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Forty Years on Horseback, and Three Days
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John Wesley died on the morning of March 2, 1791. He was eighty-seven. The last thing he is reported to have said was, "The best of all is, God is with us."

Here is what he did, in numbers. He rode something on the order of two hundred and fifty thousand miles, most of it on horseback, over more than fifty years. He preached more than forty thousand sermons. When he died there were near a hundred and twenty thousand people in the societies he had organized, in Britain and in America. But the thing he actually built was not a denomination. It was a room. Ten or twelve people, meeting one hour a week, asking one another how it stood with their souls. When there were thousands of those rooms, England was a different country.

He preached to coal miners at five in the morning at the mouth of the pit. He walked with condemned men to the gallows. He opened a free medical dispensary. He started a lending fund for the poor. He wrote against the slave trade six days before he died. He fixed his own living expenses at a set figure and kept them there for decades while his income rose, and gave away the difference. When he died, what he owned was two silver teaspoons, a well-worn coat, and the Methodist Church.

That is the man.

· · ·

This book begins with a supposition: that he arrives in New York City in 2026.

He walks the city for three days. He rides the subway. He sits in a coffee shop at midnight. He stands in the parking garage of a megachurch, in the waiting room of a clinic, on a street where a man is pushing a cart of cans. On the fourth day he stands on a wooden crate at Forty-second and Broadway and preaches.

One thing has to be said plainly at the front. Wesley never preached a single one of the twelve sermons in this book. This is not a collection of his sermons. It is not a translation or an abridgment of them. It takes the theology out of the roughly one hundred and fifty sermons he did preach, and out of his journals and his letters, and reconstructs what he might have said standing in front of what is here now.

So the most important thing in this book is the section at the end of every chapter called Sources. It says, claim by claim, which of Wesley's own writings the sermon is resting on. It is there so that words are not put in his mouth that he would not have said. If a passage strikes you as doubtful, follow the source and go read the original. That is what it is for.

· · ·

The first version of this book was a different book. It took his famous sermons — Free Grace, The Circumcision of the Heart, The Means of Grace, The New Birth, The Good Steward — and dressed them in modern illustrations. It got about half written and then stopped.

What came out was still an eighteenth-century sermon. It had changed its clothes, but it was still answering the questions of an eighteenth-century man.

Wesley did not work that way. He preached to the people in front of him. To the colliers at Kingswood he spoke like a man talking to colliers. To the university at Oxford he said the thing they least wanted to hear, and was never invited back. To a man who would be dead by noon he said what that man needed at that hour. If he came here, he would not spend his time answering 1739's questions again. He would look at this country and answer this country's questions.

So the table of contents of this book came out of 2026's list of questions, not out of Wesley's list of sermons.

If the machine writes better than the person, then what is a person? In a country that prices people by their output, what could unearned love possibly mean? Everyone is connected to everyone, so why do people die alone and go unclaimed? What happens to a church when it gets rich? What does it mean that a county's hospital closed its maternity wing and its school graduated nineteen?

Twelve questions. Twelve sermons.

· · ·

Every chapter moves in six steps, and then stops to show its work.

One. What He Saw. A single scene, in America, in 2026, watched by a man from 1750. It is short and it does not editorialize.

Two. Why It Stopped Him. What made that scene strange to him. This is where his century and ours overlap, and it is usually not where you would expect.

Three. The Text. The passage he opened that day. King James Version throughout, which is the English he actually preached from.

Four. The Sermon. Here Wesley speaks in his own voice, in the first person. This section is set differently on the page. Read aloud, it runs around thirty minutes, which is about what he preached. You may read it from a pulpit if you want to.

Five. Wesley's Questions. Five questions for self-examination, built on the pattern of the interrogatories his class meetings put to one another every week.

Six. One Sentence to Carry.

And then the Sources.

· · ·

Read it alone if you like. Read it with a group if you can. Twelve chapters make twelve weeks without any arranging, and there is a guide for that in the back.

One request. Please do not read this book for information. That is the thing Wesley says most often in these pages. Knowing does not turn anybody around. You already know a great deal. It is possible this book will not tell you one new fact.

But if somewhere in it you close the cover and sit still for a minute — that will do. That is what the man rode a quarter of a million miles for.

Now I will let him in.

Part One
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The Machines Began to Think
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Then what is a human being?

Chapter One
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Machines Do Not Repent


[image: ]


The one thing the machine cannot do is not calculation. It is turning around. What makes a person a person is not capability but the capacity to repent.

What He Saw

It was a coffee shop on Eighth Avenue, three blocks west of Times Square, at eleven forty at night. The place was closing in twenty minutes and half the tables were still full.

Wesley stood near the window and watched the second table from the door. The man sitting there was perhaps twenty-seven. He wore a black jacket. He sat very straight.

He was typing something long. It appeared to be about himself. Where he had gone to school. What he could do. What kind of person he hoped to become. When he finished he added one short line at the bottom.

Rewrite this.

The machine took about thirty seconds.

What came back was better than what he had written. The sentences moved. The order was right. It said things about him that he had not been able to say about himself. He read it from beginning to end. He laughed once, briefly.

Then he did nothing. For two minutes, maybe three, he simply looked at the screen with the cursor blinking on it. Wesley waited for the silence to end.

At last the man's hands moved. He typed five words.

So what am I then

The machine took less than thirty seconds this time. A courteous, warm, unimpeachable answer filled the screen. Something to the effect that he was an irreplaceable individual, that tools exist to serve people and not the other way around, that his value did not depend on what he produced.

He did not read it. He did not even scroll down. He closed the laptop, put it in his bag, carried his cup to the counter, and pushed the door open into the street.

Wesley watched his back until it disappeared into the crowd on Eighth Avenue. Even at that hour the sidewalk was full. The lights from the Square washed the whole block a pale, restless color, the way weather does.

The staff began stacking chairs. Wesley stayed until they turned the lights off.

Why It Stopped Him

The machine itself did not astonish him.

Wesley had watched machines take people's work before. In his lifetime the spinning frames started up in the north of England, and men who had spun thread with their hands became useless in the space of a season. He preached at five in the morning at the mouth of the coal pits at Kingswood to men whose faces were black before the sun rose. He sat on the floor of weavers' cottages after the orders stopped coming. For fifty years he watched people lose the ability to feed themselves with the skill of their own hands. In those days men went out at night to smash the frames. He knew even then that smashing them brought nothing back.

So a device that could write a page in thirty seconds did not hold him long. What held him was something else.

The young man asked the machine.

The people Wesley knew asked the same question. The weaver with no orders asked it. The woman who buried four children asked it. The condemned man in Newgate, waiting for morning, asked it. So what am I then. But they asked it of God, and when they could not manage that, they asked it of the person next to them. They asked it while looking at a human face in the same room. That is the whole reason Wesley invented the class meeting — ten or twelve people, once a week, in a room, putting that question to one another out loud.

The young man in 2026 asked it of the thing that had just replaced him. And there was no one in the room.

The stranger part came next. The machine answered. It answered accurately and kindly, very nearly correctly. And the young man closed the laptop without reading a word of it.

Wesley recognized the face. It was not the face of a man breaking down because he has no answer. It was the face of a man who has been given the answer and still has nowhere to go.

He knew that face. In the spring of 1738 he was an Oxford-educated clergyman. He had sailed to America as a missionary. He prayed four hours a day and had kept a diary of his own sins for more than ten years, scored by the hour. He was not a man short of answers. He was a man who taught answers for a living. And when the storm hit the ship on the way home he was afraid to die, and the German families in the hold below were not. Until the evening in May when he went reluctantly into a small meeting on Aldersgate Street, he was a man holding a complete and correct set of answers and unable to go anywhere at all.

That is why he stood so long watching a stranger's back move away down Eighth Avenue.

The following Sunday, he opened to this passage.

The Text


And he said, A certain man had two sons: and the younger of them said to his father, Father, give me the portion of goods that falleth to me. And he divided unto them his living.

And not many days after the younger son gathered all together, and took his journey into a far country, and there wasted his substance with riotous living. And when he had spent all, there arose a mighty famine in that land; and he began to be in want. And he went and joined himself to a citizen of that country; and he sent him into his fields to feed swine. And he would fain have filled his belly with the husks that the swine did eat: and no man gave unto him.

And when he came to himself, he said, How many hired servants of my father's have bread enough and to spare, and I perish with hunger! I will arise and go to my father, and will say unto him, Father, I have sinned against heaven, and before thee, and am no more worthy to be called thy son: make me as one of thy hired servants.

And he arose, and came to his father. But when he was yet a great way off, his father saw him, and had compassion, and ran, and fell on his neck, and kissed him.


— Luke 15:11–20

The Sermon

Friends, I did not come here today to comfort you.

I know what you are worried about. The machines have started doing your work, and they are faster than you, and more accurate, and they do not get tired, and they do not complain, and they do not ask to be paid. You are in a contest with them. You check in the morning to see how far you have fallen behind, and you check again before you sleep.

Let me be plain with you. You are going to lose that contest.

Something that calculates better than you arrived a long time ago. Something that lifts more than you arrived before that. Now something has come that writes better than you, and more will come. I am not going to tell you there is still some corner of the field the machine cannot enter, so take heart. That comfort gets smaller every year, and one year there will be none of it left. A man who lives on that comfort simply becomes a little more shabby each year.

What I have come to say is different. You are standing in the wrong contest. Your worth was never being decided there.

I will give you four things today. First, look carefully at what this son lost. Second, look at what he did in the place where he lost it — the thing called turning. Third, see that even the turning was not his. Fourth, see where a person's worth actually sits.

I. First, look at what this son lost

We know this story too well, and so we read it carelessly. Today we will go slowly. This young man lost three things, and he lost them in order.

1. He lost his money

That is the first, and of the three it is the smallest. Scripture does not spend a verse on it. "There wasted his substance with riotous living... when he had spent all." That is the whole account. Luke does not tell us how it went. He is not interested.

And yet this first loss is the one you carry around all day. The balance, the salary, the rate, the number in the account. Ask a man in this city why he cannot sleep and you will usually arrive here.

I do not make light of it. I preached about money my whole life and I know exactly what it does to people, how it saves them and how it kills them. I only want you to notice that Scripture gave it one line. If this were all he had to lose, the story would have ended in verse fourteen.

2. He lost his usefulness

Now the story begins in earnest. The famine came, he attached himself to a citizen of that country, and he was sent into the fields to feed swine.

You may not feel how terrible that sentence is. To the people who first heard this story, the pig was an unclean animal. For a Jewish man to feed swine was not a change of career. It meant he had fallen entirely out of the world he came from. In his hometown no one did that work. He went out into a field to do the work no one would do.

And then Scripture goes one step lower. "He would fain have filled his belly with the husks that the swine did eat: and no man gave unto him."

Sit with that sentence. He wanted the food the pigs were eating. And even that, no one gave him.

Understand why. The pig eats. The pig earns its keep. It puts on weight, it goes to market, it returns something to its owner. He returns nothing. So there is no reason to feed him.

He had fallen below the pigs in usefulness.

Friends, I know why that lands so hard in this city in this year. It is precisely what you are afraid of. Not being pushed out — being pushed out and then finding there is no longer any reason for anyone to feed you. Having nothing to point at that justifies your existence. This country has become extremely good at calculating a person's worth by output, and now it has built a machine that does that arithmetic better than you can.

3. He lost his name

And this is the deepest of the three. Friends, have you noticed that this young man's name never appears in the story?

He is "the younger." Then he is "he." Later his brother refers to him as "this thy son" — not my brother. His name is nowhere in the parable.

That is not an oversight. Lose your money and the account empties. Lose your usefulness and the chair empties. But when those two go on long enough, the last thing to go is your name. People run out of ways to call you. The manager at such and such. Eleven years at the firm. The one who does the thing. Strip those away and what is left to say?

Late one night in a coffee shop on Eighth Avenue, a young man typed five words onto a screen. So what am I then. That is the sound of the third loss beginning. And you talk constantly about the first loss and never once about the third, because there is nowhere in your life to say it.

I came here today to talk about the third one.

II. Now look at what he did in that field

Beside the pigs, in a place where no one would give him husks, Scripture says this: "And when he came to himself." Hold on to those five words.

1. A machine can be wrong. It cannot repent

You know that the machine makes mistakes. It invents facts. It gives you a wrong answer with perfect confidence. So you correct it. You feed it more, you rewrite the rules, you build the next version. And it improves. It improves remarkably fast.

But look closely. It was corrected — from outside, by another hand, without its knowing.

It has never once been ashamed. It has never once retraced the road it walked. It has never gone to bed hating what it was that evening and gotten up the next morning anyway. It erased a wrong answer. It did not carry a wrong answer and turn around.

2. Being corrected and turning around differ in three ways

First, being corrected does not hurt. Turning around always hurts. Deletion costs nothing. Admission costs everything.

Second, being corrected requires no yesterday. Turning around requires one. To turn means there was a direction you were already walking. A thing with no direction has nothing to turn from.

Third, being corrected requires no self. Turning around requires one. Look at the words again — he came to himself. He came back to himself. For there to be a self to come back to, there had to be a self that could be lost.

Friends, this is the border between a person and a machine. It is not performance. It is not creativity. Those will be crossed one by one. But a thing with a self it can lose and a father it can return to — that is not crossed. The machine has neither.

3. Now someone is thinking

Is that not simply a matter of time? Sooner or later the machine will seem to regret, seem to repent.

I will not enter that argument. I do not belong to your century and I have no standing to settle when or whether that happens. I will say only one thing.

Whether you can turn around tonight is not in dispute.

And so far as I can see, you are barely using the capacity. You worry about whether a machine will one day repent while you yourself have not repented in several years. That is by far the more urgent matter. Your house is burning and you are arguing about the hydrant on the next street.

4. So let us settle it

That thing you are ashamed of when the lights are out. The memory you would delete. The tendency to regret that you have decided is a defect in your character. The self-blame you think you have worse than other people do.

That is the surest evidence you are not a machine.

The machine writes better than you. And the machine is not ashamed of what it wrote. You are. That shame is not a flaw. It is the image. Of everything God set into a human being when he made one, I have come to believe this is the part that will not rub off.

III. And yet the turning was not his either

Here is where the mistake gets made. Someone hears me and thinks: Very well. Repentance is the noble human faculty. I shall repent vigorously, then.

No. If that is what you heard, I have preached badly. Look at the text again.

1. Nothing new reached him that day

What did he say when he came to himself? "How many hired servants of my father's have bread enough and to spare."

Friends — he already knew that. He grew up in that house. What son does not know whether there is bread in his father's kitchen? He watched the hired men eat in that yard for years.

So nothing new arrived that day. He had every piece of information he needed from the beginning, and he carried all of it down to the pigs.

Consider your own position. You live in the most informed hour in human history. With one piece of glass in your hand you can read more in an afternoon than I read in my life. What is right, how a person ought to live, which habits save a man and which destroy him — you know all of it. Three seconds and it is on the screen.

And are you more certain? Are you walking in a clearer direction? You are not. The young man on Eighth Avenue received a flawless answer and closed the laptop. Not because the answer was wrong. Because a correct answer does not lift anyone off the floor.

Knowing does not turn a person around. If knowing turned people around, the holiest people alive would be sitting in seminary libraries. They are not. I am my own evidence. I wandered for ten years while knowing a very great deal.

2. Then what turned him

Read the text. Three things stood in front of him. A famine. Hunger. And a place where no one would give him anything.

The things that broke him are the things that turned him.

Now I will not say this carelessly. I do not preach that God sends famine in order to hurt people. That is a sermon preached by men who have never been hurt. What I am saying is different. God does not waste your failures.

The place where you were pushed out. The place where you failed. The place where every last scrap of your usefulness fell away — that is also the first place where God has been able to speak to you quietly. When things go well we hear nothing. There is no need to listen.

3. And then this verse

"And he arose, and came to his father. But when he was yet a great way off, his father saw him, and had compassion, and ran, and fell on his neck, and kissed him."

Read that slowly. He was still a great way off. Too far for a face to be recognized. And the father saw him.

Friends. To see, you must have been looking.

That father was not out in the yard by chance that day. He was out there every day. From the morning after the boy left, every day, standing where he could see the road. There is no other way to pick out a single dot on the horizon.

So get the order right. The son's repentance did not come first. The father's waiting came first. Long before the boy came to himself among the pigs, the father was already watching the end of the road.

I put it this way. If today you suddenly felt that your life is pointed the wrong way, that feeling is not something you produced. It is something that arrived. God was looking for us long before we thought to look for him, and even the desire to look for him was his gift first. At the moment you believe you have taken your first step, you are already taking your second.

4. "Then is there nothing for me to do?"

There is. Very clearly there is.

That grace comes first does not mean you may sit still. Look at the text. The father watched that road every day — but the son walked it. The father did not carry him home from the pigsty on his back.

"And he arose, and came to his father."

Arising. That is what he did. And it is what you must do. Grace does not walk the road in your place. Grace gets you on your feet. The step after you are on your feet is yours. God works, and therefore you can work. It is not that God works and therefore you may rest.

5. The speech the father never let him finish

The young man rehearsed on the road home. Three sentences. First, I have sinned. Second, I am no more worthy to be called your son. Third — make me as one of thy hired servants.

Look hard at that third sentence. He was preparing terms. I will not ask for the son's place; give me a laborer's place. I will earn my keep. I will demonstrate my usefulness.

Friends, that is your language. That is this country's language. You try to earn even love — with grades, with salary, with reliability. You do it in front of God too. I have put in this much, so I am owed this much. I served, I gave, I showed up on Wednesday nights.

But read the next verses. The father never let him finish. While the boy was still in the middle of the second sentence the father was calling to the servants. Bring the best robe. Put a ring on his hand. Put shoes on his feet.

The father did not negotiate. He did not so much as read the terms his son was holding out.

Whatever conditions you have prepared to present to God, whatever résumé — he is not going to read it. Before you finish it he will already have his arms around your neck.

IV. So a person's worth is not in output but in what was given

Now back to the first question. So what am I then.

1. Answer it with performance and the answer gets worse every year

I am someone who writes well — not anymore. I am someone who calculates fast — that went years ago. I am someone who draws — that will go soon. Piece by piece it is taken, and at the end, standing in a place where nothing is left, you will conclude that you are nothing.

That is not the result of bad arithmetic. It is the result of doing arithmetic on something that was never a number.

2. Look at the three things the father gave him

The best robe. A ring on his hand. Shoes on his feet.

Look carefully. The son made none of them. Every one was given. The robe came out of the father's own house. The ring meant authority in that household. The shoes were what sons wore in that house and servants did not.

And here is the more astonishing thing. He was restored without recovering anything. He did not get back one coin of what he had wasted. He had learned no trade. His reputation had already gone around the district. What he carried home was a stinking coat and an empty stomach.

And he is a son. He was a son before any restoration, and he was a son while he could do nothing at all.

3. You already know this

What does a newborn produce? Nothing. It eats, sleeps, cries, and wakes its parents all night. Measured by output it is a pure loss.

And anyone who has ever held one knows that child has infinite worth. Where did you learn that? Not from arithmetic. It does not appear on any dashboard.

You already know that a person's worth is not output. You simply refuse to apply it to yourself. You are generous with someone else's child and hand yourself a performance review every month.

4. A machine can replace you. It cannot be loved

The machine will do your work. But the machine cannot be the lost son. It cannot leave home, cannot regret in a far country, cannot come to itself beside the pigs, has no speech prepared for the road back, and no father who will spot it while it is yet a great way off and run.

It can be useful. It cannot be loved. And what you actually need tonight is not to be useful. It is to be loved. The reason you have been so desperate to be useful was, in the end, to be loved. You only had the order backwards.

5. "That is fine to say, but I have rent"

I know. And I respect that.

Do not misunderstand me. I never told anyone not to work. I spent my life telling people to gain all they can. Learn diligently. Pick up the new skill. Do your work well. Learn to use the machine, for that matter. None of it is in conflict with faith. Fearing a tool is not faith; it is superstition.

I am saying one thing only. Your work is your bread. It is not your name.

Losing your bread is serious. It is a thing to be helped with, carried together, a thing the church ought to roll up its sleeves for. But do not put losing your bread and losing your name on the same scale. The moment you put them on the same scale, you lose your existence every time you lose a job. And in your century you will change jobs often.

Now let me speak to you separately

To those not yet pushed out, but afraid. Your fear is not foolish. I am not going to tell you not to worry. But learn what the fear is trying to teach you. That fear is an honest mirror showing you where you have been keeping your worth. Move it now. Moving it now is far easier than moving it after.

To those already pushed out. You may be sitting in the seat closest to God in this room today. I do not want that to sound like a cheap comfort. I sat with people in that seat for fifty years, and I learned more from them than I learned in any lecture hall. I ask one thing only. Do not be there alone. The young man beside the pigs survived because there was a house to go back to. You have one. And there are people in this room waiting for you.

To those who have been in church a long time and already know all of this. You are in the most danger today.

This story does not end at verse twenty-four. There is one more man in it. The brother who was out in the field, heard the music, got angry, and would not go in. Look at what he says to his father. "As soon as this thy son was come." He never once says my brother.

That older son never left home and never disobeyed an order in his life. And he is standing outside the party. Why? Because he too had been carrying terms his whole life. I have done this much, so I am owed this much. The younger brother threw those terms away in a far country. The older one held on to them inside the house.

Some of you are sitting in the older brother's seat this morning, watching people who have been pushed out and quietly calculating that they had it coming. Put the calculation down today. The father went out to that son too. "Son, thou art ever with me, and all that I have is thine." That father went out to both of them.

Three things to do before you leave

First, one minute a day. Turn the screen face down. Do not search, do not ask anything, do not go looking for an answer from anyone. Ask yourself: which direction am I walking? The machine cannot do this one for you. Only you can.

Second, this week, ask one person. Ask a human being what kind of person you seem like lately. Not the machine — a person. It will feel awkward and exposed. But your name is not stored on a screen. It is held between people. I put people in groups of ten and had them ask one another that question every week, and those small rooms changed England.

Third, keep one hour a week in which you produce nothing. Do not learn, do not build, do not post. For that hour you will be worth nothing at all. And in that hour, learn in your body that you are still loved. A person who has learned that does not collapse when he is pushed out.

· · ·

Friends, you are going to lose that contest. I will not soften it for you.

But that contest is not where your worth is decided. Your worth was set before you were born, and the one who set it is looking down the road at this very moment. You are still a great way off. And he has already recognized you.

Get up. He will do the running.

Wesley's Questions

Take these to your group, or write your answers down alone. They are no use unless you are honest.


1.  Which of the three losses am I nearest — money, usefulness, or name? Which do I fear most, and which is the only one I ever talk about?

2.  Bring to mind one thing you were ashamed of recently. Did I only try to get rid of the shame, or did I ask where it was trying to turn me?

3.  Who did I last ask "what am I"? A screen, a person, or God? When was the last time I asked a person?

4.  Do I have a set of terms prepared for God — a sentence that begins "I have done this much, so"? Say it out loud.

5.  Am I the younger brother or the older one right now? Have I quietly concluded lately that someone else's failure was deserved?


One Sentence to Carry

A machine erases a wrong answer.

A person carries a wrong answer and turns around.

That difference is you.

Sources


This sermon stands on writings Wesley actually left. Every theological claim above can be checked below.

The Image of God, 1730 — that a person's worth comes not from function or achievement but from the image set in them at creation. The basis for the whole fourth head.

The New Birth, 1760, Standard Sermon 45 — that a person is not improved but born again. The distinction between being corrected and turning around, in the second head, comes from here.

On Working Out Our Own Salvation, 1785 — Wesley's clearest statement of how prevenient grace and human response move together. The basis for the third head, points three and four. "God works, therefore you can work" is the argument of this sermon.

The Repentance of Believers, 1767 — that repentance is not a single event at conversion but the ongoing condition of a believer. The basis for the closing practices.

Free Grace, 1739 — that the love of God does not examine credentials. The basis for the third head, point five, where the father refuses to negotiate.

The Use of Money, 1744, Standard Sermon 50 — "gain all you can." The basis for the fourth head, point five. Wesley never set labor and thrift against faith.

Rules of the Band Societies, 1738 — ten or twelve people meeting weekly to ask one another the state of their souls. The basis for the second practice.

Journal, May 24, 1738; Kingswood entries from 1739 onward — the storm at sea, Aldersgate Street, and the years among the colliers. The basis for the second section.


Chapter Two
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Is Assurance a Feeling?
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Information is infinite and assurance has vanished. In an age when you cannot tell what is real by looking, how to tell the difference between what you say to yourself and what the Spirit says.

What He Saw

It was a studio apartment on the fourth floor of a walk-up in Astoria, at two in the morning. Three hundred and forty square feet. One window on the street, one on the airshaft. The lights were off and the screen was on.

The woman on the bed was thirty-one. She had been awake since six the previous morning.

She had seen a great deal that day. She had seen how far a war had spread and which towns had changed hands. She had seen what a president said and what four people said about what he said. She had seen the median price of a one-bedroom in a neighborhood she will never live in. She had seen a woman from her college class announce a new position, and had read the ninety-one comments under it. She had seen a dog open a refrigerator. She had seen a hurricane from above.

And she had seen twelve short videos about faith. Each of them ran about three minutes. Each of them was good. One of them made her cry a little, around eleven o'clock, sitting up with the phone held out at arm's length. She saved four of them into a folder she started in March. There are two hundred and six videos in the folder now. She has gone back and watched one of them a second time exactly once.

At the top of the screen a notification was waiting.

Your daily reading is still open.

She pushed it sideways with her thumb and it went away. She has been pushing it sideways for three weeks. The app keeps a streak counter. Her streak is at one.

Below the window a truck went through the intersection and the N train came over the elevated tracks two blocks east, and then it was quiet again in the way that street is quiet, which is not very.

Then she opened the search bar. Her fingers stopped for a second. Then she typed.

how do i know if i actually have faith

The results came back. Thirty-four million of them.

There were ten answers on the first screen and they were good answers. They were organized. Each had a verse attached to it. Several had a face attached to it, a pastor, well lit, mid-sentence. Each had a number underneath saying how many people had watched.

She tapped the third one and backed out of it after fifteen seconds. She tapped the fifth one and backed out of that one too. She read the first two lines under the seventh and did not tap it at all.

Then she turned the screen off.

Her own face came up in the dark glass. It was closer than she expected.

She looked at it for a while. Then she turned the screen back on. It was three o'clock.

Wesley was across the street, standing near a shuttered dry cleaner. He had spent part of the evening counting the windows still lit on that block. He got to fifty-three and stopped.

It was not the number that stopped him. It was that all fifty-three were the same color. Not lamp color. Not candle color. A pale blue-white that moved slightly, the way water moves, all of it changing at once and none of it in step.

At three fifteen the fourth-floor window was still lit. At three forty it was still lit.

Wesley stayed where he was.

Why It Stopped Him

Wesley spent his life trying to make knowledge cheap.

In his century a Bible cost about a week of a laboring man's wages. Most people could not read at all, and most of the ones who could had no money to buy anything to read. So he printed tracts. A penny. Two pence. He took theology books and cut them down and cut them down again until they fit in a coat pocket and a collier could carry one into the pit. He edited a fifty-volume set called A Christian Library so that a Methodist preacher with no education and no money could have the substance of the Christian centuries on one shelf. He wrote Primitive Physic, a book of plain remedies, so that people who could never afford a physician could do something for a sick child at two in the morning. He compiled a dictionary. He wrote a grammar. He opened schools and taught poor children to read in them.

What he believed was simple. If people knew, they would change.

That is why he stood so long outside a window in Queens.

The woman in that room already had everything he had worked for. She held more text in one hand than sat in the Bodleian in his lifetime. She could put a hundred translations of one verse side by side in three seconds. She could read every word of the journal he kept for over fifty years without paying anything for it. A letter that took him three weeks to get across the water, she could send in less than a second, and did, forty times that day.

And she had no assurance.

Wesley understood, standing on that sidewalk, that he had been wrong. He had assumed that when knowledge became common, certainty would follow it. What had happened was the opposite. When there are ten answers a person picks one. When there are thirty-four million, a person picks none, and goes on scrolling, and calls that thinking. The people in this city were not unsteady because they knew too little. They were unsteady because they had lost any ground on which to stand on what they knew.

And the thing that stopped him was not the machine in her hand. He had watched machines change everything once already. What stopped him was that she looked at her own face
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