but it was longer than she wanted it to be. It seemed like years since she left her rock and she was miles from home.

             Peace and quietness now converged. The water rippled but for the most part it  was calm and she felt relaxed. She enjoyed the breezes and the rains and very little disturbed him. She had learned much about the river and herself on this journey. She knew it was not over. She learned from other fish that there was a larger lake to go to, a whole other and larger world with large waves and surface spray and beneath it all was peace and tranquility. 
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Do you want to be made well? Jesus asked the paralytic. For thirty-eight years this man had clung to the walls of the portico, the archway to the pool. Others had passed him by; nobody helped him. He was feeling sorry for himself. He wanted to be free, he had tried to become free but always there was something or someone who prevented him from getting to the water when the angel stirred it and it gave life to those who were there.

         Jesus was not about to listen to a sorry story of hard luck. He had compassion for the man. The man could make up his mind once he knew he was free to do it. So Jesus simply said to him, Stand up, take up your mat and walk. The adrenalin rush was something he had never experienced before. No one has spoken to him with such authority. He did not have time to think about whether or not he could walk. He did not have time to think what others would think of him if he walked. He did not have time to think of what it would mean to walk after thirty-eight years of clinging to life and watching others go free. There was no time for a decision to be made. Jesus spoke with authority, take up your mat and walk. And he did. Where he walked to is not the issue. He walked and life was not going to be the same for him again.

                   For one reason or another , we all have something to which we cling. We have closets, basements filled with stuff we might one day need. Over the past few weeks there have been opportunities created by local law enforcement agencies for people to empty their homes of medicines that have been kept “just in case” someone might need it even long after its usefulness. Hundreds of thousands of bottles of medicine have been collected and properly disposed of in this process. 

                 Mentally we cling to ideas of the past, ‘the good old days” as we refer to them. In fact, they were not as good as we want to remember them but sometimes in the river of life when times are difficult we want to think that there was a time when things were safer, healthier, etc. 

                Like the river, life moves on and as we age it moves much too fast for us. We hear ourselves saying, “I can’t believe it’s graduation time. It seems like yesterday when  he entered high school.”                       
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The river of life moves on and our culture changes. In every generation there have been complaints about the new freedoms, the loss of values, the need to regain the old ways and enact more laws. 

                  The river of life moves on and with it brings the silt of one location or another with it, mingles and disposes of it along the way. The spiritual life teaches us that life at its core does not change much. Then the angel showed me the  river of the water of life, bright as crystal, flowing from the throne of God and of the Lamb through the middle of the street of the city.

                      Compassion, creativity, kindness, mercy, a sense of awe and wonder, are what we find when we let go and stop clinging to that which keeps us from breathing fully the presence of God. 

                 As we learn to let go and trust in God we will discover a new freedom and a new happiness. We will not regret the past nor will we wish to shut the door on it. We will see that we can learn from our mistakes. We will understand the word serenity and we will know peace. The reality we will discover on our river of life journey is that no matter how far down the scale we have gone, all our experiences will help us help another human being. Feelings of uselessness and self-pity will disappear and, as we stop fighting the river, we will lose interest in selfish things and gain interest in our brothers and sisters around us. Self-seeking will slip away and our whole attitude on life will change.  Fear of economic insecurity will leave us and be replaced with the knowledge that we will intuitively know how to handle situations that once baffled us. In the end we will realize that God is doing for us what we could not do for ourselves. 

               If we think this is unreal, the reality is that people who have learned to let go of the rock; have learned to trust in God, have experience the truth of these statements sometimes quickly, sometimes slowly but nonetheless, they will always materialize if we work for them. 

            We cannot trust God if we cling to the rock. We cannot walk if we keep making excuses why we can’t get into the water. We have to listen to that voice that speaks with authority; Stand up, take up your mat and walk; Let go and let God.  The river of life is 
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filled with blessings and opportunities; it is filled with grace and hope. Let us trust in God’s call to choose life and experience the blessings and share the blessings with others on our journey to the ocean. Amen. 

