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THE BALCONY OR THE ROAD? 
by Lester J. Start 

Undated 

Judges 9: 8-15 

The story which was read in the scripture lesson is an interesting one. It is a fable that has an 
immediate appeal because of its picturesque style and the clear lesson it points out. Jotham tells 
this fable to the Shechemites to show what he thought of the king whom they had just chosen. 
Abimelech had just gained the kingdom by killing the rightful heirs to the kingship, all but 
Jotham who escaped to express his indignation at what had been done. It is clear that the bramble 
in the fable is Abimelech, and that the trees who stood aside in indifference when the forest was 
seeking a king refer to the rightful heirs who did not take their proper position in the kingdom. 

The story has, however, a wider application that goes beyond this event in the ancient history of 
the Hebrew people. It contains a lesson which speaks to us today perhaps even better than in that 
day, for we have had centuries to watch it in evidence. The fable points out a common 
temptation and failing in man, a tendency to sit on the side lines, as it were, and view life as a 
spectator instead of entering into the important issues of life in an active manner. The temptation 
is to be a spectator in life instead of a player, to sit on the balcony and watch the drama of life 
instead of taking the road and playing a part in that drama. Like the trees in the fable who were 
so content with their lot that they could not be troubled to take on the responsibility of ruling 
over the forest, we are all too likely to sit back and watch life move on around us without doing 
anything to change the course of events. We sit as spectators; quite frequently we will find 
something wrong with the drama as it is played, and we agree as we sit in the balcony that 
“something should be done about it” but we do not seem to realize that we must get down to the 
road to change the course of the action. And when the trees of the forest stand back and are 
reluctant to rule over the forest, the bramble is all too willing to be king. So it is in life: when 
people with vision and ideals sit on the balcony and watch instead of acting, the events which do 
take place will be arranged by the brambles among us. 

Nowhere in our lives is this tendency to sit on the balcony and live merely as a spectator more 
evident than in our attitude toward religion. We have our religious ideas neatly pigeonholed in 
some convenient niche in our minds to use on occasion perhaps, but for the most part to keep 
separate from our everyday living. There are several reasons for this; chief among them is the 
fact that it is so hard to follow strict ideals in a world which does not always seem to run 
according to the ideal pattern. It is so hard always to be honest and fair, to return good for evil, in 
a world in which evil seems to have more power and prestige than good. But religion has never 
pretended to be easy, and any religion throughout the years that has not demanded great effort 
and loyalty on the part of its believers has never lasted for long. The Christian Church has always 
been strongest in times when it required great sacrifice and effort to be a Christian. And it 
becomes weakest when it becomes merely a tradition and habit, and people cease to use it and 
make it work in their everyday lives. The reason for this seems clear. Our faith is not intended to 
be just an exercise for the mind to be thought of for only a few hours out of the week. It is a way 
of life whose fundamental spirit should be a constant guide and source of power and inspiration 
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in actual living. When we cease to live our religion, it ceases to have any function or purpose or 
meaning in our lives. If it is not used, it becomes useless, just as any tool becomes dull and 
useless and corroded when it no longer is put to use. If, then, we become spectators with regard 

to religion, if we sit back and watch it without making it a part of our lives, without taking it on 
the road with us, we will rob religion of its function, the reason for its existence. 

The spectator character of our religious living is seen in the way we become aware of the need 
for religion in our lives, but are reluctant to put it to work. We feel a sympathy for what it stands 
for, but not the conviction that is needed to put it to the task. This attitude is well illustrated by a 
classic remark of Montaigne, the famous French writer, when he was called upon to be Mayor of 
Bordeaux and combat the political and social evils that were rampant at the time, he answered, 
“Gentlemen, you have my heart, but not my hands”. This same answer is made all too frequently 
by our general religious attitude. We view the evils and abuses in the world and feel a profound 
sympathy, but that is all. It does not occur to us to do any more. We lend our hearts but not our 
hands. We keep our religious motivation on the balcony and stifle it, and become merely 
spectators. We have felt a profound sympathy for the Negro for years, and still his lot is inferior; 
we view the existence of rotten politics with concern, but it still leads us to folly; we view with 
alarm the increase in juvenile delinquency and agree that “something must be done” while we let 
the unifying agency of the home disintegrate and fail in our responsibilities to teach the proper 
ideals of conduct because we are reluctant to show them in our own lives. We remain spectators 
with as little power and interest to change the course of the action as the audience at a motion 
picture show. As in the theatre we observe and sympathize and condemn, but it does not occur to 
us to do anything about the drama that is being unfolded. We lend our hearts but not our hands. 
We cannot build the better world by thinking about it or wishing for it, any more than we can 
grow a garden without doing the spade work. And when we refuse to do this, when we become 
indifferent to the need of sowing the seed of right conduct, we must expect to find weeds and 
brambles inheriting the place. A parable of Jesus gives this very same message to us. You 
remember the parable of the house swept clean of an unclean spirit only to be filled with seven 
more spirits more wicked than the first. This story illustrates the positive nature of religion. It is 
necessary to develop and practice what is good to replace the undesirable, if the evil condition is 
to be remedied. It does no good to rid your house of an unclean spirit if then it is not filled with a 
good one. For an empty house is open to the inroads of other evils which may be worse than the 
first. A bad habit must be replaced by a good one if it is to be eradicated. The evils in life must 
be counteracted by positive actions of good if they are finally to be defeated. This is why the 
spectator attitude to religion robs it of its function; unless it is actively practiced and put to use in 
actual life, it has no part to play in what is going on, no meaning or purpose in our everyday life. 
By its inaction the weeds and brambles and evils are free to inherit the earth. The ideals of 
religion cannot rule unless we put them to work in our own lives. 

The spectator attitude toward religion, in the second place, robs it of its relevance. If it is not 
applied to the needs of our times or used in our daily lives, it becomes something completely 
irrelevant, unreal. Unless the spirit of the teachings of Jesus is actually experienced in life, it 
becomes unreal to us. The person who does not experience his religion in actual life is in the 
position of the blind man trying to understand light. It is possible for a blind man to know all 
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about light. He can study the various theories of the nature of light, how it is transmitted by wave 
motion in the ether; he can learn all of the many complicated laws of optics dealing with the 
behavior of light rays as they are reflected and refracted;- he can know all about light. But if he 
cannot see it, if he does not actually experience it, all this knowledge is irrelevant. Similarly we 
can study about our faith, learn what we believe, what Jesus taught us and what the spirit of 
Christ can mean in our lives. But unless we experience this spirit of Christianity, unless we make 
it actual and real in our lives, all this knowledge that we gain from the church and our own 
studies remains irrelevant, without meaning, because we do not use it in our lives. 

The danger of living on the balcony so far as religion is concerned is just this; religion in such a 
way of life can never be real and relevant to our actual existence. This is true, of course, in 
relation to all of our experience. Nothing can be real and important and significant to us until we 
experience it. That is why the advice of older and wiser heads to youth so often goes unheeded. It 
is not because the child willfully disobeys his parent when he does not seem willing to take his 
advice; nor is it because he thinks his parent doesn’t know what he is talking about. It is because 
the advice warning about an experience to come can have no meaning until the child has gone 
through that experience. We cannot take anything seriously unless we see through actual 
experience its relevance and importance. We often hear some of our military or political leaders 
bemoaning the fact that the American people as a whole don’t realize that we are at war. There 
are too many people enjoying the benefits of increased wages who do not realize the importance 
and seriousness of the situation. We don’t realize we are at war because we have not experienced 
what war means, as have countries like England, Russia and Germany. At the time of Pearl 
Harbor we got a little idea and it is interesting to note how many of the able bodied young men 
of the country rallied to the threat and enlisted. And every day more and more individual homes 
realize the seriousness of war as the casualty lists grow. But many seem completely unaware of 
the situation because they have not experienced it. I often think it would be a good thing if just 
one bomb were dropped in this country to wake the people to the reality of the situation. A 
bomb, on the Chicago Tribune, for example, would do a great deal of good. 

When we see that actual experience is needed to prove the reality and relevance of a thing, we 
can see the acute danger of living our religion on the balcony as a spectator. In so doing we rob it 
of its relevance in our lives; it becomes completely useless, a tradition to hang on to for old 
time’s sake. This is not the kind of religion which Jesus taught us. If ever he showed impatience 
and hatred toward anything, it was toward the kind of religion practiced by the Pharisees and 
Sadducees who kept religion a mere form empty of any relevance to actual life. Jesus taught us 
how to live our faith in positive action. Do good, even to those who despitefully use you; love 
your neighbor; feed his sheep. Jesus did not invite us to a spectator type of religion. His is a 
religion of service in actual life to one’s fellow man. These teachings of Jesus remain mere 
empty abstractions with no meaning unless they are lived in actual life. We can discuss all we 
like as to whether these teachings can be a practical guide to life or not. But we can never know 
what the religion Jesus taught means until we live it. Unless we do this it will re main irrelevant 
and meaningless to us. 

We have seen how the spectator way of life robs religion of its function and its relevance; finally 
let us consider how it robs religion of its power. The power of faith which we find in religion, 
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faith in the power of God and the spirit of Christ can never be felt by just thinking about them. 
Faith is the substance of things hoped for, the actual under girding which makes reality out of a 
dream. We can not experience it, however, unless we give it a chance to work in actual 
experience. We can never know if the power of God will sustain us unless we give it a chance in 
actual living. It requires a commitment on our part, a choosing to trust in God, and reliance in 
His power, which can be found only through experience. Let me illustrate what I mean this way. 
Suppose you are trying to cross a stream without getting your feet wet. There are stones and 
rocks lying in the stream which jut out and afford stepping stones for you to cross. Suppose it is 
one of those slow, swampy streams that has a number of mounds of soft muck sticking out too, 
mounds which resemble the rocks. As you cross from stone to stone, you come to one that looks 
like a mound of mud, and yet it may be a rock. You can stand there as long as you like trying to 
decide what it is, but the only way you will know whether it is a firm stepping place is to step on 
it and see. So it is with the power of faith in religion. We can wonder as long as we care to 
whether it is real or not; but we will never know by wondering. We must step out and test it in 
actual experience, put our trust in God before He can have an opportunity to show us His power 
in our lives. This illustration is not a very perfect one, for in crossing the stream we may be 
fooled in our confidence in the stone, but when we put our trust in God and make a commitment 
to Him we are never disappointed, for His is a power and love that never fails. You need not take 
my word for this or the word of the Bible; just look around you at those people who do make 
religion real in their lives, who think of God as a constant companion; you will find all the 
evidence you need that He is a never failing source of power. Do not neglect to notice, however, 
that this power is felt only when it is believed and lived. We often think as we look at someone 
radiant and confident with faith in God even in the midst of troubles, “Oh, if only I had your 
faith, how happy I would be”. It is not a mysterious gift, this faith. Use it in your actual life; 
bring it down from the spectator realm of the balcony into the road of life, and you will 
experience it. Try it and see. 

The need for bringing God into our actual life, the fact that He brings us His power as we bring 
Him into our experience, is shown in the way people come into a deeper realization of the 
significance and their need of religion as they pass through the deeper experiences of life. It is 
the man who has lived much and suffered and experienced much who has the deepest sense of 
the power of God. It is interesting to note that Plato, that famous Greek thinker, stated in his 
educational plans that a man should not study philosophy and religion until he had spent years of 
just living and experiencing what the lessons of life have to teach us. It is truly in those deeper 
experiences of life that the consciousness of God’s power comes to us most vividly, in those 
experiences when we are forced to look beneath the superficial thought patterns of our every day 
life to something which we can consider permanent and true and good. In the wonder of a 
seedling, in the beauty of a child, in the changing of the seasons, and especially in the mystery of 
birth and of death, we see the presence of God. When we feel absolutely forsaken, and the usual 
supports and props are denied us, when we are forced to look to God for strength if we are to 
endure, then we find the power of God; for then we must of necessity bring Him into our actual 
life. 

A Navy chaplain told me this story last week. He was serving at a Naval base on the south 
Atlantic coast. A sailor came in to see him one morning to talk about his insurance. This is 
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usually the way a sailor who wants to talk about religion approaches the chaplain. Finally, 
however, when the business had been transacted the sailor told his story. This is the first time I 
ever talked to a minister, he said, I don’t know anything about religion and I have never been 
inside a church. That’s why I am here; I want to learn about it. The last time I was at sea, a tin 
fish got our boat; I grabbed on to something and kept afloat somehow. But I floated around in the 
sea for twenty hours wondering what would happen. And, chaplain, I prayed, at least I tried to. I 
didn’t know how to exactly; all I could say was, “Old Man, help me; old man, help me.” And 
somehow, some way, for some reason He did. They can say it’s just luck; that my number wasn’t 
up, but I know He did it and I want to know more about Him. 

Was it a coincidence? You couldn’t convince this boy that it was. For he had experienced in one 
of those experiences in which life is stripped of all its superficiality stark reality, and in it he 
found God. This is the way to find Him, in actual experience. Let us turn from the balcony to the 
road, cease viewing religion as a spectator and live it, lend our hands as well as our hearts to 
what we believe is true, and we will find God in our lives. And as more and more do so, there 
will be no room for the bramble to rule over the garden which is the Lord’s, but the noblest in 
man will reign for the glory of God. 

Pastoral Prayer. 

O Thou Eternal and Loving Spirit, who remainest the same though all else fades, who changest 
not with our changing moods, who leavest us not even when we leave Thee, Thou art our Father 
and our God. We turn to Thee O God in thanksgiving for Thy infinite mercies to man. We thank 
Thee for the glimpses of nobility in human life which redeem it from sordidness and reassure us 
that thy image is in the heart of man. We are grateful for the ties that bind us to our fellowman; 
for the love of beauty and goodness and truth by which we transcend the chasms of race and 
nation; for the faith of our fathers by which we gain kinship with the past and gain strength for 
the present. We pray, O God, that by the inspiration of thy Spirit, we will be enabled so to purify 
arid cleanse our hearts and minds that we will be able to come into a closer relationship with 
Thee, for only the pure in heart may see God. Deliver us, we pray from selfishness, the blindness 
of vanity, the madness of hate and hardness of heart. May we grow in the love and grace and 
wisdom of the Master who taught us to love our neighbor. Help us to see that a closer 
relationship with Thee means a closer relationship with thy children. Help us to see and serve the 
needs of our fellows. We pray O God for those loved ones who have gone away into the warring 
night. May the light of Thy love keep them from harm. Fill them with the consciousness of Thy 
protecting care. And God forbid that we at home should sin against them by ceasing to pray for 
them. May we be Thy true children by receiving into our souls more of the Spirit of thy Son, 
Jesus Christ our Lord, in whose name we pray. 

 


