St Eds 8am, 9.30m, St John’s 11am

Last week in church we were thinking about waiting and how we hate to wait because it feels like “dead time”, time when we could be doing something better. Waiting in for the delivery man, hanging on the phone to a call centre, standing in a queue – these things are boring or irritating. But we thought that perhaps not all waiting is bad. Some waiting is good – waiting for a baby to be born, for example, whilst not without its anxious moments and some discomforts, is exciting, full of anticipation and hope. And sometimes, if we are going to hear something important we have to stop and wait so that we can hear properly what is being said to us. 
I want to think a little today about time and how we use it and I want to look at our story from Mark’s gospel to help us with that thinking. 

We live in a world where we feel ourselves to be time-poor. It is one of the strange paradoxes of modern life that we have created a huge number of devices made to save us time and yet many people still feel they are too busy. The demands come at us from all angles – work, family, keeping a home going. Not all these demands are bad. In many ways, home, family, work, are the things that give us fulfilment and satisfaction. They are the things we should be giving our time to. What puts us under time pressure is the way in which these demands gang up together and back us into a corner and then start arguing amongst themselves about who we should listen to most. In the midst of this clamour and the noise of modern life, how do we struggle through the crowd of demands and break free to a place of quiet and calm? Because we can sure of this: if we are always and only every busy our spirits will start to feel like a neglected child left and forgotten in a dark room. I want to suggest that we need to spend some time waiting on God if we are to be any use to ourselves and to others.
[At this baptism service this question has particular relevance. What relationship do we want these children to have with time?] Sometimes, I fear we are creating children who have the same anxieties and worries about time as we adults. Many modern children, including my own, have diary commitments that would make the President of the United States wince. A recent report into childhood from the Children’s Society has identified the tremendous pressure, children come under in school due to a regime of tests and targets. This, I might add, despite the best efforts of teachers to make the system more humane. Any educational system that makes children anxious in this way is corrupt and should be scrapped. We do not need children to get into the habit of feeling constantly stressed and busy just so they can comfortably fit into a stressed and busy world when they grow up.
So I notice this about Jesus. Rather understating the case, he is a busy man. We are told:

That evening after sunset the people brought to Jesus all the sick and demon-possessed. The whole town gathered at the door, and Jesus healed many who had various diseases.

If you get a reputation for healing the sick, don’t be surprised when they come looking for you in great numbers. The weight of people’s needs, their simple demand to be made well, bears in on Jesus. If he tries to get away, like needy children, they come looking for him.
Simon and his companions went to look for him, and when they found him, they exclaimed: “Everyone is looking for you!” 

Sometimes it can be hard to get some peace and quiet. I would be very tempted to tell them to clear off. But Jesus knows he has a job to do. He has to tell people that God has good news for them – that they can be free, whole, loved and joyful people. So he sets off again throughout Galilee preaching and healing.

The answer to being very busy does not seem to be giving up on it all. We have responsibilities and we can’t just say, “I won’t look after my children for a while, I need a few days break”. Or try saying to your employer, “Every few weeks, I need a week off just to have some time to myself.” Of course, if we are seriously stressed that’s another matter for proper medical attention, but as a way of coping with the daily demands of life it just won’t work. There’s things we have to do. And Jesus seems to have time for individuals – like Simon Peter’s mother-in-law, for groups, like his disciples, and for crowds of people such as those who came to him to be healed. So how does he do it?
If you need advice on work/life balance, I daresay there some good books you can read and I am certainly the last person to give wise counsel on this one. Jesus is not going to be our time management guru but what we do know is that he deliberately made time to be with his heavenly Father. His life of action was sustained and nurtured by his life of prayer which is, in other words, time spent apart with God.

Very early in the morning, while it was still dark, Jesus got up, left the house and went off to a solitary place, where he prayed. 

This is not the same as what is sometimes called, in a rather grisly phrase,  “me time”. It is not a session at the gym or taking up the cultivation of rare orchids. Both those activities may be entirely worthwhile, and others like them, but they are one more activity, they are not a moments of stillness and reflection. They are another thing we find ourselves to do and can become just another part of the busyness. 
What Jesus does is to carve time out quite carefully and deliberately to sit and do nothing with his heavenly Father. In these quiet, solitary moments of prayer he connects again in a deep way with the only one that can sustain and energise his action. It’s tempting to say he is recharging his batteries but it is much more than that. In his life of prayer he allows God to shape him, move him, direct him, feed him. And notice this retreat is not a retreat from the fray, not a backing off from loving other people. He understands that to be any use to others he needs this time with God. When they come looking for him he says:
“Let us go somewhere else – to the nearby villages – so that I can preach there also. That is why I have come.”

This is purposeful stuff. He’s ready to start again.
Perhaps for our children to have a good childhood, for us adults not to end up stressed out and wrung out there is wisdom for us too. We’re not far off Lent and we will be looking at prayer and reflection then. If you don’t already, why not join us? An hour a week at church sitting and doing nothing with God might make a good start – not just as a kind of stress busting but a golden opportunity to let God remake us so that we can live as he intended us all to live – for his glory and the sake of others.

