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Mark 2:18-22 

 

*** 

 

When the disciples of John the Baptist and of the Pharisees came to Jesus and asked him 

why his disciples were not fasting, Jesus did not condemn fasting as a viable spiritual practice, 

nor did he shrug off the urgency of the Hebrew prophets who repeatedly call Israel to fast, 

repent, and return to the ways of God. Jesus told them quite simply, ‘It’s not the right time. You 

don’t see them fasting because fasting doesn’t make sense right now. That spiritual practice 

doesn’t correspond meaningfully to the reality of what’s unfolding in and around my disciples.’  

 

To use the words of Ecclesiastes, “For everything there is a season, and a time for every 

matter under heaven: …a time to weep, and a time to laugh; a time to mourn, and a time to 

dance” (Eccl. 3:1, 4). Fasting tends to make more sense when we feel that God is absent from us. 

Fasting seeks to cleanse the heart, purify the will, heighten desire, or clarify a choice. It’s fitting 

for a weeping, mourning time. But Jesus’ disciples were living in a laughing, dancing time. With 

Jesus, they had the Divine Lover in their company. “The wedding guests cannot fast while the 

bridegroom is with them, can they” (Mk. 2:19)? 

 

But the flip side was also true. It wouldn’t last forever – not in that same way. “The days 

will come when the bridegroom is taken away from them, and then they will fast on that day” 

(Mk. 2:20, emphasis added). Another weeping time and a mourning time will come, and that 

time will call for a different kind of spirituality with its own appropriate and helpful practices, 

such as fasting.  

 

Back in April of 2020, when the pandemic first caused mass shutdowns in North 

Carolina, I was pastoring four small rural congregations. Initially, our bishop shut us down for 

two weeks, hoping that was all it would take to deflect the threat of COVID. But it quickly 

became clear that it would be much, much longer before we would return to worship. We were 

going to miss in-person celebrations of Holy Week and Easter.  

 

I began to consider what it might mean to live as a Christian during the pandemic. What 

kind of lived wisdom matched this moment? What sorts of spiritual practices could Christians 

take on in order to endure and serve in the midst of shutdowns, social isolation, fear, and 

escalating loss? More than anything, the question of what it meant to have a bodiless Easter 

wouldn’t let me go. 

 

Finally, probably because I was turning over the problem of Holy Week in my mind, the 

situation struck me as particularly resonant with Holy Saturday. Holy Saturday falls between 

Good Friday’s crucifixion and Easter Sunday’s resurrection. It is the day when the Church 

remembers Jesus’ entombment, God cut-off from the land of living. Dashed hope, colossal 

uncertainty, and pervasive fear are the mood. And yet, in the scriptures, there are those who did 

things on that day in spite of their loss. Their actions seemed to light the way forward.  
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For example, the women came to clean and anoint Jesus’ body. So, we care for the dead 

and shut away on Saturday. The Emmaus travelers spoke to one another in hushed tones about 

the times; they groped for understanding. Alright, we ask questions of a failed world. And then 

there was Mary Magdalene, coming in the predawn dark to the graveyard-garden to weep for her 

beloved Christ. On Saturday, we grieve. Care, questions, and tears. That felt like a fitting, helpful 

start toward a pandemic spirituality. The biblical stories, the spiritual practices, the image of God 

as Entombed, the needs of the world – they were all of a piece.   

 

I share this not to be prescriptive, but to offer an example of how God frees us to evolve 

with our times, to live adaptable, flexible, and creative spiritual lives. 

 

Each of us is raised with, or comes to know, a dominant spiritual mode, and the shape of 

it depends on many things, like denomination, culture, and theological convictions. Where we 

come from affects how we answer questions like, What is prayer? Is it a two-way conversation 

or a simple, silent resting? Does it primarily intercede for the world’s needs, or does it share 

personal problems? Is it casual or formal? Spoken or written? Can it be a slow, cleansing scan of 

the body? And how do we read the Bible? Do we take it literally at face value, or do we tease it 

apart with all our academic tools? Do we read it repetitively, contemplatively, or do we sit back 

and imagine the stories unfolding in our minds as if we were there? And what is true worship? Is 

it being comforted, challenged, inspired, educated? Should we confess and lament, or praise and 

celebrate? Does it require building?   

 

 Following Jesus’ lead, the answer to most questions like this is, “It depends.” It depends. 

It depends on who you are. It depends on what’s happening in and around you. It depends on 

what your community is going through, and what the central challenges and possibilities of the 

age are. It also depends on your operating images of God, for God is in all things. The “I AM” has 

many faces. God is Friend, Sacrificial Lamb, Rock, Mother, Living Water, Garment, Shepherd, 

Spouse, Fire, Criminal, Vine, Light, Whirlwind, Path, Door, Teacher, High Priest, Strong Tower, 

Gentle Whisper. Each of these images is a portal that opens onto a spiritual horizon with distinct 

features.  

 

Our goal is not to say, “This one always, never that one.” Instead, our goal is to become 

able to say, “This one for me and for the world right now; that one for some other time.” It is not 

the inflexible and legalistic, committed to only one way of praying or reading the Bible or 

worshipping or thinking about who God is, who are spiritually mature. No, the mature are those 

who seek a depth of understanding – to know themselves and to know their world – and a 

breadth of spiritual practices so that they can be nimble about experiencing and sharing Jesus’ 

love in ways that touch the real world. There is no spiritual straight jacket that all are meant to fit 

into at all times.  

 

Perhaps you have felt constrained by a one-size-fits all spirituality, foisted upon you by 

some past experiences. May the Holy Spirit lead you into a bigger and wilder freedom.  

 

Perhaps it is your joy and delight to help others awaken to their unique experience of God 

and craft an authentic spirituality. I want you to know how desperately the church needs your 

ministry today. 
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Something fundamentally new has happened in Jesus Christ. A new world is being 

birthed in our midst. Life in Jesus is not simply a new patch you sew onto an old coat; it’s not 

grabbing for the old wineskins to hold the fresh wine. No, life in him is a new coat through and 

through; it’s finding brand new vessels, vessels that won’t tear, to hold the wine that he gives. 

The thing about good clothes and fresh wineskins is that they’re flexible, they’re form-fitting, 

they hold their fluid, precious contents without tearing. 

 

And so, at the root of our spiritual freedom, indeed the power that commissions our 

spiritual freedom is joy. Yes, joy. Joy, because the Bridegroom has come to us, once for all, and 

transformed the world through the divine sharing of unconditional, sacrificial love. John the 

Baptist himself said, “The friend of the bridegroom, who stands and hears him, rejoices greatly at 

the bridegroom’s voice. For this reason my joy has been fulfilled” (John 3:29). God is with us! In 

some deep and constant way “the wedding is in full swing.”1 

 

 Friends, both things are true. As Christians, some days call for fasting, others do not. And 

as Christians, we live every day inside the wedding.  

 

This day is September 26, 2021. The pandemic still rages. The crisis in Idaho is making 

national news. These are, for most, still the days of mourning. Even so: 

 

 We rejoice in our fasting, because Jesus always already offers us the purity of his heart 

and the simplicity of his will. 

 

 We rejoice in our struggle for justice, because Jesus always already offers liberty to the 

prisoners, relief to the debtors, and freedom to the oppressed. 

 

 We rejoice as we grope about in the darkness, because Jesus always already offers us 

himself as a way, a light, and a friend for the journey. 

 

 We rejoice in our confessing and our lamenting, because Jesus always already speaks the 

word of forgiveness and runs to embrace us and welcome us home. 

 

 We rejoice as we endure our daily sufferings, because Jesus always already joins us in 

our forsakenness and wrings from it a crown of glory. 

 

Let us draw strength and inspiration from trusting in the one who loves us and has come 

to us.  

 

Let us do everything we can to make our lives fresh, flexible, and joyful vessels for 

holding his sweet life. 

 

 In the name of the Triune God: Lover, Beloved, and Love Itself, 

 

Amen. 

 
1 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics, IV.4, 82. 


