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“One morning, while it was still very dark,       
 Jesus got up and went out to a deserted place,       
  and there he prayed.” 

It’s early in Jesus’ ministry.   

 He has just had a huge success. 

In Peter’s home town of Capernaum he healed Peter’s mother-in-law. 

 The news must have traveled like wildfire. 

 “There is a man in town who can heal your diseases     
  with a touch, a word, a look!” 

The whole city is outside in the yard in no time,       
 and Mark tells us that Jesus healed many of the sick      
  and cast out many demons.         
   In the 1st century, many illnesses such as seizure disorders and   
    mental illness were usually attributed to demons. 

It must have been exhausting,         
 just responding to so many people.         
  If you work with the public all day long you might know about that. 

Then there is the sheer exhilaration of it all. 

 
Some of us have had moments of overwhelming success. 

 Can you imagine what it must have been like?      
  Person after person looking at you with wonder,     
   with hope, and, if a healing had taken place, perhaps tears of gratitude? 

How much time do you suppose there was between healings,  

 How much down time would a large and excited crowd stand? 

It must have been extraordinary.         
 It must have been wild. It must have been hard.      
  It must have worn Jesus right to the bone, so that,     
   if his head was not too full of the exhilaration of it all,    
   he would have fallen asleep within seconds     
    once his was finally allowed to lie down. 

 Please remember that we are talking about a man, not a man/God mashup  
  who never gets tired, or frightened, or lonely, or frustrated, or simply done in. 
   A Jesus like that would have no real connection to human life.  
    Would he? This Jesus feels utterly overwhelmed. 

 



“In the morning, while it was still very dark,        
 he got up and went out to a deserted place, and there he prayed.” 

When we are worn out, deserted places are important. 

 My sister called me once to ask advice       
 about a place where a mutual friend could get away.     
  The friend’s husband had died at the age of only fifty-four    
   after a long and terrible illness. 

She had taken over his business, dealt with his estate and,     
 hadn’t had a vacation of any kind in years. 

She called Julie asking for advice about where to go.      
 Somewhere at the beach, she said, that isn’t crowed.      
  Somewhere private, somewhere restful. I knew just the place. 

 

Everyone here this morning has a story about a place to get away from it all   
 —at the beach, on the farm, in the mountains. 

Your own deserted place where your successes can be savored    
 or your failures forgotten, or just a place where the phone doesn’t ring   
  and you don’t have to answer the questions,      
   fix the food, or even get dressed if you don’t want to. 

Where you can find a bench or rock or a tree root      
 where you can sit for as long as you like to think or daydream or pray. 

 

 

Getting away like that to a deserted place is important for us all,    
 even for children. 

For a child, any corner can be a deserted place. 
 As a little girl living in suburban Washington,       
  there was a field a few blocks from my house       
  behind the fire station that was bisected by a row of tall evergreens. 

One day I discovered that there was a little place among the trees    
 where the floor was carpeted with pine needles      
  and the branches formed walls and a ceiling. 

I spent a lot of time in that solitary place,        
 pretending to be a beautiful princess,        
  a powerful magician, and international spy,      
   especially when the firemen were outside     
    and I could watch them from my hidden spot. 

It was in that place that I discovered         
 that if you leave jars filled with water in the freezing cold,      
  the water expands and breaks the glass,       
   which seemed like a miracle the day I found      
    the broken glass and the perfect cylinders of ice on the ground. 

 



 

My friend, Ted Wardlaw, a preacher’s kid, who’s president of Austin Seminary now, 
 Ted had a special place when he was little, too,      
  a big rock near a stream out in front of his parent’s cottage in Montreat, NC.  

His parents called it the “worrying rock,”        
 but Ted says he never worried there. 

He piloted steamboats from that rock,        
 or rested after climbing a mile-high mountain. 

Or, like me, he would just sit in his deserted place a few steps from his door  
 and think and dream for hours. 

That house is his house now and he still sits there. 

 “I cannot begin to tell you,” he writes,        
  “what wondrous things have happened to me there at that lonely place.” 

 

“In the morning, while it was still very dark,       
 Jesus got up and went out to a deserted place, and there he prayed.” 

The God that Jesus spends time with is the God Jama read about     
  in the scripture lesson from Second Isaiah,      
   a God so high, so good,         
    so wondrous that even a few moments      
         spent in God’s presence might bring enormous peace and rest.  

Peace because the world is so clearly in God’s hands alone.     
 Rest because God gives power to the faint       
  and strength to the powerless. 

Jesus, remember would have known these very words;     
 in other places in the gospels he quotes from Isaiah by heart.    
  But, it does little good to go spend time with God     
   if you don’t know who God is; Isaiah knows. 

Isaiah was writing to overcome the people’s skepticism     
  about God’s overwhelming goodness and power. 

Isaiah was writing for well-educated, capable people      
 who had carved good lives for themselves        
  from the political wreckage of Judah,       
   skilled artisans and scholars who had been taken in exile   
    precisely because they were useful citizens. 

They don’t have to rely on theology.        
 They don’t have to rely on biblical tradition,       
  which they didn’t know very well anyway after decades in exile. 

So Isaiah carefully builds his argument about        
 just who God really is.         

He begins with a series of rapid fire questions. 

 Have you not known, have you not heard? 

 Don’t you remember your own story?  



God is so far above the circle of the earth       
 that living things are like hopping insects,       
  would-be rulers are like stems of grass       
   God can blow them this way or that.  

Or, if you would rather put your faith in stars and planets,     
 which many people do with their morning horoscope,     
  has it occurred to you who made them? 

A note of exasperation at how dense we are comes in      
 when the prophet cries          
  “Why do you say God pays no attention to your concerns?    
   Have you not known? Have you not heard?”     
    (The poetry is incredibly beautiful.)     
   God is not a fix, or a miracle, or a genie. 

   God is the Creator of the ends of the earth. 

If what you want is simple proof, forget it:       
 God’s understanding is unsearchable. 

Isaiah’s final words are reserved for whoever is still listening,     
 for those who haven’t settled         
  for a more manageable god from the idol market. 

But for those whose trust remains,        
 these are exquisite words of reassurance       
  about God’s reliability and strength,       
   which surpasses all examples of strength from the natural world  
    such as the strength or swiftness of young men or   
      an eagle rising by the effort of its own wing beats. 

 
 

“In the morning, while it was still very dark,       
 Jesus got up and went out to a deserted place, and there he prayed.” 

 

Back in Capernaum, things are not so peaceful.      
 What had started the day before is cooking up again. 

 People are searching everywhere for the amazing healer. 

The disciples, says Mark, Are “hunting” for him,       
 an ominous word no matter how you look at it. 

They want to hunt him down and bring him back      
 to the scene of his achievement, to the crowds,      
  to the anticipation, to the success. 

They are in on it after all. As Jesus’ closest associates,     
 his success must seem like their success. 

Who wouldn’t want to go back to the kind       
 of unending gratitude and popularity a healer can expect? 

 



Jesus’ time in the deserted place, then, 

 is more than just a time to rest and pray.       
  It was time in which to make a decision. 

Because we know the end of the story,        
 it is easy to forget that Jesus had choices to make along the way. 

He has healing power, but he is more than just a healer.     
 Should he go back to Capernaum        
  where everything had gone so well,        
   should he stay there and let the people come to him?    
    Or move on to the next place to preach and teach and heal,  
     then move on again to the next place and the next  
       until one day he arrives in Jerusalem? 

 

 

The deserted places we’ve talked about so far       
 have been easy places to be, places of rest, places of peace. 

  But Jesus’ time alone that morning can’t have been restful. 

Surely there was anguish in those hours.       
 The word used here for “deserted place” is translated elsewhere as “wilderness.” 

 

Theologian Douglas John Hall has called prayer       
 “Thinking your way into God’s world.” 

Is that what Jesus did that morning?        
 Think his way into God’s world after an exhilarating day of reward in this world? 

Did he use that time to think his way toward God’s plans     
 not only for him but for all of us? 
Theologian Tom Long has said, “There were two paths     
  leading out from that deserted place. 

One led back to a place where all were crying joyfully, ‘Hosanna.’ 

 The other path led to a place where all would cry, ‘Crucify him.’ 

The lonely place was no place of serene reflection;      
 it was a place of decision:         
  the Kingdom of Self-interest versus the Kingdom of God...”  

 

 

We need that kind of discernment today in the church,      
 particularly now when there is so much anxiety      
  that we mainstream Presbyterians are in decline. 

Fred Craddock tells a story of a church in a major urban area     
 which, during an interim between pastors,       
  decided to change its mission and focus       
   by searching for a very different sort of pastor. 



They had had a string of pastors who cared deeply       
 about the church’s involvement in society;       
  who encouraged the church to found a soup kitchen     
   and a clothes closet for the neighborhood poor,     
    to advocate for social change in the community that   
     would benefit those least able to advocate for themselves. 

But not all the members were comfortable with this social commitment   
 it brought in folks who —in terms of appearance and background—   
  were not like the long-term members. 

Gradually, as the church opted more and more       
 for faithfulness in mission instead of success in numbers,     
  many in that congregation began to long for a different kind of church. 

So during this particular interim between pastors,      
 they decided to look for someone         
  who would leave the social agenda alone and,       
   above all else, pack the sanctuary. 

 

 

Craddock happened to worship in that church some years      
 after the new pastor was installed. 

The soup kitchen had been dismantled,        
 the clothes closet moved to some other church,      
  the sermon on that day made no mention       
   of the world beyond that place       
    but focused instead on individual piety. 

Craddock says that the thing he remembers most about that day    
 was that, during the prelude time,        
  as folks thronged in to pack the place;       
   an usher stood in the balcony       
    —intently watching the crowds coming in the doors   
     and holding one of those “clickers.”    
  

 

Don’t get me wrong. 

 There is nothing wrong with success. 

  There is nothing wrong with a thick bankbook,      
   or a comfortable house, or a full sanctuary,     
    unless the so-called success is achieved    
     by refusing to move toward God,   

    by lingering in a place designed solely for our own comfort;  
     a place where there are no conflicts, no homeless,  
    no hungry neighbors, no sticky social issues     
     that we don’t agree about,      
    no political life outside the walls,      



     no need to truly open ourselves to people    
    who might change us if we ever figure out    
     how to offer them a genuine welcome. 

 

 

We need the same discernment in our own lives.      
 All of us face seasons of decision        
  when we can move toward God or move away,      
   stay in our own Capernaum or move forward toward the unknown. 

Many of us pray in those times and places       
 for the ability to sort through all that we’re hearing       
  and make a faithful choice. 

 

I have a good friend, a wonderful, compassionate pastor and superb preacher.   
 She made a hard choice. She hasn’t served a church in two years. She’s done. 

She was serving a troubled church who called her to come in and help them.  
 They were in decline. This was in the Atlanta suburbs. 

  Things began to turn around quickly.       
 Folks from the neighborhood started coming in.       
  They didn’t look like the folks who had been there all along.     
  Some of them were immigrants. She worked really hard     
   with an after-school program. It was full of children from a local school. 

So, things were changing.  

 

One day while driving to church, she saw a multi-car accident.    
 It was a terrible accident. She pulled over and stopped.      
  She went to each car and checked on people.       

One of the drivers involved in the accident was a teenage kid,    
 an African-American kid, who was by himself. He was not badly injured,   
  and he too was checking on people. She talked to him.    
 When the police arrived they zeroed in on this teenager.      
  One of the policeman called him “boy”.        
   He then told the EMT’s to strap him to a board.     
   His head, his hands, his legs, so he couldn’t move.     
    They put him in an ambulance and took him away.    
  My friend said that he was terrified. She was terrified for him.   
 The following Sunday, she told that story in a sermon and she prayed    
  about racial tension and the problems we know we are facing as a nation.   
   Within a couple of weeks the personnel committee called a meeting  
     and called her in and told her she was on probation.   
 She said, “No, I’m not. I’m not your pastor anymore.”  

 

 



 

“In the morning, while it was still very dark,       
 Jesus got up and went out to a deserted place,      
  and there he prayed.” 

The disciples hunted him down to take him back to Capernaum,    
 but he said, “God was in Capernaum yesterday      
  and all that happened there was good.       
   But today God’s call is down the next road and the next,   
    and I will move toward God, not away.” 

When our next opportunity comes as a church to move toward God;    
 when your next opportunity comes to make a difficult choice,    
  may we find the time and place to pray       
  with all that is in us for the courage and resolve to move ahead.  

    Amen.  


