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      “…Well informed, insightful biblical interpretation…”

      —Carl R. Holladay, C. H. Candler Professor Emeritus of New Testament, Emory University
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        * * *

      

      “With his trademark combination of humility and brilliance, Joel Huffstetler invites us to see a deeply troubled world through the eyes of grace and redemption. It’s a perspective we desperately needed during the COVID pandemic. It’s a perspective we desperately need today.”

      —Jeff Ringer, Associate Professor of English, University of Tennessee

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Reading these meditations, which both comfort and challenge, I find them just as relevant as when I first heard them offered as sermons during the pandemic. Huffstetler points to God’s abiding presence with us even in the midst of the uncertainties of life during the pandemic with all its attending chaos. He reminds us that we need not be overcome by fear even in the midst of the most challenging of times.”

      —Denise King, Provost (retired), Big Sandy Community and Technical College
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        * * *

      

      “Set during the pandemic, Fr. Joel carefully guides his worried congregation through these deeply thought-provoking and engaging sermons which remain relevant for all times and places.”

      —Brenda Orcutt, Member of Oil Painters of America, American Impressionist Society, and American Women Artists
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        * * *

      

      “Joel Huffstetler’s Traveling By A Different Way is an excellent source of inspiration. I highly recommend it.”

      —Wesley H. Wachob, author of The Voice of Jesus in the Social Rhetoric of James (Cambridge University Press)
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      What do you get when well-informed, insightful biblical interpretation joins closely observed life experience in addressing a congregation trying to cope with the pandemic during 2021? Thirty-six engaging sermons preached by Joel Huffstetler, Rector of St. Luke’s Episcopal Church in Cleveland, Tennessee.

      The titles themselves are enticing: The Rhythm of Habit; Deep Roots, and Yet; As Clear as It Gets; One Phone Call Away; The Value of Time; The Dance of Contrition and Joy; The Slender Thread of Mary’s Response. The sermons retain their conversational tone, revealing a confident, experienced pastor speaking candidly to his congregation about the day-to-day challenges they are facing. They are asking: When will an effective vaccine be available? How long will we have to wear masks? When will we again experience each other’s presence face-to-face as a vigorous, interactive congregation of believers?

      The preacher takes these questions seriously, while acknowledging the toll the pandemic is taking on congregational life. Change and technological innovation set in as an “online church” begins to take shape. Never doubting the damaging effects of the pandemic, Huffstetler helps his church see how the nature of its ministry is changing. Gradually an audience without geographical boundaries begins to develop, and the preacher interprets this as a fresh opportunity to expand the church’s mission far beyond its immediate vicinity. “Silver linings in the cloud,” he calls it. An overarching theme is how good has come from this otherwise painful and unsettling time. “Welcome to the church of the future,” he tells his parishioners.

      A menacing threat to be sure, the pandemic is not the only thing his church has to deal with. Texts from the Letter of James prompt him to speak to broader social, political issues:

      
        
        We are living in a particularly tense time in our culture, a time of deep, seemingly intractable divisions. There is a growing fatigue from the pandemic. We all feel it. And there is rising anger. We are all increasingly on edge. [Now] words are more important to us than ever. The stakes regarding our use of the gift of speech are as high as at any other point in our lifetimes.

      

      

      Especially remarkable is how Huffstetler orchestrates their response to these challenges. One of his key strengths is the effective use of simple, direct prose. The reader is allowed to listen in on an intimate conversation in which the preacher engages in biblical exposition with his congregation. He gives succinct quotations from a wide variety of biblical commentaries that allow him to clinch a particular point. Here we see him gradually educating his congregation in the use of solid biblical scholarship.

      Huffstetler freely tells stories from his own experience growing up in North Carolina, and from his decades of pastoral experience in different places, but they are unfailingly apt in illustrating his point. And yet, he manages to avoid self-promotion, following his own advice: “preach to yourself, not of yourself.” Typically the stories align the preacher with the congregation, so that both are experiencing the truth of the gospel together. “We are all on the journey of faith together,” he reminds them. He also shows them how to see the world through the eyes of faith: palm trees in the Florida panhandle bending without breaking during a violent storm to illuminate what “being willing to yield” means in James 3:17.

      Notable is his gift of selecting memorable lines: “The main thing is to keep the main thing the main thing.” Well-chosen lines from a variety of notables such as Augustine, Rumi, Søren Kierkegaard, Karl Barth, Michael Mayne, even Dean Smith, not only reflect the preacher’s wide reading but also show him acquainting his congregation with a larger literary and theological world. Here, as elsewhere, he allows his congregation to hear a rich variety of ancient and modern voices from different social contexts interpreting Scripture and grappling with complex doctrinal issues.

      In all these sermons, we hear an imaginative, theologically astute preacher and life observer relate the Bible and the Christian faith meaningfully to a congregation and its wider online audience who are struggling to make sense of an ongoing health crisis and a complex mix of social issues over the course of a year.

      
        
        Carl R. Holladay

        C. H. Candler Professor Emeritus

        of New Testament, Emory University

        Durham, NC

        January 4, 2025

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PREFACE

          

        

      

    

    
      In the early days of the COVID-19 pandemic we were told that it was necessary to follow pandemic protocols, including ‘lock down,’ for “a few weeks” in order to help “flatten the curve” of hospitalizations. In reality, those ‘few weeks’ of following emergency protocols became a few months, and, eventually, more than a year. Like 2020, 2021 will also be remembered as a plague year.

      In addition to the COVID-19 emergency, the social protests following the deaths of Ahmaud Arbery, George Floyd and Breonna Taylor added fuel to the fire of an already stressful time. In his literary biography of the Christian writer Frederick Buechner, Jeffrey Munroe, in reflecting on Buechner’s activities and commitments during the 1960s, writes: “America erupted in the 1960s…” America erupted again in the early 2020s.

      The biblical meditations contained in this collection come from the year 2021. First offered in St. Luke’s Episcopal Church in Cleveland, Tennessee, all have been revised for publication. While each address was first crafted to meet a particular moment in the life of a particular Christian congregation, they were also offered with a view to the future, asking both preacher and hearer: What are the lessons we are meant to be learning during these turbulent times? What changes in our ways of thinking and acting are we being called to make? Are there silver linings to be discerned amidst the myriad challenges none of us would have chosen to face? To put it in more obviously theological terms, each address was meant to face the question: How can this time be redeemed? Or, put another way: Going forward, are we being called to travel by a different way?

      

      
        
        Joel W. Huffstetler

        Rector, St. Luke’s Episcopal Church

        Cleveland, Tennessee

        Ascension Day 2025

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      The best books of sermons never begin with the purpose of being a book. Rather, each sermon begins with a preacher and a Christian community gathered to hear Good News. Does that sermon work? If so, might the sermon which edified and inspired a people in a certain time and place also be a source of Good News to the reader who is now ‘overhearing’ the sermon from a distance?

      I believe Joel Huffstetler’s newest collection of sermons from the pandemic year of 2021 will be the kind of book that will be well worth ‘overhearing’ now. These are biblical sermons which also engaged the on-the-ground realities of community life in the lingering months of the pandemic. In Christian communities, our primary context is that of a people of the Book, a people shaped by Holy Scripture. From that context, we situate ourselves in the local physical communities where we live and work, experiencing both joy and sorrow. Fr. Joel is faithful to both communities and has fashioned sermons that will continue to bless many readers who have never set foot in St. Luke’s Episcopal Church in Cleveland, Tennessee.

      The monk Thomas Merton shared this wisdom in his classic book New Seeds of Contemplation:

      
        
        We do not go into the desert to escape people but to learn how to find them; we do not leave them in order to have nothing more to do with them, but to find out the way to do them the most good. But this is only a secondary end. The one end that includes all others is the love of God.

      

      

      He is making the case that a true contemplative must have perspective and a healthy understanding of themselves as a person made in God’s image before entering into community with others. Otherwise, as I recall hearing a Baptist preacher say, “We end up using people and loving things, not loving people and using things.”

      Fr. Joel is a priest, pastor, teacher, and preacher who lives deeply in the context of Holy Scripture. He goes into those biblical stories, however, not to avoid people or the matters of our time. Rather, it is his ongoing engagement of the biblical narrative that shapes the wisdom which blessed the first hearers of these sermons in 2021 and will offer ongoing wisdom to all who will linger with these sermons going forward. If you choose to attend to them, you will be blessed.

      
        
        Brian L. Cole

        Fifth Bishop of the Episcopal Diocese of East Tennessee

        Lent 2025
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            TRAVELING BY A DIFFERENT WAY
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          MATTHEW 2:1–12 • 3 JANUARY 2021 SECOND SUNDAY OF CHRISTMAS

        

      

    

    
      
        
        1In the time of King Herod, after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea, wise men from the East came to Jerusalem, 2asking, “Where is the child who has been born king of the Jews? For we observed his star at its rising, and have come to pay him homage.” 3When King Herod heard this, he was frightened, and all Jerusalem with him; 4and calling together all the chief priests and scribes of the people, he inquired of them where the Messiah was to be born. 5They told him, “In Bethlehem of Judea; for so it has been written by the prophet: 6ʻAnd you, Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, are by no means least among the rulers of Judah; for from you shall come a ruler who is to shepherd my people Israel.’” 7Then Herod secretly  called for the wise men and learned from them the exact time when the star  had appeared. 8Then he sent them to Bethlehem, saying, “Go and search diligently for the child; and when you have found him, bring me word so  that I may also go and pay him homage.” 9When they had heard the king,  they set out; and there, ahead of them, went the star that they had seen at its rising, until it stopped over the place where the child was. 10When they saw that the star had stopped, they were overwhelmed with joy. 11On entering the house, they saw the child with Mary his mother; and they knelt down and paid him homage. Then, opening their treasure chests, they offered him gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh. 12And having been warned in a dream not to return to Herod, they left for their own country by another road.
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        * * *

      

      Ever since I was a child I have enjoyed looking at Christmas lights. I really enjoy looking at Christmas lights. Debbie and I always mark out a couple of evenings each December to ride around town and take in as many Christmas lights as possible. Most years, I see at least one Nativity scene that particularly catches my attention. The scene typically includes Mary, Joseph, the baby Jesus, some quite clean looking shepherds, some exceptionally well-behaved sheep, the wise men—and Santa Claus!

      The New Testament contains four canonical Gospels which offer four different perspectives on the life and meaning of Jesus. The four Gospels share much in common, of course, but each is distinctive as well. Matthew, Mark, Luke and John each has its own distinct point of view. Imagine if I were to hand out a fresh legal pad to four of you and said: “Take your time, and write as much or as little as you like on who Jesus Christ is to you.” Imagine four of you in the congregation taking on this assignment. Doubtless there would be points of commonality in what was written, and yet there would also be distinctions. Each of the four would write from her or his own perspective. And that is what we have in the Gospels: four distinct stories of Jesus. Mark and John chose not to include infancy narratives in their Gospels, thus we get our Christmas stories from Matthew and Luke. Though Matthew’s infancy narrative is of invaluable importance to the Christian tradition, Luke’s is more familiar in popular culture. A portion of Luke’s infancy narrative is recited by Linus in “A Charlie Brown Christmas.” Case closed.

      That said, it is only in Matthew’s Gospel that we encounter the Magi, the wise men. “Magi” comes from the Greek word for magic. You will notice that Matthew does not tell us the names (nor the number!) of the Magi. The names Gaspar, Melchior, and Balthasar are supplied by later tradition. Matthew does not say that they were kings, and in fact, they almost certainly were not kings. They were in all probability philosophers, magicians, astrologers—sages. These Magi looked to the heavens for signs, for meaning. Matthew does tell us that they came from the East and, given the historical context, in all likelihood came from either modern-day Iraq, Iran, or Saudi Arabia.

      One of the great preachers of our time is Sam Lloyd, who was chaplain at the University of the South when I was a student in the seminary there. In a fine collection of sermons from his time as dean of Washington National Cathedral (2005–11), Sam Lloyd states in a sermon titled, “The Magi and Us”: “For Matthew, the story of the Magi is the Christmas story, the arrival of Gentiles from the far corners of the earth to worship the next king.”⁠1 One of the distinctives of Matthew is that it is regarded as the most Jewish of the four Gospels. There are frequent Old Testament references in Matthew, and much of its content is portrayed as having “fulfilled” the Scriptures. Matthew’s Gospel offers a thoroughgoingly Jewish perspective, and yet the Christmas story he tells has to do with Gentiles and their recognition that this newborn child will come to be recognized as the king of the Jews.

      Our text is Matthew 2:1–12. If we go all the way to the end of Matthew, we read the risen Christ saying in 28:19: “Go therefore and make disciples of all (emphasis added) nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit…” The Great Commission, the climactic ending of the Gospel of Matthew, once again involves Gentiles. Post-Easter, the risen Christ is Lord of all, yet even in the beginning of his Gospel, through the story of the Magi, Matthew would have us understand that this particular Jewish child is destined to bring good news to all humanity.

      In addition to the Magi, we meet King Herod in our passage. Herod was a native ‘client’ king, a puppet king who ruled at the pleasure of Rome. Sam Lloyd says of King Herod: “Herod is…one of history’s worst villains. He murdered his wife, three of his children, and most of his good friends—anyone who made him feel threatened.”⁠2 I would add to Lloyd’s list that Herod also murdered his mother-in-law, his brother-in-law, and an uncle. Herod was a merciless tyrant. In a summary statement, N. T. Wright says of Herod: “The house of Herod did not take kindly to the idea of anyone else claiming to be ‘king of the Jews.’”⁠3

      We read in 2:11: “On entering the house, [the Magi] saw the child with Mary his mother; and they knelt down and paid him homage. Then, opening their treasure chests, they offered him gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh.” And then in 2:12: “And having been warned in a dream not to return to Herod, they left for their own country by another road.”

      Sermons offered during this pandemic need to connect to the real world concerns of hearers. Preaching is always meant to be authentic, grounded, but especially now, in such a turbulent time as ours, every word of every sermon should be carefully chosen for maximum impact. Reflecting on 2:12, Lloyd states: “to follow this child is to live [in] a different way.”⁠4 The Magi had the wisdom to choose to go home by a different road, a different way. And for us to follow the Christ is to live our lives in a different way—even now in these especially challenging times. Reflecting on the place of spirituality in the pandemic, Rowan Williams has written in his new book, Candles in the Dark: Faith, Hope and Love in a Time of Pandemic: “The great question, as and when we have emerged from the immediate shadow of the pandemic, will be: What have we learned?”⁠5 Yet even while still in the throes of the pandemic, we are meant to consider what lastingly important spiritual lessons we can already be learning. How are our priorities being reshaped as we work our way through the pandemic? Our commitments? Our passion for justice and peace? In the end, what will we have learned? And how will we have been transformed for the better?

      It has been over thirty years since I have heard Sam Lloyd preach in person. It is hard for me to believe that it has been that long, because in my mind’s memory I can still hear the tone of his voice. I can still hear his inflections. And I can still remember many of the punchlines of Sam’s sermons all these years later. Sam Lloyd took great care in preparing his sermons. It was clear each week that he had put in the requisite amount of time, study, and reflection—and on the day his delivery was as smooth as silk. Every week Sam’s meticulously prepared sermons were delivered with precision, and with grace. In thinking this past week of Sam’s preaching, I was reminded of something Sir Laurence Olivier said when asked: What is the key to a great performance? Olivier’s answer: “The key to a great performance is having the humility to prepare, and then the confidence to pull it off.” What an extraordinary insight. Sam Lloyd’s preaching has that rare blend of humility and confidence, and in honor of all that he has taught me and so many others by example over the years, on this Second Sunday of Christmas I leave us with Sam’s words: “We who have been to Bethlehem this season now face the question, Are we willing to follow this child? If so, we have quite an adventure ahead, traveling by a different way.”⁠6 Amen.

    

    
      
        
        

        
          
1 Samuel T. Lloyd III, Sermons from the National Cathedral: Soundings for the Journey (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 2013), 248.

          

          
2 Ibid., 249.

          

          
3 N. T. Wright, Matthew for Everyone: Part One, Chapters 1–15. Second Edition (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2004), 11.

          

          
4 Lloyd, 250.

          

          
5 Rowan Williams, Candles In the Dark: Faith, Hope and Love In A Time of Pandemic (London: Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge, 2020), 95.

          

          
6 Lloyd, 250.
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            CAN ANYTHING GOOD COME OUT OF NAZARETH?
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          JOHN 1:43–51 • 17 JANUARY 2021 SECOND SUNDAY AFTER THE EPIPHANY

        

      

    

    
      
        
        43The next day Jesus decided to go to Galilee. He found Philip and said to him, “Follow me.” 44Now Philip was from Bethsaida, the city of Andrew and Peter. 45Philip found Nathanael and said to him, “We have found him about whom Moses in the law and also the prophets wrote, Jesus son of Joseph from Nazareth.” 46Nathanael said to him, “Can anything good come out of Nazareth?” Philip said to him, “Come and see.” 47When Jesus saw Nathanael coming toward him, he said of him, “Here is truly an Israelite in whom there is no deceit!” 48Nathanael asked him, “Where did you get to know me?” Jesus answered, “I saw you under the fig tree before Philip called you.” 49Nathanael replied, “Rabbi, you are the Son of God! You are the King of Israel!” 50Jesus answered, “Do you believe because I told that  I saw you under the fig tree? You will see greater things than these.” 51And he said to him, “Very truly, I tell you, you will see heaven opened and the angels of God ascending and descending upon the Son of Man.”
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        * * *

      

      When we are first getting to know someone, it is common to ask: “Where are you from?” Or, as I would say: “Where you from?” I am from the southern Piedmont of North Carolina, and so I (we) typically drop the “are” in the question. And I drop the “e” from “where” and I pronounce “from” as frum. All of this is done unconsciously, and reflects the regional dialect I learned in my childhood. So “Where are you from?” for me is: “Wher’ you frum?”

      “Where are you from?” is a common conversation starter. A visitor to St. Luke’s, who is now a beloved parishioner and friend, said to me the day of her first visit: “You’re from North Carolina.” Having just met her, I asked: “How do you know that?” She said, “Because you don’t say want, you say wont.” And she was right. If I wish to say, “I will not want to do that,” what I actually say is: “I won’t wont to do that.”

      Debbie and I were in Paris a number of years ago, and on a gloriously sunny day we paid a visit to the Rodin Museum. The grounds of the museum include a beautiful garden which features a number of Rodin’s statues. During our visit, there came a point when I saw three men about my age whom I could hear talking to each other in English—my English. I could not help but overhear a certain twang which sounded so intimately familiar to me, and, being in Paris, I simply could not resist the temptation, and so I approached them slowly and said: “I don’t ever do this, but y’all have got to be frum North Carolina.” To which one of them replied: “We’re frum Hick’ry (Hickory). Wher’ you frum?” “I’m frum Gaston County.” And from that moment we all talked as if we had known each other forever.

      The question can be used differently. “Where are you from?” can be a way to determine how much we have in common, or, how we might be different. It can be a way of saying: “You’re not from around here, are you?” We had a foreign exchange student from Sweden in the parish a couple of years ago. He had a real impact on our youth, and our youth had a similar impact on him. It was a wonderful, mutually beneficial relationship. At some point prior to him giving his Youth Sunday sermon he said to me in reference to his mother: “When she found out I was coming to Tennessee, she cried.” I asked why, and he told me that she said: “I don’t want you to be that close to Alabama.” Which is hilarious in Tennessee, though not in Alabama.

      When I was going away to college, I have a specific memory of being pulled aside by a loved one the day before I made the two-hour journey north to college, and she proceeded to tell me three things to be wary of regarding “Northerners.” 1. They drink more than we do. 2. They are not as friendly as we are. 3. A lot of them are Catholic. The conversation was not subtle. I was to be wary of people from ‘up North.’ Of course it works both ways. Prejudice nearly always works both ways. When I was nearing graduation from college, a professor of sociology—which is key to this brief story—a professor of sociology came up to congratulate me on my academic accomplishments in the Social Sciences department, and in that brief conversation he said to me at one point: “Where are you from?” And I said: “I’m from (frum) Gaston County, North Carolina.” He responded: “Well, originally, where are you from?” And I said: “I’m from North Carolina.” To which he replied: “Oh, I’m surprised that you’re a Southerner.” Outright regional prejudice—from a highly esteemed professor of sociology.

      We read the Bible with 2,000 years’ worth of hindsight at our disposal. We have twenty centuries of history and interpretation to reflect upon. But the characters in the Bible were experiencing its events in real time, and thus Nathanael had no prior knowledge of Jesus before their first meeting recorded in John 1:47–51. From two millennia away we know more about Jesus than Nathanael did standing right in front of him.

      Nazareth was an agrarian village of zero historical importance prior to its recognition as the hometown of Jesus. Nazareth, in the time of the New Testament, had no geographic significance and was of no strategic importance to the nation of Israel. To be from Nazareth was to be from ‘nowhere.’ And so Nathanael instinctively, reflexively, asks: “Can anything good come out of Nazareth?”

      One of the great scholars of the Gospel of John was D. Moody Smith: Dwight Moody Smith, who taught for many years at Duke Divinity School. In his commentary on this encounter between Nathanael and Jesus, Smith writes: “Only being with Jesus provides sufficient basis to understand who he is.”⁠1 A one-liner with such powerful insight. And we have to be with someone to get to know who they really are. We have to engage someone in conversation in order to gain an informed sense of what they stand for. Perhaps most important of all, we have to listen carefully in order to hear. We have to listen to someone, talk to them, and engage them with an open mind if we wish to get beyond our initial, instinctive, reflexive prejudgments. We all learned as children: “You cannot judge a book by its cover.” And thus Smith’s comment on John 1:46a: Only being with Jesus provides sufficient basis to understand him.

      In thinking about Nathanael and his instinctive prejudice, especially in light of this particular period in our history, in preparing for this address I could not help but be reminded of the March on Washington, August 28, 1963. In the midst of his “I Have a Dream” speech, Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. said: “I have a dream that my four little children will one day live in a nation where they will not be judged by the color of their skin but by the content of their character.” Those words were spoken fifty-seven years ago.

      Nathanael’s being in the presence of Jesus results in this marvelous exchange in 1:47–49: “When Jesus saw Nathanael coming toward him, he said of him, ‘Here is truly an Israelite in whom there is no deceit!’ Nathanael asked him, ‘Where did you get to know me?’  Jesus answered, ‘I saw you under the fig tree before Philip called you.’ Nathanael replied, ‘Rabbi, you are the Son of God! You are the King of Israel!’” From Can anything good come out of Nazareth? Nathanael’s whole sense of Jesus is turned around by what? By engagement, by conversation. Nathanael felt seen, understood, valued—and in the process his whole sense, his whole perception of Jesus was turned from dismissive to respectful. “Rabbi, you are the Son of God! You are the King of Israel!” is a completely different reaction from, “Can anything good come out of Nazareth?”

      Of course, this exchange is only the beginning for Nathanael and Jesus. They doubtless went on to have many more conversations. But in this initial encounter Jesus could see that Nathanael’s instinctive perception had changed, and so John tells us in 1:50: “Jesus answered, ‘Do you believe because I told you that I saw you under the fig tree? You will see greater things than these.’”

      We see both a beautiful and instructive evolution in our passage, from an instinctive, blind prejudice—“Can anything good come out of Nazareth?”—to, “Rabbi, you are the Son of God! You are the King of Israel!” Again, in the words of D. Moody Smith: Only being with Jesus provides sufficient basis to understand who he is. And not just Jesus. Amen.

    

    
      
        
        

        
          
1 D. Moody Smith, “John.” Harper’s Bible  Commentary. James L. Mays, General Editor (San Francisco: Harper & Row, Publishers, 1998), 1049.
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            THE RHYTHM OF HABIT
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          MARK 1:14–20 • 24 JANUARY 2021 THIRD SUNDAY AFTER THE EPIPHANY

        

      

    

    
      
        
        14Now after John was arrested, Jesus came to Galilee, proclaiming the good news of God, 15and saying, “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe in the good news.” 16As Jesus passed along the Sea of Galilee, he saw Simon and his brother Andrew casting a net into the sea—for they were fishermen. 17And Jesus said to  them, “Follow me and I will make you fish for people.” 18And immediately they left their nets and followed him. 19As he went a little farther, he saw James son of Zebedee and his brother John, who were in their boat mending the nets. 20Immediately he called them; and they left their father Zebedee in the boat with the hired men, and followed him.
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        * * *

      

      This past Advent season, I came across a phrase that has made a strong and lasting impression on me: “the rhythm of habit.” During the biblical era, commercial fishing was a prosperous business in the Holy Land. Demand was high, and at that time fish were plentiful in the Sea of Galilee. In our own day, we are familiar with family businesses which have been passed down from generation to generation. In the biblical era a family business could be handed down not just for generations, but for centuries. And thus Peter and Andrew and James and John doubtless knew their fishing. In all likelihood their families had been in the business for generations. And thus Peter and Andrew and James and John surely knew the rhythm of habit. Commercial fishing was hard work, but profitable. It was what Peter and Andrew and James and John knew. These professional fishermen would have known all about the rhythm of habit.

      And then one day a young rabbi approaches. Doubtless he is charismatic. Mark cuts to the chase as he portrays Jesus announcing: “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe in the good news.” And then to Peter and Andrew, in the midst of their familiar routine, Jesus says: “Follow me and I will make you fish for people.” This stark invitation calls for a definite response. Are you coming with me or not? Will you follow me or not? And, of course, we know their answer: Yes. Peter and Andrew, and then James and John answer the call: Follow me... And thus begins the Jesus Movement.

      We too are part of the Jesus Movement, the same Jesus Movement whose birth we see portrayed in Mark 1:14–20. Of course, Peter and Andrew and James and John were already people of faith, else they likely would not have been interested in nor moved by what a young rabbi had to say. In commenting on our passage N. T. Wright observes: “Jesus was now calling them to trust the good news that their God was doing something new.”⁠1 Their God was doing something new, and Jesus invites these four fishermen to leave their nets and be a part of the movement. Follow me and I will make you fish for people.

      Jesus did not call these sets of brothers to a spiritual retreat. The movement did not seek to wall itself off from the rest of the world. The movement was for the world. “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God (emphasis added) has come near; repent, and believe in the good news.” The message, the movement, was for all, and Jesus knew that it would take people like Peter and Andrew and James and John—people like us—to spread the good news of the inbreaking of the kingdom.

      We are all out of our routines, we are out of our ‘rhythm’ because of the pandemic. As individuals, as a parish church—and as a nation—we are all out of our rhythm. So much that is familiar and comfortable to us has been turned on its head beginning last March. Due to the pandemic, churches, for the first time, went to online worship out of necessity. We all know the truism: Necessity is the mother of invention. There have been grievous losses during the pandemic, including the familiarity, the rhythm, the habit of regular contact with friends and family. Regarding our parish in particular, we have lost many opportunities for fellowship. And yet, we started to notice something as online worship found its footing. In the Comments section we began to see the names of people unfamiliar to us, some of them from this area, and others from places far and wide. We also noticed people beginning to reconnect with St. Luke’s; parishioners who moved away years ago or had lost touch with us one way or another can now reconnect with us digitally. As online worship gained an audience we began to realize that the ‘footprint’ of St. Luke’s was growing larger than ever.

      I can remember going over to my office after church on a particular Sunday and checking the Comments section. Someone near to us geographically but new to the church said: “I’m less than a mile from you.” Less than a mile. The very next comment stated: “We’re checking in from Costa Rica.” Ironically, in the midst of an ongoing pandemic our ‘mission field’ has opened up. In this new era of digital connection we realize that there are now few inherent geographic boundaries that limit the reach of this or any other church. Early on in the pandemic I read an article online in which an author in the UK stated: Every Sunday morning I now can choose whether I want to go to church in Bristol or Oxford or Salisbury or London. Increasingly, people near and far are learning that they now can choose to worship with us.

      There have been some awful disruptions to our rhythms of habit during the pandemic, and yet at the same time a whole new world of possibilities has opened to us. And in terms of the Church at large, local congregations now have opportunities to share the Gospel of Jesus Christ with more people than ever before. Follow me and I will make you fish for people. For us that used to mean primarily Cleveland, Bradley County, and the surrounding area. But now it means the entire region, the nation, and yes, even the world. In less than a year, our mission field has expanded in ways that none of us had ever thought to imagine.

      “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe in the good news.” None of us would have chosen the disruptions to our routines that we have been experiencing for nearly a year. No sane person would choose for this pandemic to impact the entire world with so much pain, so much uncertainty, so much loss. And yet… As is so often the case, this crisis does bring with it opportunities: opportunities for us to rethink, to reimagine, and to reprioritize what really matters—even what is possible. Just think about the once seemingly limitless possibilities now squarely before us.

      It must have been a startling and disrupting invitation to those fishermen on what had started out to be a seemingly ordinary day: “Follow me and I will make you fish for people.” The same invitation is now issued to us in this season which brings with it both crisis and opportunity: Follow me… Amen.

    

    
      
        
        

        
          
1 N. T. Wright, Mark for Everyone (London: Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge, 2001), 10.
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