REAL LIFE: MAKING CHOICES

Tony was undeniably guilty of killing a man. There was no doubt about that. There
were witnesses and evidence in abundance. What kind of appeal could his lawyer
possibly make to save him from execution? The lawyer pleaded that the crime should
be reduced to manslaughter on the grounds that Tony’s DNA had been examined and
showed that he carried a “violent” gene. He was programmed to kill, so he was no
more responsible for his actions than a wild animal. You would not convict a lion of
murder, so why convict this man, whose genetic structure made him kill?

The Judge listened carefully but was not, in the end, convinced. Yes, the genetic
structure of a human being has a profound effect on who we are and what we do but at
the end of the day, being human means that we have choices. Unlike wild animals, we
can choose whether to kill or to let live. Even Darwin, who said that we all evolved
from animals in the first place, admitted that the human power to choose has affected
the whole evolutionary process. We have choices.

And this can be a great thing, especially nowadays, when there are so many options.
Think of all the programmes you watch in which people choose a new place to live; a
new way to look; a totally new career and lifestyle; a new ideal for their school or
their business or their family. We do not have to remain where life has placed us. We
are not totally at the mercy of our genetic structures. We can move on and move out.
That is liberation for you.

But on the other hand, choice is scary because it is our responsibility to choose and to
live with the consequences. Remember those fairy stories- like when one brother
chooses the green, shady path through the wood and the other brother selects the
rough, stony path through the field? The first brother ends up being eaten by wild
beasts and the second brother makes his fortune and marries the beautiful princess. It
all hangs on that one single choice, which is terrifying.

And remember the lectures our parents gave us as we got into our teens? Make a right
choice now about your school options and you will be prosperous for the rest of your
life. Make a wrong choice and you will be permanently poor. Choose the right partner
now and you will have a happy life. Choose the wrong partner and you will be very
miserable. Everything hung on those few nerve-wracking choices.

Faith was presented to me in much the same way. Choose now to follow Jesus and
you will be secure all your life. Choose now to reject Jesus and you are on the
irrevocable path to everlasting misery. Jesus’ stories today were about people who
had to make prompt choices- the merchant choosing the pearl above all other goods;
the farmer deciding to spend all his money on the field with the buried treasure; the
fisherman selecting the good fish over the bad. ”He who is not for us is against us,”
warned Jesus. There are no “ditherers” in the kingdom of heaven. “Choose this day
whom you will serve” said Joshua to the Israelites as they entered the Promised Land.
“Choose between life and death; blessings and curses, good and evil.”

Choice is what being human is all about.
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But is it really all that simple? Are we are free as we would like to be in making the
choices which shape our lives? St Paul was struggling with this when he wrote his



letter to the Romans. In the first place- like the rest of us- he had problems with his
own character. “I want to do good but I keep opting to do bad.” Tell me about it....
In the second place, there were heavy social pressures on him and upon his fellow
Christians living in Rome. It was not a pure, just society, nor a safe, kindly
environment in which to live. Greed, materialism, promiscuity, corruption, knife
crime, racial tensions, family breakdown would have filled their television channels
had they had television channels to fill. It was not easy, said Paul, either to know
which the right choices were or to pursue them when you had decided.

So how can you say in this day and age that Sean, who has grown up with a violent
father, in a violent community, has no job and is at risk from the boys of a vicious
gang has the same freedom to choose whether or not to carry a knife as Simon who
lives in a nice area, with loving parents and is looking forward to a happy life?

Or how can you say that Julia, who is successful, financially secure, and of strong
character has the same freedom to protest about corruption in her workplace as
Sandra, who is a single-parent, struggling to survive and lacking in confidence?
And how could Jesus expect the same freedom to choose to follow him from Jennifer,
who grew up in a Christian home, with every encouragement and teaching to opt for
the Christian faith as from Jake, who has grown up with no religion at all and whose
friends would think him crazy if he went near a church or from Rasheed who has
grown up a Muslim and who will be ostracised if he becomes a Christian?

We are not totally free in making our choices.

In some ways it is merciful that life is not generally like those fairy stories where one,
single false decision can send you to death and destruction. Some of our choices do
have a profound, long-lasting effect on our lives but they are very seldom the end of
our story for good or for bad. A teenager can make what look like all the right choices
about A levels for a sound career only to find that recession or personality clashes or
changes in his own priorities take him into a different path. Or he might make all the
wrong choices at sixteen and his parents despair that he will be forever in a dead-end
job, but in later life change direction, re-train and become successful. Happy
marriages sadly, do not always remain happy for all kinds of reasons. Unhappy
marriages sometimes improve and, if they do not, they can be dissolved and a second
chance found.

Even Jesus admitted that the choice whether or not to follow him is not permanent.
Remember his little story of the two brothers whose father asked them to work in his
vineyard? The one said, “Yes, I will do it.” The other said, “No, I do not want to.”
Later on, the one who said yes remembered a prior engagement and abandoned the
job. The one who said no changed his mind and helped his father.

For real life examples, you only to have to think of Judas Iscariot who said “yes” and
became one of Jesus’ closest disciples, only to fall away and betray him to death and
Paul who said “absolutely no way do I want anything to do with Jesus,” only to
become one of his greatest apostles. Things change. Nothing is cut and dried.
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One of the best things I think my mother ever said was to an elderly lady in her
church who had been brought up to believe that a one-off choice for or against Jesus
would determine permanently whether you went to heaven or hell. This lady was
grieving for her daughter who had died very suddenly of a brain haemorrhage. She
was also terrified because her daughter had opted out of the Christian faith as an adult.



Surely then she was doomed to hell? “You don’t know that,” said my mother, “think
about it: even the faintest cry to God for help would have been answered.”

By the time St Paul had got to the end of the eighth chapter in his letter to the
Christians in Rome, he had decided that human nature was frail and fickle; that
Roman society was corrupt and dangerous to live in; and that, despite our freedom of
choice, the odds were heavily weighed against us getting things right.

But there was still hope, he said, and that hope was in the love of God. God, he said,
has from the beginning pre-destined us to be his children. And that does not mean, as
some Christians have believed in the past, that God picked out in advance the people
he wanted and those he did not, or that God programmed some people to choose him
and some to reject him. Pre-destination is not so much about who will be on God’s
side but whether or not God will be on our side. And what Paul worked out was that
God was always on your side. No matter who you were, what you had done, which
were your choices, God was for you.

God gave us life and gave us our freedom to choose but he is our father, not our
inventor. He does not simply start us off and then let us go. He remains deeply,
wholly and permanently involved with us. He wills the human race to be happy,
strong, fulfilled, loving and good. He reaches out to us constantly and yes, even the
very faintest cry for help is answered, gladly and lovingly.

So let me see then, concluded St Paul. We can get things badly wrong. Life can put
some heavy pressures on us. But nothing can separate us from the love of God- not
our weaknesses or others’ influence. Not the situations we are born into nor the
situations we get into. Not the powers which govern our life on the outside, nor the
chemistry that moulds us on the inside. Not the malevolent power of evil, or the
crucifying effects of pain and sorrow. Not the wrong we do or the wrong which is
done to us. There is nothing that can separate us from the love of God. There is a
power willing our good at the very heart of the universe. So now, that heavy and
complex responsibility of choice is underpinned by the loving, creative, renewing,
guiding power of God. God is on our side to help us choose the right.
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It is some years now since our nation was sickened and horror-struck at the murder of
two year old Jamie Bulger by boys aged only twelve and thirteen. I happened to be in
the local Comprehensive School during the week that followed and I heard the
Headmaster speak to the pupils about those two boys.

They spent the weekend locked in police cells, awaiting trial for murder, he said. This
is not where young teenagers should have been. Those boys should have been out
playing football with their friends or enjoying computer games at home like any
normal boys. What went so horribly wrong in their lives that they should have ended
up like this?

And he went on to say that their horrendous crime was not a sudden, one-off impulse
but the culmination of evil influences, bad choices, and unchecked behavioural
problems throughout their lives. And that it was the lessons he kept trying to promote
in his school- those lessons which at times seemed tedious and peripheral to the all-
important GCSEs- lessons on courtesy, self-restraint, consideration for others, abiding
by the rules of the community- it was all of this which helped to build strong,
compassionate character and which produced human beings who would not give way
to the savagery and cruelty of which many are capable given enough provocation.



It is not quite accurate to say that nothing can separate us from the love of God and
from the power of God for good. Because there is just one thing and that is our own
deliberate choice. We are free human beings and not even God can compel us to
accept his love.

It is a choice we have to make and choosing to accept the love of God is not just a
one-off decision to become a Christian, although, as Jesus said, that crucial decision
needs to be made. But we are called upon to make choices every moment of every day
in our lives for or against the loving power of God. What we read, what we watch,
what we do, who we listen to, how we spend our time, where we direct our thoughts,
our standards of behaviour, our priorities - all of this is part of the choice we make
whether to involve God or to banish him from our lives. Jesus did say did he not, that
there would many who called him their “Lord” who would one day realise that they
had actually had nothing to do him for many years now.

God is there whenever we want him-make no mistake about that. He does not sulk or
throw tantrums if we have not spoken to him for a while. But the more we seek him
out, the more we involve him in our day to day living, the easier we shall find it to be
reassured by his love, to live in his power, to get our lives moving in the right
direction and, when difficult times do come, find the strength to deal with them.
Choosing God and choosing Christ is a day by day, hour by hour decision.

Is it wonderful or is it terrible to be human and free to make your own choices? A bit
of both, I suppose. But with a God who is on our side we can delight in the wonder
and we can deal with the terror.

Amen.



