
Epiphany 6 

Empty me out, oh Heavenly Father, and fill me with your Holy Spirit, so that I may preach 
Your Holy Word to Your Holy People. Amen. 

“I have set before you today, a blessing and a curse, life and death. Therefore choose life, for 
the sake of  your children, and your children’s children.” 

This is my life verse. At the end of  Romans 8, Paul writes, in essence, that “Nothing can 
separate us from the love of  God. Nothing.” That is my favorite moment in the Bible, but 
Deuteronomy 30 is where I live. 

For a few years I put on a fund raiser for the El Dorado Council on Alcoholism. The 
purpose was to raise money for college scholarships for participants in EDCA’s programs. I 
named it the Choosing Life Half  Marathon. There was a 5k walk/run on a closed, paved 
road, a 10k trail run and a half  marathon trail run. The trails out near the Cool fire station 
and Northside school are beautiful. We had great shirts, great food, funny trail signs, and lots 
of  support. The winners received aerial photographs of  the area with their run 
superimposed over the photo. Thousands of  dollars was raised. 

Part of  why it was called Choosing Life was because of  the life affirming aspects of  
participating in this wonderful event. You got to be out in nature, celebrating life with your 
community. 

The other part was celebrating life affirming choices being made by EDCA’s participants, 
going from an alcoholic life to going to college. 

Life affirming choices are part of  a healthy contemplative life. It is the place where we build 
up our inner strength. If  we do not take care of  ourselves, we have nothing to offer others. 
Emancipating oneself  from drugs and alcohol, to eating, drinking, exercising and sleeping 
healthily are basic first steps. 

Long distance running is a great form of  apophatic prayer, the kind that empties you out. 
When you are emptied of  your own agenda, then you are ready to serve others. 

The purpose of  our lives is not just to take care of  ourselves. We take care of  our selves for 
the sake of  our children, and our children’s children. This is the apostolic life, the life where 
we reach out to others. 

Matthew 25 is famous for its check list of  things to do for others. Feed them. Clothe them. 
Visit them in hospitals and jails. Quench their thirst. House the homeless. 

It is often in dealing with the homeless that we can see the challenge of  making good 
choices. Alcoholism is often one of  the causes of  homelessness. For approximately 4-10% 



of  the population, processing alcohol forms different chemical byproducts than are formed 
in the “normal” population. One of  the chemicals gives the alcoholic a euphoria that the 
“normal” person does not experience. The other chemical takes over the control box in the 
brain, and overrides the decision making part of  the brain. The alcoholic might form the 
thought, “Time to stop drinking, and go home and see the family.” That chemical says, “You 
are going to stay here, and keep on drinking.” Between the euphoria, and the control box 
override—where’s the choice? It is a challenge. Due to that combination approximately 90% 
of  alcoholics die of  the disease. 

Why does God allow there to be bad genes? The answer is that they are attached to good 
genes. For example, the alcoholic may have a lack of  impulse restraint. Hard on the 
individual, but really handy for others if  you need someone to leap into flames, and pull a 
victim out to safety. 

Another good gene linked to alcoholism is a certain amount of  obsessive compulsiveness. 
Imagine we are out on the savannah, in our early days of  evolution. We are hungry. Gazelles 
run faster than us. But we can keep on running. We can stop, catch our breath, and do it 
again. And again. After a while the gazelle quits, and can no longer run. The heroic, long 
distance runner, benefitting from obsessive compulsiveness, returns with dinner. 

So, even though the choice making process may be partially overridden for the alcoholic, 
there are still some choices. Abstain. Choose sobriety. Leap into danger and save lives. Stay 
the course with newly established good habits, exercised over and over again. 

Working with homeless Veterans, it is often clear that the decision making process has been 
hijacked. I eventually get to discussing trauma. Trauma seems to rewire the brain, and short 
circuit judgment. Whether it is Military Sexual Trauma, Survivor’s Remorse, Traumatic Brain 
Injury, PTS, domestic abuse, etc., the result is often the same. Bad choices. Overcoming this 
is a huge challenge. Some benefit from equine therapy. Others benefit from writing about 
their experience. Or cognitive therapy. Or drama therapy. 

Blaming people for their bad choices is not that helpful. Usually people want to make good 
choices, but the cards are stacked against them. Compassion means to suffer with. Seeing 
people suffer from bad choices just triggers our compassion. Yes, establish healthy 
boundaries. Do what you can, and move on. Refer to others with other skill sets. 

Which gets us back again to why you want to make good life affirming choices. It is not just 
for your sake. It is about your children. As for all those homeless, broken people, they are 
your children. 

As I tell you two stories, be mindful that the only difference between comedy and tragedy is 
where you end the story. 



First story: 

A young Veteran contacted us. He was depressed, and looking for help. Several of  us 
surrounded him with resources and options. Seemed like a good intake. The highlight was 
when I took him to In and Out burger, and he taught me about “Animal style”. In and out 
afficiandos are aware of  this, but not the uninitiated. He was thrilled. He had not had In and 
Out for years. His dad had been very hard on him. For just a moment, I got to be a good 
dad to him. 

Unfortunately, soon after the intake, he started spiraling down hill. The family that rented a 
room to him, became quite concerned. He was staying in his room. Not eating. Blew all of  
his rent money at Redhawk when he did venture out. He texted me, asking me to stop 
sending the sheriffs out on wellness checks. It seemed like he was hunkering down to die. 

Then a miracle happened. He was about to become a father. The family of  his child’s 
mother contacted him. “Join us. Become part of  our family. We want you to be here to raise 
your child.” He came to life, moved to Red Bluff, and joined her family. 

For the sake of  his child, he chose life. 

Second story: 

A Marine, recently retired as a Deputy Sheriff, told me about saving the life of  a woman who 
attempted suicide. He was frustrated because a year later, she improved her technique, and 
succeeded in killing herself. He felt like it was as if  his good deed had been completely 
undone. 

I have had some practice reframing these things. I said to him, “Imagine you and your buddy 
are out on patrol. You sense danger, and pull him out, just in the nick of  time. You saved his 
life, right? Next week, you are out on patrol again. This time your buddy gets blasted away. It 
still counts that you saved his life. You did not waste your time.” 

This time, he got it. His epiphany was, her kids had her for one more year. Every time you 
save someone’s life, it is just for the moment. We all die eventually any way. Save lives 
anyway. 

Heavenly Father, 

We thank you for the gift of  life, the gift of  choice, and the gift of  children. We ask that each 
of  us can be embraced by You, and Your Son, who is holding that poor suicidal mother in 
His arms, and saying to her, “You did so well! Even after you had given everything you had, 
you woke up 365 times in a row, and gave it your all, even when you had nothing left to give! 
You chose living for the sake of  your children over and over again, even when it was the 



hardest thing you ever did. Again and again. And again.” We ask for your embrace so that we 
too can overcome our addiction, our chemistry, our short circuited decision making process, 
and also remember that the other is an icon through whom we can see the face of  Christ. 

Let us treat the other with reverence. Let us overcome our nature, and make life affirming 
choices. Let us do it, for the sake of  our children, and our children’s children. And for the 
sake of  Our Father’s child, Jesus Christ. 

Amen.


