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How do we find ultimate meaning and peace in our busy, and often confusing lives? This past week our Bible Study group continued our discussion on “Who is Jesus Christ” and focused specifically on one of the great promises He made to everyone who follows Him. “I have come to give you life,” Jesus said, “and to give it to you in abundance” (Jn 10:10). An abundant life, a life of fullness, a new life filled with unconditional love, unquenchable joy and everlasting peace. That is a promise of Jesus. Yet, how do we discover this treasure in our own lives? What must we do? What attitude should we carry in life, and what worldview should direct our lives?

Yesterday, I attended two very different events. First, the funeral of Sophia Kelly, a dear 50 year old woman of great faith. She and her family went with our Church to Project Mexico last year, and she was even in our church a few weeks ago. Last Monday, she succumbed to cancer, but with what faith and hope! She gave a beautiful witness of what Christ means when He promises, “I have come to give you life, and to give it to you abundantly!” She lived a life in Christ, and when faced with a tragic illness and a premature death, she did not despair, or become bitter or angry, but faced her challenge with incredible courage, strength, peace, and even joy! She lived the abundant life in Christ, and became victorious even in her death!

“I have come to give you life, and to give it to you abundantly”

Another event I attended yesterday was a delightful theatrical play offered by the 1st Congregational Church in Dudley. The play presented the story of the original founders of Alcoholics Anonymous. AA is the most successful program in helping addicts overcome their addictions, and it’s 12 Step Program is very much based on the spiritual power one receives from God to overcome their illness. It is by the power of God, and the strength He gives, which helps people overcome whatever illnesses of addiction one faces – whether addiction to alcohol, drugs, gambling, pornography, or any other. The demons of addiction destroy countless lives every day, and yet in Christ, one can overcome any addiction, and even discover the new, abundant life that Jesus promises!

How do we discover this “abundant life”? How can we live lives of fullness and grace? I once heard a great sermon by Fr. John Chakos, an outstanding priest from Pittsburgh, who used today’s Gospel as a means of explaining the steps we must take to truly encountering God, and opening up our lives to His transforming power!
The Gospel describes Jesus standing along the lake of Gennesaret with a crowd of people pressing around him. Because he is in danger of being crushed by the masses, our Lord enters into a boat belonging to Simon Peter and pushes out into the lake, from where he begins teaching the people. After mesmerizing the crowd with his words about the kingdom of God, Jesus asks Peter to go out into the deep and cast his nets. Although the veteran fisherman Peter, together with his partners James and John, had caught nothing all night, he agreed. After obediently following Christ’s command, Peter ends up catching so many fish that he had to call for help from James and John. The fishermen fill both boats full of fish. After such a miraculous catch, Peter falls at the feet of Jesus and said, “Lord, go away from me for I am a sinful man!” Our Lord, however, encourages Peter by saying, “Do not be afraid; from now on you will not be catching fish, but will be fishing for people!  And when they bring their boats to shore, Simon Peter together with James and John leave everything and follow Jesus.  

From this story, we can understand our first step in a new life with Christ begins with a willingness to search for faith. When Jesus comes upon the fishermen and sees that they have caught nothing, he tells them, "Put out into the deep water and let down your nets for a catch."  The first step towards a meaningful and purpose driven existence begins when we realize that this world has little to offer. How many of our nets seem empty after fishing all our lives in the currents of modern society? Something is missing. The fact is that God has made us in such a way that nothing in this world will ever fully satisfy us. St. Augustine said it well, "Our soul will never rest until it rests in God." How often our souls try to find rest in material possessions, status symbols, in the latest fads and fashions, or in various forms of entertainment and pleasure. No matter how full we fill our lives, a space will always remain empty without authentic faith in God. God has placed within us this basic urge to possess Him. Thus, our first step of new life begins when we willing cast our nets into the deep waters of faith and search for the abundant life that Christ offers us.
The second step reminds us that at certain times, we must consciously set aside certain logic and reason.  When Jesus told Peter to cast out his nets after a frustrating night of catching nothing, Peter reasoned, "Master, we have worked all night long but have caught nothing."  A part of us always wants to question. Can there be something better than what we already have? Is the sacrifice Christ demands worth it? Many of us don't like to let go of our logic. We won’t discover all the answers of life, however, if we simply search with our intellect. The path of Orthodox Christianity’s treasure is the way of the heart. To find God we have to be willing to let go of reason at times,, and consciously enter into the deepest parts of our heart.
After suspending reason, we are ready for step three - walking out in faith.  This means a concrete decision on our part to trust in God no matter what. Maybe this means venturing forth despite our better judgement.  We have to willingly accept the possibility that life is more than what the senses and mind tell us. This step is an act of humbling ourselves before the unknown mystery, which is often deep within our own hearts. St. Issac the Syrian describes the experience this way, "Take pains to enter your own innermost chamber and you will see the chamber of heaven, for they are one and the same."  Peter showed his willingness to take this step when he overcame his skepticism and responded, "If you say so, Lord, I will let down the nets." Lord, if you ask me to do something, even if I think I know better, I will still obey you!
Step four in the journey of new life is the moment when we understand who God actually is – when we discover the meaning of faith. For Peter, this moment of discovery came when he, together with the others, pulled in so many fish that their nets were breaking. He came face to face with the divine power of Christ, and felt humbled.  For us, this experience can come in various ways - either in a sudden flash of revelation or a slow process of understanding and acceptance.  Either way, though, we come to see God in a new light. The mystery of the divine begins to take root in our minds and hearts.
The fifth step brings us to a critical point in our lives - it is the moment when we realize who WE are in relation to God. Not only do we begin to understand the divine nature of God, but simultaneously, this divine light help us see clearly who we truly are. Our Lord understands that in order for us to progress on our path towards the kingdom of God, we must break away from all the delusions of self grandeur and goodness. We begin to see our own sinfulness. All striving Christian must come to this point. We may believe in God’s miraculous signs and wonders, but the crucial moment is when we begin to understand our relationship with Him. For Peter, this critical moment humbled the proud fisherman, and led him to a new discovery of self, when he said to Jesus, "Go away from me, Lord, for I am a sinful man!” 
Although we need to see our own sinfulness in our journey towards paradise, our Lord doesn’t want us to despair, but lovingly reveals to us his incredible mercy. Yes, each one of us is the first among sinners, as so many saints attested, yet in the midst of our sins, we receive the promise of God’s willingness to freely cleanse us of our iniquities! When Peter came to the realization of his own sinfulness, Jesus reassured him, “Do not be afraid; from now on you will be a fisher of men.”  This sixth step of faith occurs when we surrender our lives to the call of the Lord. Jesus shows us who we truly are, but He does not abandon us in our despair. Instead, he also reveals to us who we can become. Yes we are sinners, but we are sinners who can become saints! Our Lord gives each one of us this potential, and then allows us the freedom to respond.  Our response is a call to obedience. God calls us to abandon our egotistic desires and follow the path of Christ.

The seventh and final step in the new life process may be the hardest. We must make the life-long commitment to follow these steps continuously towards Christ. We begin by detaching, one by one, from our egotistic desires, and gradually making Christ the exclusive attachment in our lives. For a serious Christian, our Lord demands that our loyalties be completely with Him.  Jesus even told his disciples, "He who loves father and mother more than me is not worthy of me." Thus it was that Peter and the other disciples made the commitment, for when they brought their boats to land, "they left everything and followed him."
Seven steps towards an abundant, meaningful, joyous life! If we decide today to follow these seven steps that lead us to Christ, our lives will never be the same.  Anytime we sincerely follow Christ, something dramatic happens. He transformed the lives of Peter and the other disciples from fishermen to fishers of men. Through the power of their faith, these simple, uneducated men turned the world upside down!  A transformation and renewal of life can occur for each one of us as well. 

Let us commit today to these seven steps – to a sincere search for Christ, to allowing no logic or reason to hinder us in our journey6, to step out in faith, to understand who God really is, to then realize who we truly are in relation to God, to absolutely surrender our lives to His call, and to faithfully serve Him with our whole being for the rest of our lives. By following this journey, we will emerge from the confusion and instability of this uncertain world to the new life promised by our Lordt.  Then, we will discover in the depths of our souls what Jesus meant when He said, "I have come that people may have life, and have it more abundantly" (John 10:10).
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