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THE CAPACITY TO BE HONEST 

 We have done a lot of talking about the pilgrimage, about the 
Christian WAY as a Path, and about how we must take steps if we 
want to be on this journey. Christianity was designed as a journey. Jesus 
used “journey” language and imagery from the beginning. Come, follow 
me. It is a “come as you are” party, but not a “stay as you are” party. It is 
incredible how often the church has developed a fortress mentality, and 
how often Christians have given the impression to others that faithful 
living is staid, boring – like believing in Jesus Christ means digging 
trenches in some safe place and staying put. For the most part, people 
who dislike Christianity or pay it only lip service or think of it as an 
unnecessary sideshow to life have never seen it as a Pilgrim’s Way. 
That is, they may have thought about it but they have never tried it – 
they have not practiced its spiritual disciplines, given any allegiance 
to Jesus Christ, or taken any steps along the WAY – except perhaps in 
cursory or half-hearted ways. I know some people who once tried prayer 
for three or four days but, not getting the results they desired, gave it up. 

 One of the more debilitating experiences of Christianity is to come 
into an organization that calls itself a “church” and find no WAY – no 
Path being walked. It is possible to find churches in our time and culture 
where the members don’t seem to have any clear or conscious notion of 
what they are doing, why they are there, or what the purpose is. They 
come to worship services and go to meetings from time to time, but most 
don’t seem to know or care about each other very much, carry any kind 
of message that means anything to them personally, or have any par-
ticular spiritual disciplines that govern or shape their lives. Doubtless 
in such a church there are members somewhere who mean business – 
who pray and read their Bibles and really seriously try to follow Jesus. 
But they keep quiet about it, and a new person could start coming to 
their church and take years to discover that there is any kind of Life or 
pilgrimage going on. Some of us have experienced such churches, and 
hope not to have to ever again. 

 On the other hand, it is also possible to find some churches in our 
time and culture where the road is laid out in clear and no uncertain 
terms. If you want to participate, you will take certain steps, each de-
scribed with precision. You will take these steps today: wear these kinds 
of clothes; wear this kind of expression on your face; say these particular 
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words; think these particular thoughts, and no others, in the exact order 
and way you are told. By next week, here is where you will be on the path; 
the week after that, here. When you study Scripture, here is what you will 
learn. When you pray, this is what the result will be. It’s like a theme park: 
no matter who goes through the gate, the ride is always the same and 
always comes out in the same place. Some of us have experienced that 
kind of church too, and hope never to have to again. 

 It’s not that we can claim any perfect balance at this church. People 
come here and, not finding the Path, leave. Or finding too much of the 
Path, leave. Even worse, some people don’t find much of a Path and stay 
anyway. Yet the Spirit is among us and working with us. So the Path is 
different for each one of us, even when we take the same steps. Yet from 
time to time, it seems like some people try to walk the Path and work the 
steps but still nothing much comes from it. Some days it may even seem 
true that we ourselves are going through all the motions but nothing 
much is coming from it. How frustrating, or even disheartening, when 
a friend we encouraged to “come and see” – telling them in glowing terms 
how good it would be – “tries” the very thing we thought would be 
wonderful for them too yet nothing much happens. 

 Clearly it is not enough to work the Program or walk the Path. 
Somehow it must be done in a special way, with an appropriate attitude. 
It’s hard to put such things into words or to get it clear. I am the door; 
anyone who comes into the fold through me will be safe. He will go in 
and out and find pasture. (John 10:9) What in the world is Jesus talking 
about? A sheep is a sheep. A pasture is a pasture. If you go through 
the motions, the thing ought to either work or not work, right? Maybe it 
ought to be so, but it is not so. There is a nebulous or esoteric “extra” 
that seems to make all the difference. Have you ever seen a teenager do 
a right thing in a wrong or sullen way? Most of us could say we’ve not 
only seen one, we’ve been one. It is exquisite and obvious sabotage. 
Every motion may be done to match the precise instructions of parent 
or teacher, but the caricature produces anything but the desired result. 
It is possible to do all the right things and no good comes of it. Adults 
are perfectly capable of the same sabotage, but they don’t always make 
it quite so obvious, at least not to themselves. 

 Enter by the narrow gate; for the gate is wide and the way is easy, 
that leads to destruction, and those who enter by it are many. For the 
gate is narrow and the way is hard, that leads to life, and those who find 
it are few. (Matthew 7:13-14) Have you ever wondered if maybe Jesus 
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was talking here about an attitude? Is the narrow gate about good versus 
evil, or is it maybe more subtle? I suspect the gate is religion or faith 
itself. All people, at some point in their lives, want to be good and right 
and helpful and faithful. But many of us think this should be easy, that 
it should come naturally – that because we identify with “the good guys,” 
walking the Path should be second nature to us. Everybody goes through 
the religious gate, but only a few go with humility: with their whole heart, 
and willing to be changed; with a total commitment to be with Jesus and 
to follow Him, come what may. 

 Maybe this passage isn’t about being tossed into any extra fire. 
Some people walk the Path and take the steps, and it opens out for 
them into a true and beautiful WAY. Others try the Path and seem to go 
through the motions of the steps but nothing much happens. They find 
the pasture but didn’t come through the door, so there they are in the 
pasture but nothing much seems to be happening. They get to eat and 
play in the pasture, but they undergo no transformation. They get to 
come into religion, but they missed the narrow door. So they get all the 
paraphernalia and ritual and worship services, and maybe even some of 
the fellowship. But the Living WAY and the power and presence of the 
Holy Spirit seem to elude them. 

 Here is this poor guy in the harshest parable Jesus ever told. He 
didn’t ask to come to the wedding party. Nobody told him to get ready 
for the wedding party. It never crossed his mind that anybody would let 
him into the wedding party even if he had wanted desperately to be 
there. Then suddenly he is grabbed from behind (so to speak) right off 
the street, dragged to the wedding, and thrown in with the rest of the 
guests. There he stands, too shocked and shy to adjust, when suddenly 
the groom’s father spots him and yells, “Get that creep out of here! He’s 
got no wedding garment!” And not just a simple bounce either: Bind him 
hand and foot, and cast him into the outer darkness; there men will 
weep and gnash their teeth. For many are called, but few are chosen. 
(Matthew 22:13-14) 

 This guy misses his chance. It’s like he wins the lottery but doesn’t 
turn in the ticket. He doesn’t realize what he has missed until after it’s 
too late. What is the wedding garment? People have wondered and dis-
cussed it for generations. This is the eerie twist Jesus puts into all His 
teachings. What is the wedding garment? It cannot be something outer. 
It has to be something about an attitude, an approach, a matter of the 
heart – a matter of the soul. 
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 I’m simply saying that great as the spiritual disciplines are, and 
necessary as it is to take steps on any pilgrim’s way, even these do not 
define or explain the WAY like we wish they would or like some mathe-
matical formula would – where we can understand it all and therefore 
be in charge. Some people work the steps and nothing happens. Others 
barely begin and miracles start happening all over the place. What is the 
elusive, extra ingredient – this door / narrow gate / wedding garment? 
Is it faith? Is it willingness? Is it humility? Even if these are the right 
words, do they define anything? 

 AA, as we have discovered, tends to echo the Christian Faith be-
cause that’s what it came out of. But AA oversimplifies everything in its 
determination to be clear and practical. It shies away from too much 
God-talk because that has put so many people off, and because it doesn’t 
want to erect unnecessary barriers or spend time in factionalism. So does 
AA have any awareness of this “extra” thing that is needed, this special 
attitude without which the Program would not work? If so, how will AA 
describe it? Will it still be in down-to-earth, simple terms? 

 I’ll read to you a portion of AA’s “Sermon on the Mount” – that is, 
this passage of the Big Book which is read to open every AA meeting 
across the land: “Rarely have we seen a person fail who has thoroughly 
followed our path. [At least we got on the same subject, didn’t we?] 
Those who do not recover are people who cannot or will not completely 
give themselves to this simple program, usually men and women who are 
constitutionally incapable of [are you ready for this?] being honest with 
themselves.” (Big Book of ALCOHOLICS ANONYMOUS, Chapter 5, page 58, 
opening paragraph.) 

 Does that sound like a church making excuses for why its faith 
doesn’t work with some people? Sure it does. And AA gets all the same 
cat-calls about it we do. And AA doesn’t care any more than we should. 
It just calls it like it sees it and experiences it. 

 To continue: “There are such unfortunates. They are not at fault; 
they seem to have been born that way. They are naturally incapable of 
grasping and developing a manner of living which demands rigorous 
honesty. Their chances are less than average. There are those, too, who 
suffer from grave emotional and mental disorders, but many of them do 
recover if they have the capacity to be honest.” John Calvin lives on! 
Prove that you are among those destined to be saved by developing and 
demonstrating the capacity to be honest. 
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 Every spiritual program requires more than the steps it says we 
must take. It also requires an attitude, a right approach. You cannot 
tithe out of just any old motive and still get spiritual benefit. Only 
gratitude produces the kind of allegiance that can sustain tithing as 
a way of life. All other motives backfire and, in the end, produce more 
harm than good. 

 Just so: the Program, the Path, the WAY – the Kingdom – require 
more than their disciplines and rules and procedures. They take an 
attitude, a right approach, a stance of the heart and soul. Otherwise even 
the steps we take would get us nowhere. 

 In Christendom, we would claim a direct connection between faith 
and the capacity to be honest. That is, humans seem incapable of being 
honest until or unless they have some confidence, feel some assurance – 
we call it faith – that they will be loved, accepted, forgiven. We cannot 
look at our dark side, or our true light, until after we trust the 
love of God to sustain us. We would also see great connections be-
tween humility and the capacity to be honest, since dishonesty is just 
a cover-up for our pride, or a buffer against our fear. 

 Staying with AA’s summation of it, for the moment: What about the 
capacity to be honest? What do we mean when we say, “So-and-so is an 
honest man”? Shakespeare loved to play with the concept. In MUCH ADO 
ABOUT NOTHING (Act III, scene V), Verges says, “Yes, I thank God I am as 
honest as any man living that is an old man and no honester than I.” 
Diogenes (of Sinope) is said to have carried a lantern through the streets 
of Athens, looking for an honest man. I don’t think he was looking for an 
ethical man; it was something more than that. Paul says: God must be 
true though all men be proved liars. (Romans 3:4) This thing about the 
capacity to be honest is bigger than we think. 

 It takes no great pondering to realize that our world is short on 
honesty; that we wish we could trust the people and the systems of our 
world to be more honest; that the future of the world would be remark-
ably improved and dramatically changed if a spirit of honesty were to 
sweep over the world. A slight increase in the amount of honesty would 
make vast improvements, even taking into account the damage and 
disruption of the adjustment period. 

 But contemplating such things is a parlor game, however intriguing. 
The only honesty we have any chance to improve is our own. For those 
of us who desire to work a better Program or to walk a straighter 
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Pilgrimage, or if we get stuck or feel like we are making little progress 
for the energy we are putting forth – it may unstop the dam if we check 
our capacity to be honest. 

 There is outside honesty and there is inside honesty. An outer 
honesty is surely critical. The third of the Ten Commandments requires 
an outer honesty. Jesus makes it even more rigorous, if possible, in 
the Sermon on the Mount: Let your “yes” be yes, and your “no” be no. 
(Matthew 5:37) In other words, we do not even need to be under oath, 
but must speak the honest truth in all times and circumstances. 

 Great and important as outer honesty is, and blessing that it 
would be if the world ever moved toward it, an inside honesty is more 
fascinating and even more difficult. An inner honesty is probably impos-
sible if outer honesty is seriously neglected. Yet it is this inside honesty 
that is necessary to the spiritual path. What are the motives? What are 
the thoughts? What are the true purposes of the inner being, of the soul? 
Jesus frequently spoke of what came out of the heart. (Matthew 12:34; 
Luke 6:45) Much of His great Sermon is a directive to go behind the 
behavior to the inner honesty: to the motive and heart within. God, we 
are told, is not terribly interested in the outer behavior, in the results, 
in what we think we have accomplished externally (perhaps because God 
knows that control of the final results is not in our hands). Rather, God 
looks on the heart. The full quote is: The Lord sees not as man sees; 
man looks on the outward appearance, but the Lord looks on the heart. 
(I Samuel 16:7) 

 It is endlessly fascinating, and sometimes surprising to us as well, 
when we look to our inner honesty and really want to know our inner 
selves. It’s surprising what we really care about, what we trust, what we 
believe, what we are trying to get and how. In any case, the steps don’t 
work without the capacity to be honest. 

 Finally, I would mention that having the capacity to be honest does 
not mean we exercise it. It takes a lot of time and energy to be honest. 
It is not possible for us to know our motives or fears or hopes very well 
if we do not spend time on the inside – getting and keeping in touch with 
what is going on in our souls. 

 We live in a culture that gives no rewards for inner honesty; it has 
neither regard for nor interest in inside honesty. Furthermore, by accident 
or design, the American lifestyle does everything it can to prevent inside 
honesty. It provides no instruction; it acknowledges little value; it fills 
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up every moment it can with noise or activity designed to prevent the 
necessary inner reflection. On top of that, it scorns or heaps guilt on 
anybody who is not “doing something” – something it can see. Yet we live 
in a Kingdom not of this world, and all of our highest values are things 
we cannot see. The things that are unseen are eternal. (2 Corinthians 4:18) 

 If you are a person with the capacity to be honest, and if you desire 
to be a person with inside honesty, you will have to fight for every minute 
you must spend to develop and exercise that capacity. After that, you will 
have to fight for the right to keep the time to maintain it. If you do not, the 
world will steal that inner time away, and you will have neither the inner 
honesty nor the time with the Spirit necessary to walk the Christian WAY. 
That is one of the things all of us learn on this Path. It is not just working 
the steps and keeping the spiritual disciplines, wondrous as they may be. 
It takes a certain attitude, a special approach. We call it humility. 
AA calls it the capacity to be honest. 
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