Worth Living For 						4/27/47





Scripture:  John 19: 17-24





Lloyd C. Douglas has found a considerable place in American literature as the writer of some “best-sellers.”  Some of the most successful novels of our generation have come from his mind and pen - among them: Magnificent Obsession; Green Light; Disputed Passage; The Robe; and Precious Jeopardy.  





Born the son of a country minister who was already 50 years of age when Lloyd’s life began, the young author-to-be had the benefit of growth under the wise and kindly understanding of a well-matured father.  The elder Douglas would occasionally take the boy out of school and take him along on horse-and-buggy-speed country parish calling.  Jogging over the road he took a hand himself at the education of his son; stressed the importance of good English; coached him in Greek while he was still a little lad.  The boy heard his father tell stories that kept the farmers on the edge of their seats with absorbed interest - Bible stories, alive and absorbing.  Apparently, if the elder Douglas thought that a story from holy writ needed a little extra drama, he did not hesitate to add it in order to make it live.  He may well have been the ideal in person and vocation to the boy.  For when the boy became a man he too became a minister.





Lloyd Douglas was ordained to the ministry in the Congregational Churches in 1902 and for years served as a clergyman.  For more than 25 years, he preached in congregational pastorates - I do not know which ones nor how many, except that he was called in 1921 to be pastor of the First Congregational Church of Akron, Ohio where he was kept busy ministering to the spiritual needs of well over 900 members.  And as a preacher, he, too, told stories as his father had done.  But he wanted to write.  And so he finally did.  In 1929 his Magnificent Obsession was completed and published in October.  It soon became popular and, at length so widely read as to become a “best seller.”  Successful at the thing he really wanted to do, he withdrew from pastoral ministry and gave all his energies to writing.  And that is how the Congregational ministry made one of its contributions to American literature.





In 1940, a sales woman in an Ohio department store wrote to author Douglas asking whether anyone knew what became of the seamless robe that had been taken from Jesus when he was crucified, and for possession of which Roman soldiers had gambled.  Douglas replied that he knew of no story about it but felt there should be one; and then proceeded to write one!  Two years later, in 1942, it was finished, copyrighted and published.  It was the product of his own capable, but well-disciplined imagination.  Woven among the threads of his productive imagination are the strong threads of authentic Biblical accounts, which he handles with familiarity, understanding and sympathetic respect; and a scholarly appreciation of the history, geography, and political character of the first century Roman empire.





The story of The Robe is more than a good, colorful piece of imaginary weaving.  It is a discerning “motion-picture” of the development of character in a number of people - of the failing character of the cruel and morally bankrupt Roman emperors; of the growing apprehensiveness of conservative powerful Roman senators over the welfare of the Empire; a picture of the morals or lack of morals, among soldiers of Roman garrisons; of the complacent corruption of comfortable Quislings in subject lands; of the agony of life for the poor, the downtrodden, the slaves;  of the almost complete change of character in the lives of a group of people in Palestine, and later, spreading all over the Empire, who had found spiritual leadership in a Jewish man who had been put to death during Hebrew Passover in Jerusalem.





The spotlight of the story is focused on the last named group - particularly on one Marcellus Gallis, a young Roman tribune, commander of a Roman detail which had received orders to carry out the death sentence on the condemned Jew.  After the grim business of crucifying the man, and a couple of thieves the authorities decided to get rid of at the same time, the soldiers - well fortified with drink, on guard until the condemned men should expire, whiled away the time at the foot of the cross with gambling.  At length, one having lost all he had with him that day, secured the condemned man’s outer garment or robe where it had fallen on the ground when they stripped him for execution, put it up over the dice, and lost - to Marcellus.  From that time on, this robe had a compelling effect on the young Roman tribune.  Goaded into putting it on that night at a drunken feast, he experienced a change as to unbalance him emotionally.





Recalled to his home in Italy immediately thereafter, he was found depressed.  Obviously he was a case for one of our modern psychiatrist’s treatment.  He was constantly haunted by the certainty that he had killed an innocent, brave, and very unusual man.  Returning, supposedly to Athens but rather to Palestine, he found ways to get acquainted with the followers of Jesus.  At length he and his Greek slave, Demetrius, were both convinced Christians, followers of a man unquestionably dead, yet living.





Thereafter, they lived for him, faced death for him, shared life with those who hid in the catacombs from Rome’s persecution.  At length through betrayal by an offended Roman physician, the fact that Marcellus had become Christian was conveyed to the new and corrupt emperor Caligula.  Carefully laid plans of the Roman officials resulted in Marcellus’ capture.  So, like many other Christians of his day, the prominent young Roman tribune faced trial for his life, with the choice of public denouncing of the new faith or death.





There follows a vivid account of the way a convinced, courageous man stood for his faith - living it confident and uncowed to the very end of earthly existence.  His bride was one of the spectators at the brilliantly staged trial.





This incident is the subject of a declamation given successfully by one of our members in high school forensics.  I have asked Dorothy Wilcox to bring this reading to our worship this morning as a dramatic reminder that the faith in one God, Father of all, in whom all men are brothers, as their faith is revealed in Christ, is worth expending all of our life; its truth being our sufficient reward.


[the declamation followed; delivered Wisconsin Rapids, 4/27/47]


