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Isaiah 40:21-31, Psalm 147, 1 Cothinthians 9:16-23, Mark 1:29-39

God grant us the serenity to accept the things we can not change, the courage to change the things we can and the wisdom to distinguish the one from the other. Amen.

The great architect Frank Lloyd Wright was fond of sharing about an incident that may have seemed insignificant at the time, but had a profound influence on the rest of his life.  The winter he was 9, he went walking across a snow-covered field with his reserved, no-nonsense uncle.  As the two of them reached the far end of the field, his uncle stopped him.  He pointed out his tracks in the snow, straight and true as an arrow’s flight, and then young Frank’s tracks meandering all over the field.  “Notice how your tracks wander aimlessly from the fence to the cattle to the woods and back again,” his uncle said.  “And see how my tracks aim directly to my goal.  There is an important lesson in that.”


Years later the world-famous architect like to tell how the experience had contributed to his philosophy in life.  “I determined right then,” he’d say with a twinkle in his eye, “not to miss the things in life that my uncle had missed.”


Frank Lloyd Wright saw in those tracks what his uncle could not: it’s 

easy to let the demands of life keep us from the joy of living.  We all recognize that any goals in life worth achieving demand a great deal of our energy.  If you are a nurse, you have spent vast hours studying about the human body.  The lives of the people you care for, demand it.  If you are a teacher, you must prepare to pass on relevant and topical information to the next generation.  The minds of the students demand it.  If you are a carpenter, you must patiently measure the building before you drive the first nail.  The integrity of the structure depends on it.  If you are a parent, you sacrifice your life for another.  Your children require it.


 Most people’s lives include setting goals and working to achieve them.  Most people would not argue otherwise.  But here’s what the young architect Wright discovered at the age of 9.  He discovered what some don’t learn until 59 or never.  The objective of life is not the goal but the journey on the way to the goal.   Another way of saying that might be it’s not where we are going but how we get there. 


In today’s gospel, the whole city had gathered around the door, pressing in to see Jesus.  The demands on our Lord were already piling up.  He cured many, cast out demons, and taught constantly.  And his disciples, particularly in Mark’s gospel, are anything but helpful.    When Jesus left  early in the morning to pray, they went searching for him.  And when they found him they said, “What are you doing?  Everyone is searching for you.”  Which brings me to ask how do we enjoy the journey when everyone and every thing is searching for us, wanting a piece of us, and demanding our time?


We remember that hard work is required.  We remember not to let others define our goals.  And we remember that our Lord needed to pray and so do we.


It is hard work to balance all the demands of our life and stay centered and focused on putting God first.  Look at this gospel from Mark.  Jesus calls his disciples, they go to the synagogue at Capernaum where our Lord performs an exorcism and teaches with authority.  Then Jesus and the disciples go to Simon and Andrew’s house, where he heals Simon’s mother-in-law, has a meal and in the same day  heals those of the city who were brought to him.  Whew!  It makes me exhausted just talking about it.    


Each of us is surrounded by obligations, jobs, family, friends, opportunities, and....  The list is endless.  I suspect the list  has always been endless along with the pressure to be all and do all.  It is very easy to burn-out and very hard to learn to balance the clamor of demands with the connection to God through prayer and worship.  “I am the vine and you are the branches,” says the Gospel of John ADVANCE \d 5. “ If a person remains in me and I in them, he will bear much fruit, for apart from me you can do nothing.”  


Maintaining that balance between doing and being with God is always a struggle, at least it has been for me. I suspect it is for most of us.   Because there are always more needs than time.  That is why we need people who care for us to remind us to take time to reconnect with God in prayer and worship and to keep a sabbath.   Sometimes we might feel guilty about taking that time, but  if Jesus took the vital time to reconnect, shouldn’t we?  And if we exhaust ourselves by being out of balance and trying to do everything, then we might be robbing someone else of the chance to do ministry.  This important cycle of ministry balanced with prayerful sabbath is one of the probable reasons for the coming season of Lent.   The season of Lent is a time to take inventory of where we are spiritually, to repent of our sins and bad habits and to move on towards a resurrected life.  Dr. Anne Borik, author of  Sign Chi Do, the art of moving prayer says, “We need to remember we are human beings not human doings.”


Secondly, today’s gospel reminds us that we need to remember to not let others define our goals or our life’s journey.  This is not to suggest that we shouldn’t get input from family and friends and most importantly through prayer.  But if we are aimlessly following what others demand of us without prayerfully considering what God would have us experience and where God has called us, then we are in trouble. “Burn-out,” says John Stroman, “is not the result of too much activity.  It is the result of the wrong kind of activity.”    Or as Jesus says when confronted for healing on the Sabbath,  “Man was not made for the Sabbath.  The Sabbath was made for man.”


“The Coronary and Ulcer Club” lists the following rules for members.

1.  Your job comes first. Forget everything else.

2.  Never say “no” to a request. Always say”yes.”

3.  Accept all invitations to meetings, banquets, etc.

4.  All forms of recreation are a waste of time.

5.  No matter how many jobs you already are doing, remember you always can take on more. 


Jesus does some intense ministry in this brief excerpt from Mark, but notice after he has had a very busy day of healing and teaching, he withdraws to refresh himself with a prayerful connection to God.   He lets others temporarily dictate his day when the people of Capernaum surround him with friends who need healing.  But the next morning, no matter what, he withdraws to pray. The gospel tells us, “In the morning, while it was still very dark, he got up and went out to a deserted place, and there he prayed.”  It isn’t that we shouldn’t be busy with ministry in our lives, it is that times of intense ministry need to be followed by times of relaxation, Sabbath and prayer.  


 In our individualistic American culture we are encouraged to be very good at being busy, and very bad at following Jesus’s example of continually connecting with God for direction. Everything that Jesus does is directed towards doing what his Father would have him do.  Even in the Garden of Gethsemane the night before he is crucified  when Jesus pleads with God to avoid the pain of  Good Friday, our Lord’s  prayer ends with, “Not my will but yours be done.”  Jesus’ entire ministry is focused on hearing and doing the will of God.


Today we are several weeks from Lent, but perhaps this Lent we might resolve to follow Jesus’s model of times of refreshment and prayer.  How much time do we spend in reconnecting with God through retreat, worship, prayer, study or simply allow God to refill our spiritual batteries?   It is difficult to hear God through the static of frenetic busyness.  Only in reflection and prayer do we, like Jesus, hear the “still small voice” directing us to our God-given destiny.  Only in such a way can we become the persons God want us to be–versus becoming what the world demands that we be.  


When Jesus leaves Capernaum in today’s gospel, we can see in a tangible way that his time of prayer has given him a new Spirit and a renewed energy.   For today’s gospel passage ends with, “And Jesus went throughout Galilee, proclaiming the message in their synagogues and casting out demons.”


I do not usually end sermons with prayers, but this one from the Credo Institute seems very appropriate today.

Holy God, be in my mind, that I might let go of all that diminishes the movement of your Spirit within me.

Discerning God, be in my eyes, that I might see You in the midst of all the busyness that fills my life.

Loving God, be in my heart, that I can be open to those I love to those with whom I share ministry and to the whole human family.

Gracious God, be in that grace-filled silence that lives deep within me, that I might live in Christ as Christ lives in me.   Amen

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.  Amen.

