
The first thing to go.  20th March, 2022. 

Willie Pep was born Guglielmo Papaleo and was 

twice World Featherweight Boxing Champion 

between the years of 1942 and 1950.  

Nicknamed ‘Will ‘o the Wisp’ for his finesse 

rather than his slugging style, he famously 

said, ‘First the legs go, then your reflexes, 

then your friends.’ 

Thinking of fighting - as seems impossible not 

to at this time - there is a similar quote, which 

has been attributed to so many different 

people that you can take you pick or claim it as 

your own, it seems; ‘The first casualty of war 

is truth.’ 

It would appear that is not only true of this 

present war in Ukraine, but probably started 

with false propaganda (which is something of a 

tautology) well before Putin’s invasion.  

Russian authorities have made strenuous 

efforts to control information about the war, 

even banning the use of the terms “war,” 

“invasion” or “attacks.” Independent media 

have been shut down, journalists and activists 

have fled the country, and Facebook and 

Instagram have been blocked. 

Putin even had the nerve to quote from John’s 

gospel - or should I say, misquote from John’s 

gospel, and claiming that Russian soldiers were 

laying down their lives for their fellow men. 
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I was asked by a friend couple of weeks ago 

what I was giving up for Lent; I promptly 

replied, “Bullshit.” 

Unfortunately, this is what we are being fed in 

large amounts by the Russian press, and we 

need to recognize that it not only leaves a foul 

taste in your mouth, but it is wholly 

indigestible for us. 

Even the so-called ‘supporters’ of Putin, who 

chant and wave in his rallies, have been 

coerced into being there.  Under threat of 

losing their jobs or their families disappearing, 

they unwillingly turn up to the charades that 

smack of Trump’s ludicrous rallies, but without 

the play-acting on stage that was the hallmark 

of his pathetic hubris.  Putin’s are altogether 

more sinister. 

B o t h o u r O T r e a d i n g s t o d a y h a v e 

encouragement for us to get closer to the God 

of our understanding.  Isaiah tells us, to ‘seek 

him while he may be found.’  Our Psalm has the 

writer quietly saying, ‘I think of you in the 

watches of the night.’  When we are being fed 

so much that is BS and expected to believe it, 

is it any wonder that we seek a source of 

ultimate reliability and real truth? 

As some of you know, I was in the Royal Navy 

for almost 3 decades, and we had watches of 

the night - and day, too, of course.  The first 
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watch was from 2000 to 0000, then the 

middle watch from 0001 to 0400, then the 

morning watch from 0400 to 0800.  If you 

want to know about the ‘dog watches’, you must 

come and ask me after service. 

The point of both writers, I think, is that they 

imply contemplating your God in a time of 

quiet, a time when you are unlikely to be 

disturbed, and a time when you can truly let 

your heart out to God, and let God into yours. 

  

Isaiah also says, ‘buy without cost…’, which I 

would rather  paraphrase into ‘receive without 

cost’, because the price has been paid already. 

Going back to the Royal Navy for a moment, I 

can give you another parallel; when someone 

had something to celebrate on board ship - or 

indeed on a ‘stone frigate’, which is a shore 

establishment - they would raise the gin 

pennant in the Wardroom.  This meant that 

whoever wanted, could go to the bar and order 

whatever they wanted to drink, and it would be 

paid for by the person who had raised the 

pennant. 

This was a very easy and pleasant way of 

getting hammered at someone else’s expense, 

until the pennant was lowered, after which you 

had to pay for your own drinks again. 

It could also be very expensive for the person 

who had raised the pennant in the first place - 
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as I found out to my considerable cost when I 

had occasion to raise the gin pennant when I 

was serving on the aircraft carrier, Invincible, 

and was promoted from Surgeon Commander 

to Surgeon Captain. 

Jesus’ sacrifice on the cross is not an excuse 

to get hammered at his expense, but his way 

of saying that what is - figuratively - behind 

the bar (all the things you want, wine, bread, 

honey, oil) are available to you, because he is 

picking up the tab. 

Now if the man raising the gin pennant had 

millions of dollars in the bank, you would not be 

too worried about just filling your basket and 

saying, ‘Well, he won’t notice it - just a drop in 

the ocean for him!’ 

But access to heaven’s blessings do come with 

a price, and Jesus’ bank account is not 

inexhaustible.  Divine, he certainly is - but 

equally so is he human. 

Just as Jesus was tempted in the desert, we 

too are tempted to empty the vaults with our 

greed, which is why Paul tells us that we have a 

‘spiritual brake’ on our human greed; we will 

not be tempted beyond what we can endure.  

Like my 4-wheel drive kicks in when I get on 

skiddy, muddy backroads, so too will my 

spiritual brake apply when I face other 
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temptations that threaten to have me off the 

road. 

One of the lessons we have to learn is that 

Jesus’ human bank account ran out at the 

cross - the gin pennant truly came down for 

good.  But the lesson was by then supposed to 

have been learned. 

The lesson was - and is - that we can still 

access God and the gifts He has given us by 

keeping on keeping on. 

Some people think that because Jesus died, 

‘once for all’, then they don’t have to try any 

more - it’s all there for the asking; and when 

they don’t get what they want, they get fed up 

and grumpy and dissatisfied with their 

Christianity, because it isn’t the genie’s magic 

lamp that they had hoped. 

It would be better to think of the Christian 

life as more of a treasure hunt, like one that 

you set for a party of children at Easter for 

an egg hunt.   

The gifts or prizes are all there, but you still 

have to work for them, to hunt for them, and 

some of them will be more difficult to get to 

than others.  Indeed, you may get scratched 

by thorns, and get your feet stuck in a muddy 

stream; you may have to slog up a mountain - 

but in the end, it will all be worth it, because 

with each stage of your journey, you not only 
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go on picking up more eggs - more gifts, but 

you get closer and closer to Jesus himself - 

who waits at the end, with his arms open for 

us. 

Remember the story of the talents?  Each man 

was given a gift of talents - money; one was 

given 5, the next two, and the last - one. 

When the master came back from his journey, 

he asked what they had each done with their 

money.  The man with 5 said he had made 

another 5, and the man with 2 said he had 

made another 2, which they then gave to their 

master.  The last man, who was afraid, said he 

had hidden his talent in the ground, and so he 

went and dug it up again for his master. 

I’m not going to spoil the end of the story for 

you - you can go and read it in Matthew 

25:13-30. 

The message is that we should use the gifts 

God has given us to help ourselves and help 

others.  There’s no point in hiding them or 

burying them; that would be like just staring 

at the barren fig tree and hoping it will fruit. 

What had to happen to make it fruit?  Work 

had to be done!  The gardener had to dig 

around it and fertilize it - get air to the roots 

and so on.  I’m no gardener… 
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So I’ll just go over these passages once more 

to suck the juice out of them a little more; 

seek for your God and meditate on him in your 

quiet moments.  That’s when you will be able to 

hear the truth and not the lies of the 

hypocrites like Trump and Putin.  Buy without 

cost in the sense of keep on looking for the 

eggs along the trail, because they are most 

certainly there, if you make the effort to find 

them.  No effort - no gifts; and remember 

that your trail is your trail, and no-one else’s, 

so don’t be looking at his or her pile of 

collected gifts and be jealous of them; we will 

not be tempted beyond what we can put up 

with. 

Finally, you have now had your three years of 

being a barren fig tree, so if you don’t want to 

get cut down, it’s time to start producing 

fruit, so find a way to aerate your roots and 

fertilise your soil - I don’t want details, thanks 

- and we can all enjoy your fruit. 

We’ll pass on the story of what to do with the 

leaves for another day.
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