
ALONG THE WAY 

WHAT’S IT ALL ABOUT? 

As I sit down to write this talk, I am very aware that this series hasn’t really 

gone to plan.  Now, in many ways I’m really quite an organised person: some 

things have to be well planned or I can’t do them – sermon series being one!   

In many other ways, truth is, I can be quite disorganised!  And I miss things!  

This series hasn’t gone how I anticipated it would. I haven’t preached on Peter 

since the end of May!  You might say that’s a good thing!  There have been 

some unexpected things that have happened in the last couple of months.  I 

didn’t anticipate them! 

We faced, together, the tragedy of a life cut short suddenly and unexpectedly. 

That changed things. Together we had to find a way through the impact of an 

event none of us would have chosen and none of us could have predicted. 

I also received a letter from a young man asking if we as a church could help 

him. In response to that request, Luke, your remember, came and preached a 

couple of weeks ago!  We needed to find a way for us to see him and find out a 

bit more about him, but it meant a change to the plan. Absolutely nothing 

wrong with that, a really go thing to do, but it was somewhat unexpected!  

What’s my point:  That’s life!  Life can be tragic and unpredictable.  Life can 

take turns we never anticipated or would have chosen, bringing changes we 

could never have seen.  We’ve talked about this lots before: second choice 

worlds.  Sometimes unexpected changes take us in a positive and new 

direction. 

Peter has written a letter to people living in a difficult time where unexpected 

things may well happen!  Peter’s main point, it seems to me, is to encourage 

the Christians to whom he writes to stand strong!  I think I’ve told you this 

story before – but it’s a good one.  I heard it told by Dr. Henry Cloud, a 

Christian psychiatrist. 

An experiment was conducted between two groups of people, group one was a 

group of professional American football players – all good athletes. The second 

group was a group of FBI agents.  Both groups were given the same, simple 



task:  they, as a group had to run to a gate along a path, touch the gate and 

run back in 9 minutes.  The distance to the gate and back was 1 mile.  For both 

groups the distance and time were easy.  Both groups were warned not to step 

on any snake that might be on the path, and both groups were warned to be 

alert to the possibility of meeting wild boar along the path! They needed to be 

extremely cautious if they encountered one as they were extremely vicious.   

The footballers went first! 

What they didn’t know was that the research team had “planted” a wild boar 

part way along the path in the form of one of their team.  Supremely confident 

in their ability to complete the task the footballers set off along the path. As 

they approached the hidden researcher, he shook the bushes and played the 

recording of a wild boar.  The footballers in their surprise, panicked at the 

thought of being attacked by a wild boar, not knowing what to do and worried 

for their own safety, they turned and ran back to the start – thus not 

completing the task!   They were devastated! 

The FBI agents then took their turn, unaware of what had happened to the 

other group. This time it was different. When the boar attacked this time, the 

FBI agents put their training into use, assessed the reality of the danger, saw 

there was none, ran on to the gate and completed the task!  

 The difference between the two groups?  The researchers concluded that it 

was simply the FBI agents had been trained to expect the un-expected.   

Friends, I want to suggest three things we can take from Peter to help us as we 

live in a difficult world that sometimes throws up the un-expected. 

Peter begins his letter with the words: “Peter, an apostle of Jesus Christ.”  

These are the words of a changed life! Peter: who first stated that Jesus was 

the Christ, the Messiah. Peter: who gets out of the boat at Jesus’ invitation, but 

sinks! Peter: who confidently says he will never deny Jesus. Peter: who 

watches from a distance in the courtyard claiming he doesn’t even know who 

Jesus is.  Peter: who so many of us can identify with because we often feel like 

we’ve failed, or let God down, or haven’t spoken out, or chose not to step out 

in faith, or we’ve seemed to sink! 

 



Peter’s life has changed. It changed because he met Jesus on a beach one 

morning, and that meeting transformed Peter’s life.  Jesus really only said to 

Peter that he loved him. That must have been huge for Peter: “Peter, I love 

you, always  have, always will!” I think, knowing he was loved, after all that he 

experienced, is what transformed Peter. 

Friends, this is the beach, right here, right now… what is Jesus saying to you?  

You do know you are loved….. right?  How will you respond to his presence and 

his love?   

Jesus told the disciples that it was better that he go away so the Holy Spirit 

could come.  Sometime after his meeting on the beach, Peter stands in front of 

a crowd and preaches an extraordinary sermon.  He was transformed by the 

work of the Holy Spirit within him.  Peter was able to endure, and to write his 

letter because he knew he was loved by God, and because of the work of the 

Holy Spirit in and through him. 

Friends, we can go through life, whatever happens knowing we are loved by 

God and living in the power of the Holy Spirit within us.  A transformed life… 

how about you? 

In his letter, as Chris so helpfully reminded us a couple of weeks ago, Peter 

encourages the Christians, whatever is going on around them, to do good! 

“Live such good lives among the pagans that, though they accuse you of 

doing wrong, they may see your good deeds and glorify God on the day 

he visits us.”  1 Peter 2 v 12. 

You know friends I am coming to the conclusion that doing good can transform 

lives.  As we go around doing good, especially it seems to me, when life is at its 

most difficult or in the most difficult of circumstances, other lives are touched 

as the Holy Spirit works in and through us.  It may be easy to do good when life 

is going well, it may be more of a challenge when life is more difficult. 

I came across this story which I found immensely challenging on many levels, 

but might have something to say to us here. 

Back in the late 1960’s. I was teaching at a university in Ohio and there was a 

student on campus who by society’s standards would’ve been called ugly.  He 



was short, extremely obese, he had a terrible case of acne, a bad lisp, and his 

hair was growing like Lancelot’s horse – in four directions at one time.  He wore 

the uniform of the day: a T-Shirt that hadn’t been washed since the Spanish 

American War,  jeans with a butterfly on the back, and of course, no shoes. 

In all my days, I have never met anybody with such low self-esteem.  He told me 

that when he looked in the mirror each morning, he spat at his reflection.  Of 

course no campus girl would date him.  No fraternity wanted him as a pledge.   

He walked into my office one day and said, his lisp evident, “Ah you’re a new 

face on campus.  Well, my name is Larry Malaney and I’m an athgnostic.”  I 

said, “You’re what?”   He repeated himself and I said, “wow, congratulations! If 

you ever become an atheist, I’ll take you to dinner and we’ll celebrate your 

conversion.” 

The story I’m about to tell you is what Larry got for Christmas one year.  

Christmas came along for Larry Malaney and he found himself back with his 

parents in Providence, Rhode Island.  Larry’s father is a typical lace-curtain 

Irishman.  Now there are lace-curtain Irish and there are shanty Irish.  A lace-

curtain Irishman, even on the hottest day in summer, will not come to the 

dining room table without wearing a suit, usually a dark pinstripe, starched 

white shirt, and a tie swollen at the top.  He will never allow his sideburns to 

grow to the top of his ears and he always speaks  in a low, subdued voice. 

Well, Larry came to the dinner table that first night home, smelling like a Billy 

goat.  He and his father have the usual number of quarrels and reconciliations.  

And thus begins a typical vacation in the Malaney household.  Several nights 

later, Larry tells his father that he’s got to get back to school the next day.  

“What time, son?”  his father asks, “Six o’clock,”  “well, I’ll ride the bus with 

you.” 

The next morning, the father and son ride the bus in silence.  They get off the 

bus, as Larry has to catch a second one to get to the airport.  Directly across the 

street are six men standing under an awning, all the men who work in the same 

textile factory as Larry’s father.  They begin making loud and degrading 

remarks like “Oink, oink, look at that fat pig.  I tell you, if that pig was my kid, 

I’d hide him in the basement, I’d be so embarrassed.”  Another said, “I 



wouldn’t.  If that slob was my kid, he’d be out the door so fast, he wouldn’t 

know if he’s on foot or horseback.  Hey, pig!  Give us your best oink!” 

These brutal salvos continued. 

Larry Malaney told me that in that moment, for the first time in his life, his 

father reached out and embraced him, kissed him the lips, and said, “Larry, if 

your mother and I live to be two hundred years old, that wouldn’t be long 

enough to thank God for the gift He gave to us in you.  I am so proud that 

you’re my son!” 

I would be hard to describe in words the transformation that took place in Larry 

Malaney, but I’ll try.  He came back to school and remained a hippie, but he 

cleaned up the best he could.  Miracle of miracles, Larry began dating a girl.  

And to top it off, he became the president of one of the fraternities.  By the 

way, he was the first student in the history of our university to graduate with a 

4.2 grade point average.  Larry Malaney had a brilliant mind. 

Larry came to my office one day and said, “Tell me about this man Jesus.”  And 

for the next six weeks, in half-hour increments, I shared with Larry what the 

Holy Spirit had revealed to me about Jesus.  At the end of those six weeks, Larry 

said “Okay.” 

June 14, 1974, Larry Malaney was ordained a priest in the diocese of 

Providence, Rhode Island.  And for the past twenty years, he’s been a 

missionary in South America, a man totally sold out to Jesus Christ.  Do you 

know why?  It wasn’t because of the six weeks of sitting in Brennan Manning’s 

office while I talked about Jesus.  No, it was because of a day, long ago, during 

a Christmas vacation, standing at a bus stop, when his lace-curtain Irish father 

healed him.  Yes, his father healed him.  His father had the guts to get out of 

the foxhole and choose the high road of blessing in the face of cursing and 

taunts.  His father looked deeply into his son’s eyes, saw the good in Larry 

Malaney that Larry couldn’t see for himself, and  affirmed him with a furious 

love, and changed the whole direction of his son’s life.
1
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Doing good can transform a life!  Friends, we carry God’s great love for 

ourselves, and his great love for others.  Peter urges us (1 Peter 3 v 15) to 

always be ready to give an answer for the hope in us.  Maybe that answer, 

most of the time, is doing good…Because he loves the other, because he loves 

the other, because he loves the other... Whatever happens, friends, do good! 

4 
As you come to him, the living Stone—rejected by humans but chosen 

by God and precious to him— 
5 

you also, like living stones, are being built 

into a spiritual house to be a holy priesthood, offering spiritual sacrifices 

acceptable to God through Jesus Christ. 
6 

For in Scripture it says: 

“See, I lay a stone in Zion, 

     a chosen and precious cornerstone, 

and the one who trusts in him 

    will never be put to shame.” 

7 
Now to you who believe, this stone is precious. But to those who do 

not believe, 

“The stone the builders rejected 

    has become the cornerstone,” 

8 
and, 

“A stone that causes people to stumble 

    and a rock that makes them fall.” 

They stumble because they disobey the message—which is also what 

they were destined for.   1 Peter 2 v 4-8. 

What does the name Jesus mean to you?  What we think about Jesus is 

absolutely critical.  Blaise Pascal said this: “Not only do we only know God 

through Jesus Christ, but we only know ourselves through Jesus Christ; we only 

know life and death, through Jesus Christ.  Apart from Jesus Christ we cannot 

know the meaning of our life and death, of God or of ourselves.” 

Pascal is saying we can only make sense of our life because of Jesus.  Without 

the truth of Jesus, life makes no sense!  What do you think about Jesus?  Peter 

tells us that Jesus is the rock on which we should build our lives. And friends, 

whatever happens in life, the best way to live is to hold onto Jesus with 

everything you’ve got.  Sometimes though it’s difficult to know how to do that 



isn’t it?  When life deals up tragedy or challenges we can often find it harder to 

hang in there.  I hope this story is helpful. 

A Jewish couple had a son after many years of trying and he was a great joy to 

them.  They named him Mordecai – but he became quite a challenge to them.  

They were pious Jews, but Mordecai was a rambunctious, zestful boy with a 

love of life.  When he was old enough his parents sent him to the synagogue to 

learn the word of God. They stressed to him how important it was to learn the 

word of God… without knowledge of it his life would be less. He listened, but 

the next day he never arrived at the synagogue.  Instead he found himself in 

the woods, swimming in the lake and climbing the trees. 

By the time he got home news of his antics had spread all through the village, 

and everyone knew of his shame.  His parents were at a loss as to what to do.  

They called in an expert to modify Mordecai’s behaviour but the next day he 

found himself in the woods, swimming in the lake and climbing trees.  His 

parents grieved for their son and felt there was simply no hope for him. 

As it happened the Great Rabbi was visiting the village and Mordecai’s parents 

went to him in desperation.  They told him the story, and the rabbi invited them 

to leave Mordecai with him.  He said; “Leave the boy with me and I will have a 

talk with him.”  Unsure and ashamed, they left him with the rabbi.  Mordecai 

faced the rabbi with great trembling, he beckoned the boy to come to him… 

and then simply and gently picked him up and held him silently to his heart.   

The next day Mordecai went to the synagogue and when he had finished, he 

went to the woods, swam in the lake and climbed the trees.  Only this time as 

he walked in the woods, the word of God became one with the words of the 

woods, which became one with the words of Mordecai.  As he swam in the 

lake, the words of God became one with the words of the lake which became 

one with the words of Mordecai.  As he climbed the trees, the word of God 

became one with the words of the trees which become one with the words of 

Mordecai.   

Mordecai grew to become a great man, people who were seized with panic 

came to him and found peace.  People who were without anybody came to him 

and found communion.  People who had no exits came to him and found a way 

out, and when people came to him he said, “I first learned the words of God 

when the Great Rabbi held me silently against his heart.”
2
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Friends, holding on, is being held silently against the heart of God who loves 

you because...Friends, if you want to endure, whatever happens, allow 

yourself to be held to the heart of God:  

- Let his words become your words 

- Let his thoughts become your thoughts 

- Let his ways become your ways 

- Let the things he hears become the things you hear 

- Let the things he sees become the things you see 

- Let the things he seeks become the things you seek 

- Let the things he loves become the things you love 

- Let his life become your life 

- Let his heart become your heart 
 

Friends, as we walk through this life together, we trust in him and whatever 

happens, he promises to meet us along the way. 

         Amen. 

 

Preached in Crawley Baptist church on Sunday 21
st

 July 2013, by Rev. Ian Phillips. 

 

 

 

  

 

 


