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​John Bunyan’s Apology​1 for His Book

 

When at the first I took my pen in hand​2
Thus for to write, I did not understand
That I at all should make a little book
In such a mode; nay, I had undertook
To make another; which, when almost done,
Before I was aware, I this begun.

And thus it was: I, writing of the way
And race of saints, in this our gospel day,
Fell suddenly into an allegory
About their journey, and the way to glory,
In more than twenty things which I set down.
This done, I twenty more had in my crown;
And they again began to multiply,
Like sparks that from the coals of fire do fly.

Nay, then, thought I, if that you breed so fast,
I’ll put you by yourselves, lest you at last
Should prove ad infinitum, and eat out
The book that I already am about.

Well, so I did; but yet I did not think
To shew to all the world my pen and ink
In such a mode; I only thought to make
I knew not what; nor did I undertake
Thereby to please my neighbour: no, not I;
I did it my own self to gratify.

Neither did I but vacant seasons spend
In this my scribble; nor did I intend
But to divert myself in doing this
From worser thoughts which make me do amiss.

Thus, I set pen to paper with delight,
And quickly had my thoughts in black and white.
For, having now my method by the end,
Still as I pulled, it came; and so I penned
It down: until it came at last to be,
For length and breadth, the bigness which you see.

Well, when I had thus put mine ends together,
I shewed them others, that I might see whether
They would condemn them, or them justify:
And some said, Let them live; some, Let them die;
Some said, JOHN, print it; others said, Not so;
Some said, It might do good; others said, No.

Now was I in a strait, and did not see
Which was the best thing to be done by me:
At last I thought, Since you are thus divided,
I print it will, and so the case decided.

For, thought I, some, I see, would have it done,
Though others in that channel do not run:
To prove, then, who advised for the best,
Thus I thought fit to put it to the test.

I further thought, if now I did deny
Those that would have it, thus to gratify.
I did not know but hinder them I might
Of that which would to them be great delight.

For those which were not for its coming forth,
I said to them, Offend you I am loth,
Yet, since your brethren pleased with it be,
Forbear to judge till you do further see.

If that thou wilt not read, let it alone;
Some love the meat, some love to pick the bone.
Yea, that I might them better palliate,
I did too with them thus expostulate:--

May I not write in such a style as this?
In such a method, too, and yet not miss
My end--thy good? Why may it not be done?
Dark clouds bring waters, when the bright bring none.
Yea, dark or bright, if they their silver drops
Cause to descend, the earth, by yielding crops,
Gives praise to both, and carpeth not at either,
But treasures up the fruit they yield together;
Yea, so commixes both, that in her fruit
None can distinguish this from that: they suit
Her well when hungry; but, if she be full,
She spews out both, and makes their blessings null.

You see the ways the fisherman doth take
To catch the fish; what engines doth he make?
Behold how he engageth all his wits;
Also his snares, lines, angles, hooks, and nets;
Yet fish there be, that neither hook, nor line,
Nor snare, nor net, nor engine can make thine:
They must be groped for, and be tickled too,
Or they will not be catch’d, whate’er you do.

How does the fowler seek to catch his game
By divers means! all which one cannot name:
His guns, his nets, his lime-twigs, light, and bell:
He creeps, he goes, he stands; yea, who can tell
Of all his postures? Yet there’s none of these
Will make him master of what fowls he please.
Yea, he must pipe and whistle to catch this,
Yet, if he does so, that bird he will miss.

If that a pearl may in a toad’s head dwell,
And may be found too in an oyster-shell;
If things that promise nothing do contain
What better is than gold; who will disdain,
That have an inkling of it, there to look,
That they may find it? Now, my little book,
(Though void of all these paintings that may make
It with this or the other man to take)
Is not without those things that do excel
What do in brave but empty notions dwell.

‘Well, yet I am not fully satisfied,
That this your book will stand, when soundly tried.’
Why, what’s the matter? ‘It is dark.’ What though?
‘But it is feigned.’ What of that? I trow?
Some men, by feigned words, as dark as mine,
Make truth to spangle and its rays to shine.

‘But they want solidness.’ Speak, man, thy mind.
‘They drown the weak; metaphors make us blind.’

Solidity, indeed, becomes the pen
Of him that writeth things divine to men;
But must I needs want solidness, because
By metaphors I speak? Were not God’s laws,
His gospel laws, in olden times held forth
By types, shadows, and metaphors? Yet loth
Will any sober man be to find fault
With them, lest he be found for to assault
The highest wisdom. No, he rather stoops,
And seeks to find out what by pins and loops,
By calves and sheep, by heifers and by rams,
By birds and herbs, and by the blood of lambs,
God speaketh to him; and happy is he
That finds the light and grace that in them be.

Be not too forward, therefore, to conclude
That I want solidness--that I am rude;
All things solid in show not solid be;
All things in parables despise not we;
Lest things most hurtful lightly we receive,
And things that good are, of our souls bereave.

My dark and cloudy words, they do but hold
The truth, as cabinets enclose the gold.

The prophets used much by metaphors
To set forth truth; yea, who so considers Christ,
his apostles too, shall plainly see,
That truths to this day in such mantles be.

Am I afraid to say, that holy writ,
Which for its style and phrase puts down all wit,
Is everywhere so full of all these things--
Dark figures, allegories? Yet there springs
From that same book that lustre, and those rays
Of light, that turn our darkest nights to days.

Come, let my carper to his life now look,
And find there darker lines than in my book
He findeth any; yea, and let him know,
That in his best things there are worse lines too.

May we but stand before impartial men,
To his poor one I dare adventure ten,
That they will take my meaning in these lines
Far better than his lies in silver shrines.
Come, truth, although in swaddling clouts, I find,
Informs the judgement, rectifies the mind;
Pleases the understanding, makes the will
Submit; the memory too it doth fill
With what doth our imaginations please;
Likewise it tends our troubles to appease.

Sound words, I know, Timothy is to use,
And old wives’ fables he is to refuse;
But yet grave Paul him nowhere did forbid
The use of parables; in which lay hid
That gold, those pearls, and precious stones that were
Worth digging for, and that with greatest care.

Let me add one word more. O man of God,
Art thou offended? Dost thou wish I had
Put forth my matter in another dress?
Or, that I had in things been more express?
Three things let me propound; then I submit
To those that are my betters, as is fit.

1. I find not that I am denied the use
Of this my method, so I no abuse
Put on the words, things, readers; or be rude
In handling figure or similitude,
In application; but, all that I may,
Seek the advance of truth this or that way
Denied, did I say? Nay, I have leave
(Example too, and that from them that have
God better pleased, by their words or ways,
Than any man that breatheth now-a-days)
Thus to express my mind, thus to declare
Things unto thee that excellentest are.

2. I find that men (as high as trees) will write
Dialogue-wise; yet no man doth them slight
For writing so: indeed, if they abuse
Truth, cursed be they, and the craft they use
To that intent; but yet let truth be free
To make her sallies upon thee and me,
Which way it pleases God; for who knows how,
Better than he that taught us first to plough,
To guide our mind and pens for his design?
And he makes base things usher in divine.

3. I find that holy writ in many places
Hath semblance with this method, where the cases
Do call for one thing, to set forth another;
Use it I may, then, and yet nothing smother
Truth’s golden beams: nay, by this method may
Make it cast forth its rays as light as day.
And now before I do put up my pen,
I’ll shew the profit of my book, and then
Commit both thee and it unto that Hand
That pulls the strong down, and makes weak ones stand.

This book it chalketh out before thine eyes
The man that seeks the everlasting prize;
It shews you whence he comes, whither he goes;
What he leaves undone, also what he does;
It also shows you how he runs and runs,
Till he unto the gate of glory comes.

It shows, too, who set out for life amain,
As if the lasting crown they would obtain;
Here also you may see the reason why
They lose their labour, and like fools do die.

This book will make a traveller of thee,
If by its counsel thou wilt ruled be;
It will direct thee to the Holy Land,
If thou wilt its directions understand:
Yea, it will make the slothful active be;
The blind also delightful things to see.

Art thou for something rare and profitable?
Wouldest thou see a truth within a fable?
Art thou forgetful? Wouldest thou remember
From New-Year’s day to the last of December?
Then read my fancies; they will stick like burs,
And may be, to the helpless, comforters.

This book is writ in such a dialect
As may the minds of listless men affect:
It seems a novelty, and yet contains
Nothing but sound and honest gospel strains.
Wouldst thou divert thyself from melancholy?
Wouldst thou be pleasant, yet be far from folly?
Wouldst thou read riddles, and their explanation?
Or else be drowned in thy contemplation?
Dost thou love picking meat? Or wouldst thou see
A man in the clouds, and hear him speak to thee?
Wouldst thou be in a dream, and yet not sleep?
Or wouldst thou in a moment laugh and weep?
Wouldest thou lose thyself and catch no harm,
And find thyself again without a charm?
Wouldst read thyself, and read thou knowest not what,
And yet know whether thou art blest or not,

By reading the same lines? Oh, then come hither,
And lay my book, thy head, and heart together.

 

John Bunyan

​

 

 



1  The word Apology in this sense carries with it the meaning of argument or reason.

2  I have left Bunyan’s Apology in its original language. I am not a gifted poet, and I know it. If I were to try to rewrite this poetry in modern English, you would also quickly come to “know it”.


Shawn P. Robinson’s Apology for This Book

 

I’m so glad to share this book with you, and I am glad to share this brief apology with you.​1

Pilgrim’s Progress has always been a favourite of mine. Even as a child, this book fascinated me. Over the years, I have read it countless times, and despite how often I’ve read it, I continue to learn and grow each time!

Now, this book has been rewritten into modern English many times, and these rewrites have often resulted in quality works. However, I wanted to do this myself for many reasons. One of the main reasons is because I wanted to do something a little different from what I have seen out there in some contemporary versions, but as I worked through it, another motivation grew in me.

What surprised me most was how much more I got out of the book as I worked through “translating” it into modern English, so much more than in any of my countless readings over the years. As such, if you wish to go much deeper in this allegorical treasure, I recommend you do a rewrite yourself! Get a hold of an old, original version of it… and work through it! The original is no longer copyrighted (as opposed to modern rewrites, which are), and I think you’ll find the book opens up to you in brand new ways as it will force you to seriously think through the meaning, not only of the story, but also of the words and phrases!

I’m also motivated by a desire to encourage others to experience this book. As a result, I have created study guides to walk people through this story. I hope the Rewalked version, in an easy-to-read format, will help a generation of people who have not read the book to enjoy this beautiful story which has impacted millions of Christians over the centuries!

Now, if you dive into the study guides,​2 they have been based upon a series that I did with my own church when I was pastoring a few years back, prior to a personal illness that has prevented me from doing such kinds of things in recent years. A portion of the church worked through the story as a means of discipleship, asking questions and talking through it together.

For this contemporary version, the following will explain how I approached the writing of this Rewalked edition.

1. I tried to keep the Rewalked edition as close to the original’s intent as possible but added in some emotion and description to make the story flow a little better. Unfortunately, in some places, the specific details of the book did not translate well to contemporary English. If I had to change the sense of it for the sake of flow, I made a footnote for it. Otherwise, I stuck to the same concepts as much as possible. These occasional changes, however, are minor.

2. Whenever I dealt with names of God, people, or locations, I kept the wording the same. For example, if the original referred to Jesus as the Lord of the hill or as the Lord Jesus, that is what you will read in this rewrite.

3. For idioms, it is important to understand that not all idioms make sense in a modern context. When possible, I kept the idioms the same and only changed what I felt was necessary, but in some places, the idiom needed to be changed entirely. Whether with a small or large change, I included a footnote to explain the wording.

4. I have also put the occasional footnote in the text to point out the specifics of what the original said for no other reason than to clarify something that might have a subtle difference between the older English and the modern English. I have also tried to point out some theological concepts that are easy to miss or explain certain things that are not commonly understood.

5. Historically, or at least in the versions I have read, there are countless Scripture references inserted in the text. I have, throughout the book, taken these and put them into footnotes, rather than in a bracket included in the text (as you’ll see in older versions). Since there were often multiple Scripture references within a single paragraph, I have typically grouped those references together into one footnote, attached to the end of the paragraph. The exception to this is when Bunyan had a massive paragraph, and I broke it into smaller paragraphs for the sake of readability. In those cases, Scripture references will apply to that general area, rather than for that specific paragraph.

6. In addition, I found a couple of spots in the story where references do not appear in the original text, and beta readers identified some others. In those situations, I have added the Scripture reference into the footnotes.

7. For the actual wording of Scripture, I have changed it from the King James Version to the English Standard Version. This created a challenge in at least one spot where the different translations were quite different, but I did my best to reconcile that matter.

8. I wrote the Rewalked version primarily in British English. First, Bunyan wrote in British English, so if you are used to American English, this may be jarring for you. Second, I am Canadian. Though I typically, as an author, write my books in American English since that tends to be where I sell the most books, I enjoy writing in British English as it is what Canadians use.

9. One of the biggest changes I faced comes with the book’s point of view. I wrote the Rewalked version in a first-person narrative style rather than the third person script format used in the original. I did this out of a desire to create a story which flows better with contemporary writing styles, hoping to help readers to better immerse themselves in the story. Because of this change (from third person script to first person), it means the dreamer doesn’t always speak in the book​3 in the same way, but I have tried to adjust those sections to make it flow with this style.

10. I’ve also written most of the book in past tense as though the protagonist, named Christian, was writing his story out in a journal or his own autobiography, and even added in points throughout the story to refer to this journal. At the end of the book, I have Christian hand the journal off to someone else, and Christian himself does not record the last section. As a result, the final pages are not in past tense, telling the story that he had experienced, but rather present tense as though he’s experiencing it at that moment, simply living through the last days of his life. The purpose of this is to, Lord willing, bring the reader into the moment. I hope this is especially helpful at the end of the book, considering the final events of the allegory.

11. With Bunyan’s use of the word “way” to refer to the Christian journey, I changed the wording to the “path” in each instance, as long as it flowed with story and style. For those asking “Why? Why would you do such a thing???” It was just a stylistic change. In contemporary Christianity, we use both terms “the right way” and “the right path”, and I felt “path” flowed better in the Rewalked version.

12. Now, for the poems… this is where it gets difficult. Although I love to write stories, I am not a poet. As such, when Bunyan wrote short poems in his text, I left them in the original English, rather than translate them into modern English and cause grief in the hearts of anyone with any poetical sense whatsoever. If you were to see my poetry, you would find yourself filled with gratitude towards me for my considerable kindness in leaving the poetry alone.

I think that pretty much sums up the approach to this book. I just have two things left to say.

First, if, when reading, you come across places where you feel I reworded the story in a way in which some of the original intent was lost, or if you feel I reworded it in a way that changed the theology, please, contact me.​4 Contacting me and pointing out something is far kinder than grumping about it. I truly want this rewrite to be accurate to the original’s intent, even when it makes me uncomfortable, so if you find something that is off, I want to know so I can fix it. If it’s a matter of opinion or interpretation, then I may not make the adjustments, but I will receive all critique offered in love in like manner.

Second, please understand the purpose of this book is to, in Bunyan’s words, “make a traveller of thee,” and “make the slothful active be; The blind also delightful things to see.”

 

So, my friends, take this book and let it inspire you to be a traveller on the path to the Celestial City!

 

Shawn P. Robinson

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



1  The word Apology in this sense carries with it the meaning of argument or reason as in, “This is Shawn Robinson’s reasoned argument for writing this book.” I kept this language (rather than use the word “Introduction”) because Bunyan gives an Apology for his book.

2  The Study Guides are available for both the Rewalked edition and the Original edition.

3  As in “I saw in my dream…”

4  Please contact me with issues rather than take the approach of, “Look how this guy messed up! I could tell him with grace and kindness… but I think I’ll just complain about it instead!” Don’t do that. If there’s one thing Christ has taught me in writing twenty plus books is to listen to constructive criticism with an appreciative heart. I ain’t perfect. Contact me when you find issues. Perhaps Bunyan put it best when he says in his conclusion, “Nor let my figure or similitude, put thee into a laughter or a feud. Leave this for boys and fools; but as for thee, do thou the substance of my matter see.”


​1. The Beginning

 

In the Similitude of a Dream

 

In the heart of a dreamer, a man found a den, a place to rest his weary soul. And in that place, he found his rest and dreamed a dream. A dream of travellers, pilgrims, a journey, a path. A journey to take him from this world to that which is to come.

A journey, which I now share with you.

 

I stood hunched over, my back to my home. My only clothing, rags, hung on my body, and the burden weighed heavily on my shoulders as I gripped the worn, leather-bound book in my hand.​1 With shaking fingers, I slowly opened the book and read the ancient words in the mid-afternoon light, desperately seeking, hoping, searching.

Once again, the words filled my heart with dread and drove me to weep. My body convulsed under the weight of my own grief.

Unable to hold it in, I cried out, “What can I do?”​2

With all this weight heavy on my heart, I turned back to my home, forcing a smile onto my lips and doing my best to brighten my expression. Climbing the steps to my door, I reached our small wooden porch, the boards creaking under my weight and paused. With a final deep breath, I composed my face and turned the handle on the door, doing all I could to keep the grief inside, unwilling to allow my wife and children to see my pain.

But try as I might, I could not hold it in for long. Every moment I lived, every step I took, every smile I tried to offer, my grief only grew worse.

It was in this state of agony, of such deep conviction, that I finally laid it all out for my wife and children.

With a loud shout, I called them to come into our kitchen, the only room in the house with enough seats for my wife, my four sons, and me. I invited them to sit, my hands sweating and even shaking, as I considered my words and what I had to tell them.

Turning to my wife, I addressed her the way I always had. “My love?” To my sons, I added, “My children?”

Taking a slow, deep breath, I pulled my own chair out from under the table and settled into the seat before them at the head of the table. “I… I must tell you what’s been going on inside. In my heart. I have to share with you what I feel.” Deciding to just lay it all before them, I explained, “Family, I’m falling apart because of a great burden on my shoulders. I’ve learned something terrible. Fire from heaven will burn this city to the ground, and there’s no way to protect ourselves from this judgement. Not unless we can escape, not unless we can find some deliverance!”

I shook my head, and tears streamed down my cheeks as I stared at my clenched fists on the table before me. “My family… I’ve tried… I’ve searched. I’ve looked high and low, everywhere I can think of, but no matter where I look, I can’t find a way out!”

When I raised my eyes, I saw my wife’s mouth hanging open, and my children’s faces filled with shock. I could see as clear as day, they didn’t believe me. I’d seen that look before when insanity had gripped the minds of others in our city, even shown it myself. Now that look was turned on me. Perhaps they thought I was sick. A fever, maybe. Or something worse. But whatever they thought, my words sounded like nonsense to them.

My wife put her hand gently on my arm and leaned close. “It’s getting late, dear.” Her face filled with a sad smile as she and my four sons gathered around. “Let’s get you to bed. That might help calm you a little.”

My wife led me to our room, and I settled in, pulling the blankets up and over my head, hoping to find some rest. But as the hours wore on, I found the night was as bad as the day. I couldn’t drift off to sleep, no matter how hard I tried. I spent the entire night tossing and turning, trying to cry myself to sleep, but in it all, I found no relief.

The next morning, all six of us sat around the table for breakfast. I poked at the food on my plate, my appetite as impossible to find as the peace I so desperately craved.

“How are you today?”

Raising my eyes, I tried to bring myself back to the moment, back to my family, to leave the dark thoughts behind. The voice… my oldest son. It must have been him. I shook my head, and when I answered, it took all my strength to keep my voice steady. “Worse every moment.”

I tried again, trying to warn them, desperate to help them understand, but the more I pushed, the more it drove them to stubbornness. We finished our breakfast, and everyone left to go about their day, but I couldn’t let it go. I had to get through to them, to warn them of the coming destruction!

This desperate attempt to alert them to the danger was all I had, and as the days wore on, their compassion faded. I watched as everyone I loved, one by one, grew cold and harsh towards me, sometimes ridiculing me, telling me off, and sometimes just outright ignoring me.

Their disdain drove me to spend a lot of time in my room, by myself, sitting on the edge of my bed. I prayed for them, pitied them, longed for them. Hoping to find some relief, some help amid the struggle, I regularly left the house to walk by myself in the fields. On my walks, I would read from my book and pray.

And this was how I spent my time for many, many days.

Until one such day, out in the fields, desperate to find some relief, I found myself once again reading my book, but this time, the pressure, the stress, the fear… it all became too much. In a loud voice, I cried out, “What do I have to do to be saved?”

My breathing came in ragged gasps, and my vision blurred, fear and anguish overtaking me. I spun around, looking for somewhere to run, somewhere to flee from the coming judgement. I had to find some escape, but there was nowhere to go!

“Why are you upset?”​3

I stumbled backwards, away from the voice, and landed hard on the ground. Not much more than ten steps away, a man stood before me, tall, well-built, confident. I had never seen him before, but I felt so anxious to find anyone, anyone at all who could help me, maybe give some answers, that I scrambled to my feet and ran right up to him, hoping he might have some deep wisdom or secret solution to my desperate problem. Grabbing him by the shoulders, I hollered, “Sir!” hoping to find some relief from my agony. “Sir! Help me!”

The man tilted his head and smiled. “My name is Evangelist,” he said kindly, his voice soft and without the disdain to which I’d grown accustomed. “I wander these parts, seeking those in need of help, and thought I might be of assistance to you.”

My tears flowed down my cheeks, and I gripped his shoulders even tighter, desperately hoping he had something to offer, some way out of this mess! Holding up my book, I said, “Sir! If you are here to help, help me! I’ve learned in these writings that I’m condemned to die, and after that, I’ll face judgement! I’m not willing to die, and I’m not able to endure judgement.​4 I don’t know what to do!”

“Is that so?” he said, his eyes boring into mine. “Tell me, why are you so unwilling to die since this life is filled with so much evil?”

I closed my eyes and shook my head, fearful of pouring out my true thoughts, but I took the risk. “Because… I fear this burden I carry on my shoulders will weigh me down, and when I die, I’ll sink lower than the grave and fall into hell.​5 And Sir, I’m sure I can’t handle prison! How am I supposed to endure judgement and then execution? These thoughts drive me to tears!”

“If this is the way you feel,” Evangelist asked, “why are you still standing here?”

I shook my head yet again. “I don’t know where else to go.”

Evangelist smiled and reached into an inner fold of his cloak. Pulling something out, he handed it to me, and when I took it from his hand, I saw it was a scroll. My hands shook with fear, with anticipation, and with hope as I untied the leather strap binding it closed and unrolled the parchment. In large, simple writing, I read the words out loud, “Flee from the wrath to come!”​6 I rolled it back up slowly, and then raised my eyes to Evangelist, forcing myself to take slow breaths, hoping to keep myself from weeping so hard I could no longer speak. “Please, Sir! Where do I go?”

With a kind smile, Evangelist raised his arm and pointed. “Do you see in the distance the Wicket-gate?”​7

I strained to see, standing on my toes, hoping the little extra height would help, but nothing. Dropping back down, I confessed, “No, I can’t see it.”

“Then do you see in the distance the shining light?”​8

As I squinted, straining as hard as I could, I replied, “I… I think so.”

“Then,” said Evangelist, “keep that light in your eye and go directly there. When you reach it, you will see the gate. Knock, and he will tell you what to do.”

Without another word to Evangelist, I ran.

I ran, and I ran, and I ran. I ran as hard as I’ve ever run in my life!

On my way, I passed my home, not even glancing at it. I had my hope, my salvation from the coming destruction! But as I passed by, my wife and children saw me and ran out from within the house. They called out for me to return, but I couldn’t look back. Not now. Not anymore! There was nothing but death and destruction behind me. I covered my ears instead and cried out, “Life! Life! Eternal life!”​9 All the while, I refused to look behind me but ran for my life towards the middle of the plain.​10

Running by more houses, some of my neighbours came out to see me flee.​11 Some mocked me; some called out threats; and some cried out for me to return, but I wouldn’t listen to anything they said.

Out of those among my neighbours who shouted, two chased after me, hoping to take me back by force. The name of the one man was Obstinate, the name of the other, Pliable.

By that time, I’d put a lot of distance between us, running as though chased by hell itself. Those two men, however, were determined to catch me, and in a little while, they overtook me.

Catching sight of the two men coming up beside me, I asked between breaths, not daring to slow down, “Why have you come?”

The one man, Obstinate, snarled at me as he ran. “To persuade ya to go back with us!”

I shook my head, more determined than ever. “I won’t do it! You live in the City of Destruction, the place where I was born. When you die there, you’ll sink lower than the grave into a place that burns with fire and brimstone!” Taking the chance, hoping perhaps to persuade these two men, I slowed down just a little so I could talk to them. “Why don’t you come with me?”

Obstinate, a man of medium height, but solid build, laughed at me. “What? Leave our friends and comforts behind?”

“Yes,” I said, hoping they’d listen.​12 “Everything you could give up here is so small it’s not worthy to be compared with even a little of what I’m looking forward to! If you come with me and along this path, you’ll receive the same. The place I’m going to has more than enough to go around. Come and see for yourself!”​13

Obstinate frowned at me but cocked his head to the side just a bit in his curiosity. “What kinds of things ya after? What d’ya expect to receive since ya’re leaving everything to get it?”

“I’m after an inheritance! I’m looking forward to one that’s incorruptible, undefiled, one that’ll never fade away! My reward waits for me in heaven, and it’s safe there! This gift is given at the right time to anyone who diligently seeks it!” Coming to a halt, I stared Obstinate right in the eyes and met his frown with an enormous smile. “You can read about it yourself in my book!”​14

Obstinate scowled back at me. “Forget yar book! Are ya coming back with us or no?”

“No!” I replied. “I’ve already put my hand to the plow.”​15

Obstinate growled to himself, his eyes filling with disdain as he stared at me. Turning to his friend, he shook his head and said, “Come on, Pliable. Let’s turn around and head back without ‘im. There’re a lot of these fools. When they get an idea in thar heads, they think tha’re smarter than seven geniuses.”​16

I expected Pliable to just turn and go with Obstinate, but he didn’t move right away. Instead, he looked from Obstinate, back to me, then back to Obstinate again. After a moment, he shrugged awkwardly. “Don’t be so critical, Obstinate. If what Christian says is true, the things he’s after are better than anything we have now!” He paused for just another second or two before adding, “I’m… I’m inclined to go with him!”

“What?” Obstinate hollered. “What? Another fool! Listen to me, Pliable! Ignore this moron and come back with me. Ya don’t know where this fool is leading ya. Get your head on straight and let’s go ‘ome!”

I couldn’t just let Obstinate bully my neighbour. “No, Pliable,” I said, reaching for his arm. “There’s so much to gain! Sure, there are the wonderful rewards I mentioned, but there’s also much more! If you don’t believe me, you can read it all here in this book! And if you doubt the words you read, it’s all confirmed by the blood of the One who wrote it!”​17

Pliable nodded slowly and a smile spread across his face before he turned back to his companion. In a confident voice, he said, “Obstinate, I’m sorry, but I’ve made my decision. I’m going with Christian. I want to be a part of this.” To me, he then asked, “Do you know the way to this place?”

My face broke out in a grin as I answered, “A man named Evangelist showed me the way!” Turning towards the light, I pointed and said, “We have to reach a little gate. Once there, we’ll receive instructions about the path.”

“Well, Christian,” replied Pliable with a laugh, “let’s get going!”

With that, we turned away from Obstinate and moved on together.

Behind us, I heard Obstinate growl again. With a huff, he said, “Well, I’m goin’ back ‘ome! I won’t ‘ave anything to do with delusional people,” before he turned and stormed away.

But Pliable and I continued forward, talking as we made our way across the plain.

“Pliable! Uh… how are you?” I began awkwardly, then added, “I’m glad you joined me. If Obstinate had felt what I felt of the power and terror of what’s coming, he wouldn’t have been so quick to turn around.”

Pliable nodded, the smile still on his face. “Christian, since we’re the only ones here, tell me more of what we’ll enjoy when we get to that place… the one with all the rewards.”

I nodded. I understood the curiosity about what was to come. “It’s hard for me to describe what I see and understand in my head, Pliable,” I replied with a laugh. “The things of God are impossible to describe, but since you really want to know, I’ll read them to you from my book.”

“And do you really think the book is telling the truth?”

“Oh, for sure! The One who wrote it can’t lie!”​18

“Well, that’s good!” He then paused for a moment before asking, “And what things are in the book?”

“It tells us,” I explained, “of an eternal kingdom where we can live, and everlasting life for us so we can live in that kingdom forever!”​19

“Oh, wow! What else?”

My face filled with the wonder I felt in my heart as I continued to tell of what we’d receive. “There are crowns and glory for us and clothes that will make us shine like the sun!”​20

“That sounds pretty great! What else?”

“There won’t be any more crying. No more sorrow or sadness. In fact, the One who owns the place will wipe all the tears from our eyes.”​21

“And who else will be there?”

“Well, we’ll be there with seraphims and cherubims, creatures that will dazzle your eyes to look at. And you’ll meet thousands and ten thousands who have reached that place before us. Not one of them is cruel, but they’re all loving and holy, every single one walking with God and standing in his presence—even accepted by God himself for all eternity! We’ll see there the elders with their golden crowns; and there we’ll see the holy virgins with their golden harps; and there we will see men who were cut to pieces by the world, or burned, or eaten by wild animals, or drowned in the sea—those who suffered because of the love they have for the Lord of the place. There, they will all be healed and dressed with immortality!”​22

Pliable laughed again and said, “This is enough to get me really excited! But,” he said, pausing, concern on his face, “can we really have it too? How do we get to be a part of it?”

I smiled at that and answered, “The Lord, the Governor of that country has promised in his book that if we are truly willing to have it, he’ll give it to us freely.”

“That’s good to hear!” Pliable said to me. “If that’s the case, let’s speed up!”

“As much as I want to move faster,” I replied, “I can’t because of this burden on my shoulders.”

Pliable furrowed his brow, examining me as if seeing the burden for the first time. He said nothing about it, however, but merely turned back to the path and continued on.

We talked some more of what was to come, looking forward to the wonderful future we had! However, our minds and hearts were so focused on our conversation that we failed to see what lay just ahead. Not until the ground gave out beneath our feet did we realize the danger we were in!

I dropped like a stone, sinking into wet, thick mud, with Pliable right beside me. Struggling and pulling and twisting, I fought as hard as I could to force my way out, but the thick sludge held me fast.

Pliable grunted beside me. As we both struggled in the thick mud, we drifted farther apart, his voice and grunts growing quieter with every second. I tried to reach out to him, call out to him, but with the weight of the burden on my back, I could barely keep my head above the surface, let alone find anyone else!

At the time, I didn’t know that this bog had a name—and it was well named! It was called the Slough of Despond, and in this swamp, we floundered for a long time.

“Christian! Christian!” Through the mist and the thick, barely breathable air, I heard Pliable call out, only just audible in that terrible place. “Christian! Where are you?”

“I… I don’t know!” My heart filled with despair, leaving me with nothing else to say.

“What?” Pliable shouted back. Although his voice was faint and I could see nothing much beyond the reach of my own hands, his anger, his rage, it was all as clear as the sun. “Is this the happiness you told me about? If we’re having such a hard time at the beginning, what can we expect between here and the end of the journey? If I can get out of here alive, Christian, you can have that country you spoke of all to yourself!”

And with that, I heard splashes and grunts and more, and somehow, Pliable reached dry land on the same side on which we fell in, the side closest to his home. Pulling himself out of the mud, he climbed back onto solid ground and rushed away without another word, leaving me lost in my despair. From that day on, I never saw poor Pliable ever again.

But for me, there was no safety, no hope back that way. Only death. To move forward… that was where my hope lay. I pushed on, struggling in the Slough of Despond all by myself, fighting, kicking, reaching, and more. It was all I could do just to move in the direction of the wicket-gate, for I had nowhere else to go.

When I finally reached the far side of the Slough, I grasped the edge, but my fingers, covered in the slime and muck of the bog, couldn’t grip the wet grass or weeds on the bank. I grasped for anything I could until I finally wrapped my fingers around a solid root. With all my strength, I pulled on it, hoping to force my way up onto dry, solid ground, but the weight of the burden on my back held me down.

Tears welled up in my eyes, yet I dared not wipe them, not with my hands covered in disgusting slime and muck. So close to getting out, yet on my own, I had no chance.

“What are you doing?”

A voice! Clear as day, despite the thick, dark mist surrounding me.

I opened my eyes and looked up to see a man about my age, but with a larger build, a healthy look in his eye, and a kind smile on his face.

“Sir!” I spat out some of the mud that had gotten into my mouth. “I was told to go this way by a man named Evangelist. He sent me to the gate so I might escape judgement, but as I was going there, I fell in here!”

The man’s smile grew, but there was no mocking in those eyes. “My name is Help.”

“I am Christian,” I replied.

“Tell me, Christian. Why didn’t you look for the steps across the Slough of Despond?”

“I…” I shook my head. “Truthfully, I was so scared of the coming judgement that I ran so hard, I didn’t even see what I was walking into until I fell in!”

“Then,” Help replied, “give me your hand.”

I reached out, and Help’s strong hand gripped mine. I immediately felt my body lurch upwards and out of the mud as my new friend pulled me out. When he finally let go, I found myself on solid ground.

Turning to Help, I nearly hugged him, but held back so as not to cover him in what covered me. His warm smile filled me with gratitude as he pointed the way towards the gate.​23
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​2. The Gate

 

Before I left Help’s side,​1 I turned to him and asked, “Sir, if this is the way from the City of Destruction to the gate, why has no one fixed this mess? If someone would do this, travellers like me might make it through safely.”

“I’m sorry, Christian,” he began, shaking his head. “There is no way I know of to fix this muddy swamp. This is the very place where all the scum and filth that goes with the conviction of sin ends up. Because of this, it’s called the Slough of Despond. Christian, when a sinner sees how lost they are, fears, doubts, and discouraging anxieties bubble up inside. It all has to go somewhere, and this swamp is where it ends up settling. This is why the land is so damaged.”

He turned back to the Slough of Despond and crouched by the edge, staring into the bog. “The King doesn’t want this land to remain like this, Christian.​2 In fact, for the last two thousand years,​3 his workers, through the direction of his surveyors, have concentrated on this patch of ground, trying to fix it. As far as I know, this swamp has swallowed at least twenty thousand loads dumped here—millions of good, wholesome teachings offered from all over the King’s dominion. Everyone knows this instruction is the best material to fix this ground. If it was possible, all of that teaching would have levelled it out and made it safe, yet for all the effort, it remains the Slough of Despond and will remain that no matter what is done.”

He stood again and turned back to me. “Now, there are solid steps placed in the swamp by direction of the Law-giver, but because of the filth continually spewed out of this swamp and because of the weather, pilgrims rarely see them. Sadly, even if a traveller sees the steps, once on them, in the mist and thick, stink of the air, their heads often grow dizzy and they miss their footing, falling in, even though the steps are right there!” With a kind look in his eye, he added, “But, Christian, don’t worry. Once travellers reach the gate, the ground is solid.”​4
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