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Danish philosopher Soren Kierkegaard, or #Kierkegaard was trending this

week. Not bad for a 19th existentialist, I’d say - and a Lutheran!

#Kierkegaard was trending after the theologian was quoted by President

Biden: “Faith sees best in the dark.” I read that Mrs. Biden has that quote

taped to her bathroom mirror. It is a good word for these days in which the

world seems to be experiencing more than a usual amount of darkness - of

pandemic, death, division, and fear. “Faith sees best in the dark.”

Seeing Kierkegaard in the news reminded me that, commenting on one of

Jesus’ beatitudes, Kierkegaard also said, “Purity of heart is to will one thing.”

By that measure, St. Paul must have been extraordinarily pure of heart.

After meeting the risen Christ on the road to Damascus, his life was focused

absolutely on one thing: telling the story of Jesus and his love to the whole

world, or at least as much of it as he could get to.

In his letter to the young church in the cosmopolitan city of Corinth, Paul

writes that he is under an obligation to deliver the Good News to everyone in

a language and manner they can understand. Therefore, he will relate to

people where they are, talk their language, adopt their customs. “To the

Jews I became as a Jew... To those outside the law I became as one

outside the law.., To the weak I became weak....” 

Paul was single-minded in his mission. He would do whatever he had to do

to communicate to people the that God loves the world enough to die for it. 

From the gospel lesson this morning, we see that Jesus was single-minded

too. He has just left the synagogue where he healed a man and sparred with

demons. 
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Now he’s gone home with Simon, one of his new followers.  There, he

discovers that Simon’s mother-in-law is ill, so he heals her. Word about the

healing gets out and soon everybody in town has turned up at Simon’s

house. That evening, Jesus heals all kinds of folk and continues to engage

with the forces of evil that have held some in bondage. 

These healings made Jesus instantly popular in Capernaum. But instead of

waiting around to take advantage of his popularity, in the darkness of the

early morning, Jesus slips away by himself to a deserted place to pray.

But Jesus’ prayer time is soon interrupted by Simon and his companions.

The text says they “hunted” for him. The Greek word (katadieke) carries with

it a note of displeasure, like you would search for the person who ran off

with your brief case or for that kid you told to clean out the garage but who,

instead, you discover has gone missing with the mess still there. 

“Everyone is looking for you,” they tell Jesus when the find him. Of course

they are. Simon and his friends know that they’ve got a good thing here.

Jesus is a hot commodity, and there is lots more healing to be done back

there in Capernaum, more fame waiting back in town. What’s he doing out

hear in the country?

Now I suspect most of us would have gone on back to Capernaum had we

been Jesus, to benefit from the good press and the gratitude we had earned

from those who had been healed. 

But not Jesus. He was single-minded about his mission. “Let’s not go back

to Capernaum. Let’s go on to the neighboring towns, so that I may proclaim

the message there also, for that is what I came to do.” Instead of going

back, he insists on moving ahead. 

A couple of weeks ago, our preacher Liza Hawkins talked about the deep

desire we have these days to get back to normal, to the way things were in

the past. Nostalgia is a powerful sedative. Even before the pandemic,
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church people were often longing for the good old days when churches were

full and programs were successful, when the church was held in high regard

in the world. 

It is hard for us to accept that those days are gone and are not likely coming

back, even when the pandemic is over. It has been a long while since the

church was considered an important part of the dominant culture by most

people. We don’t attract crowds like the entertainment and sports complex

does. 

I’ll bet more people will be watching the Super Bowl this afternoon that were

participating in worship this morning. I don’t know if that is a bet you can

make now that we have on-line sports betting in Tennessee, but if it is, it’s a

safe one. Church takes a back seat these days. In lots of places, churches

are seen as relics of an era gone by. 

Liza encouraged us to use our imaginations to do what the Spirit is calling

us to do now rather than looking to what has been, to live in the promise of

God’s presence now rather than longing for the safety of the past. That

certainly seems to have been Paul’s and Jesus’ plan. 

And I believe that the new, post-Christendom world we live in is a world of

enormous opportunity for the good news of Jesus if we, like Paul and Jesus,

can refocus ourselves from preoccupation with the past and with institutional

survival and become instead  single-minded about sharing - in word and

deed - the good news we have experienced in the life, death, and

resurrection of Jesus. 

William Tyndale was an English reformer and contemporary of Martin

Luther. He once wrote, “The church exists for those outside if it.” If that is

the case, then the church still has plenty to do in the world in pursuing God’s

long-time agenda of justice, mercy and peace, in being Christ’s body in a

world desperately in need of peace and meaning, in telling the story of

Jesus and his love for the world. 
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As people engage in the orgy of consumerism on which our economy is

based, looking for but not finding what will give their life meaning and

purpose, we have the message they are looking for even when they don’t

know it. 

In a divided world in which violence seems to rule, we can live by the

standards of the Prince of Peace, who calls the whole world to unity.

Who knows what things will look like when this pandemic is finally over. But

a people called together and given new life in baptism, gathered around

Word and Sacraments, empowered by God’s Spirit, a church that is single-

minded about the message of new life in the Dominion of God will always

have a reason for being. 

Yes, it must have been tempting for Jesus to go back and enjoy all the

success he had had in Capernaum. He was a local hero. The whole town

was at his door.

But Jesus was single-minded, focused on one thing - proclaiming the good

news he himself embodied. The good news that God loves the world and is

present in and for it. And so, rather than going back to the safe and known,

he moves on to the future God has in mind, a future that will see conflict and

opposition, a future, in fact, with a cross in it. But a future that is God’s

future, a future in which the conflict and the cross have meaning and lead to

life.

Just so today, the church is not called to go back to the good old days, even

if that were possible. Rather we are called to move forward into God’s

future, confident that as unsettling as the future may seem, the Spirit of the

Risen One will be with us as we go, single-minded in our mission to be

Christ’s body - his healing presence - here and now. 
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