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The painting is on my bedroom wall, it is the first thing I see when I wake in the morning. It is a John Atkinson Grimshaw painting. A dark bleak Victorian street around midnight. The moon is barely seen through the thick dark clouds. The small amount of moonlight reveals a light mist of rain falling. Mist surrounds the dark silhouette of a house on a hill above the street. It reminds me of the title of Charles Dickens novel  - Bleak House. It is cold and miserable. A shiver runs through me each time I view the painting. A single figure is making their way through the shadows along the edge of the road. It is too dark to make out if it is a man or a woman. Lonely silence fills the painting. You know the only sound will be the figures footsteps echoing in the night, and you wonder why anybody would be out at that hour, on such a wretched night. I look at that painting every morning and I think to myself  - I’m that figure’. I know it is not healthy thinking that way, but that is how I feel. 

My name is John Thornton, and as you can tell I have a few things weighing heavy on me. I am 25 years old and a Christian. I have been a Christian seven years. I think it was enthusiasm that got me through in the first few years after receiving Jesus. I know it was disappointment that started the negative cycle I find myself in now.

The problem can be summarised in one small three letter word. Sin. I just cannot seem to beat it. Each day is a constant struggle to ward off unclean thoughts and feelings. When you are battling personally with sin, it is harder to deal with the uncleanliness you inevitably come face to face with in the world at large. That adds to the load. Plus, I know I am being an awful witness to the people who know me.

I know it is a time-worn expression, ‘nothing left in the tank’ but it best describes my current Christian experience.  Wanting to be the best I can be for God, and feeling I am going in the opposite direction, becomes discouraging when it is prolonged day after day. The most alarming thing is I find myself getting resentful towards God. It takes real work to stop anger toward God rising to the surface in my mind. 

At the beginning I had been taught to confess sin, receive God’s forgiveness, and strive to be more Christ like. Most of the Christians I know seem to be able to live with that. I practise confession each day and hope God accepts it. It has become an habitual, rather meaningless exercise. And trying to be more Christ like! How do you do that? I have read a book or two about the practise of holiness, and I tried to put the teachings into action for a time. It became confusing. I could never tell if I was making any progress, and most of the time I seemed to be going backwards. It is the most important part of my life and I am failing at it. 

I awoke on Wednesday morning, blinking my eyes furiously to get the sleep out of them. Am I awake or still dreaming? Suspended in the air a metre from my face is a small banner. Caulfield Park, Thursday, 2.15 pm is the inscription on it, in red on a green background. I stare at it through eyes still bleary. Well, at least it is a change from the way I have been waking lately - a groan - turning over - pulling the blankets  over my head.  Not wanting to face the day. I have awakened under that cloud every morning for a few weeks now. 

My job helped. You must get out of bed and get there on time. I lost the job three weeks ago. I worked in the graphic design section of a traditional printer. The printing game is a tough business. All printing machines turn out the same quality product, which means success depends on the skill of your salespeople, and the business contacts you have. We lost several major clients in the space of one month and the business had to close. 

The work occupied my mind during the day and enabled me to put aside the things that were bothering me. The last few weeks though I have had all the time in the world to worry about myself and my problems. I have been applying online for jobs but so far, I have not managed to score one interview.

The dull roar of the traffic on the nearby arterial reminds me once again this Wednesday morning that I’m not part of the great army rushing to their various workplaces. Thankfully, this morning I have something else to think about. With the banner came a strong inner impression to find the verses in the Gospels where Jesus meets and talks with two disciples on the Emmaus road. I found them in Luke and the words ‘Jesus Himself drew near and went with them’ seemed to lift off the page. 

I knew enough to recognise the banner as a small vision. The Bible has abundance of evidence of God speaking to people in that way. What did the two things mean for me though? After deliberation, the only possible meaning I could see was an invitation to meet Jesus at Caulfield park at the stipulated day and time. Thinking of the invitation I remembered the few times I had read of Jesus appearing physically to Christians. In one of his books, the American Minister Kenneth Hagin tells of a time he was in hospital with a broken leg. One afternoon Jesus walked into his room, sat beside the bed, and talked with him for thirty minutes. The New Testament records appearances of Jesus after His resurrection. 

The time of the meeting made sense. Caulfield park is one kilometre from my home. It is full of noisy activity on the weekends because of the various sports fields. Weekdays though, it is virtually deserted, and by 2.15pm any workers who had come to the park to have lunch and get the benefit of sunlight and fresh air, have returned to their workplaces. Armed with those confirmations, I decided it would not hurt to at least turn up at the park at the specified time. No way was I going to tell anybody about it though. I had enough problems. I did not need the added embarrassment of people laughing at me if it did not come off. That included Lucy, my girlfriend of three years. We would be meeting on the weekend. I would tell her then.

It nagged at me a bit as to why this was happening to me. God used Kenneth Hagin in a big way. He founded a Bible College and his books helped many people. Who was I? Just an ordinary Christian, and with more problems than most. Perhaps this meeting had something to do with my problems. I would certainly welcome any help the Lord offered me along those lines. 
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I awoke on Thursday morning bombarded with doubt. It took me half an hour to get my thoughts under control and back to the confirmations of yesterday. During breakfast I went over it again. Yes, the banner had happened. The Bible confirmation of Jesus and the two disciples had been a real spiritual experience. I had the free time and the appointment hour made sense. Okay, no more thinking. Time for walking. It was a nice day for a wander around the park anyway. 

I left my flat at 1.45pm and arrived at the park at exactly 2.15pm. The place was devoid of people, except for one man seated on a park bench at the half-way line of the soccer field. Oh well, I will stroll through the park for twenty minutes then head home. I let my gaze scan the park again, and as the man on the bench came into view, I saw that he was waving and beckoning me over. 

I started across the soccer field on legs that had suddenly become rubbery. As I drew closer, I saw that he was probably in his mid-thirties and dressed in flannel trousers and an open necked blue cotton shirt. It was obvious he was of Jewish origin. As I approached, he smiled, “I’m glad you came John”. Our eyes met. It was then I knew it was Jesus. No question.

“Ah... Well...thanks for asking me Lord”

He patted the empty part of the wooden park bench, beckoning me to sit beside Him. I did and at once felt refreshing and strength flowing from him into me. I struggled to hold back tears as the strain of many months simply evaporated. Jesus was still smiling.

“Good”?  

“Oh yes, I will probably float home”.

He chuckled.

The flow eased off after a minute or two. What it had done in me stayed. Then a more serious expression replaced His smile. It had concern for me in it. “You have not been happy”, He said.

“That’s true Lord”.’

“Are you familiar with the saying, When all else fails, read the user manual ?”

“Yes, I said,” laughing.

“That’s the answer to your problems”, He said.

“I guess you are referring to the Bible”, I said. “Haven’t I been following the Bible to the best of my ability”?

“Not by a country mile”, He said.

“Oh”. That surprised me. I thought of myself as a person who lived by the Bible. 

“That’s why we are meeting. Each day I will have one or two verses for you from the New Testament and we will talk about them”.

“Each day! you mean there will be more than today”?

“Yes”, Jesus said, it will take a few days”.

‘Wow, I thought, that’ll do me’.

“This is the first verse”, He said. ‘But to me it is a very small thing that I should be examined by you, or any human court; in fact, I do not even examine
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