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“There Are No Shortcuts”
Mark 1: 9-13                    Acts 9:1-19 February 18, 2018

The southern writer, Flannery O’Connor, once 
commented about the Apostle Paul, “I reckon the Lord 
knew that the only way to make a Chris¬tian out of that 
one was to knock him off his horse.” (The Habit of Being, p. 
355) Her comment captures the determined, almost bull-
headed, character of the man who, next to Jesus, dominates 
the New Testament. The Book of Acts tells the story of the 
transformation of the Saul into Paul, “the Apostle to the 
Gentiles.” Paul bore witness to the Gospel from Jerusalem 
to Antioch, and from Corinth to Rome. 

Saul was “breathing threats” of violence against the early 
followers of Jesus. Saul believed it was his par¬ticular calling 
to put a stop to the blasphemy of these early Christians. He 
carried letters from the religious authorities in Jerusalem 
which allowed him to take these followers of Jesus to 
Jerusalem for trial. He inspired fear in the hearts of all who 
heard his name. 

It would be hard for us to understand how someone, in 
the name of God, could threaten violence except for the fact 
that we have seen so much of it. While Acts may tell of Jewish 
efforts to crush the Christian movement, hundreds of years 
of history tell the story of Christian efforts to destroy the 
Jewish faith through inquisitions, pogroms and holocausts. 
The name of Jesus has been used to cover hatred against 
ethnic groups by such organizations as the Christian Knights 
of the Ku Klux Klan. Now Muslims fight Christians and 
Christians fight Muslims.  Before we are quick to condemn 
other faiths for the use of violence to serve some ideological 
agenda, we need to examine our own prejudices. If we could 
learn one thing from this tragic history of the human failure 
to live up to our beliefs, it would be to renounce the use of 
all violence deployed in the name of God.  

In The Moral Vision of the New Testament, Dr. Richard 
Hayes says that the greatest moral failure of the church is 
its refusal to renounce violence in all of its forms.  Sadly, 
the church has all too often embraced the violence of our 
culture. Surely, the Prince of Peace, would never sanction 
the use of violence to advance the Kingdom of God. 

The Risen Lord appears to Saul in a blinding light on the 
road to Damascus. At first, Saul does not know who he is. 

Suddenly he understands that Jesus, whose followers he is 
persecuting, is the Lord. Struck blind, Saul is in a kind of 
wilderness of confusion. He goes to Damascus where he 
prays for guidance. The Lord reveals to him that a man 
named Ananias will come to lay his hands on him and 
restore his sight. Jesus says to Ananias, “Go, for Saul is an 
instrument whom I have chosen to bring my name before 
Gentiles and kings and before the people of Israel; I myself 
will show him how much he must suffer for the sake of my 
name” (Acts 9:15 ,16). When Ananias lays his hands on 
Saul, he receives more than his physical sight. He sees that 
he will be the one to bring the word of God to the Roman 
world. He will be known by his Roman name, Paul, the 
Apostle to the Gentiles. Paul will discover that there are no 
shortcuts in fulfilling God’s mission.  

His ministry will be full of adversity and hardship. Paul 
speaks to the Corinthians of his suffering in this way: “We 
are afflicted in every way, but not crushed; perplexed, but 
not driven to despair; persecuted, but not forsaken; struck 
down, but not destroyed; always carrying in the body the 
death of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus may also be made 
visible in our bodies” (2 Cor. 4:8-10).

There are no shortcuts for Jesus either. Immediately after 
Jesus is baptized, the Spirit drives him into the wilderness.  
There he is tempted by the devil.  He is hungry and thirsty, 
but he resists the temptation and the easy way out. Even 
before he begins his ministry he has to survive the wilderness.  
Through his time in the wilderness, Jesus comes to an even 
greater understanding of his mission.  He has the first taste 
of how much he will suffer for the sake of the kingdom.  

You have heard me speak of Frederick Buechner’s 
statement that our lives are not just journeys through time, 
but sacred journeys and the ground we stand upon is holy 
ground (The Sacred Journey). If that is true, then a primary 
task in life is discernment. We are to figure out what God is 
calling us to do, not only within the church as we care for one 
another, but also as we serve God within the larger world of 
human relationships, commerce, community organizations 
and educational endeavors. Like Paul and Jesus, we too may 
discover how much we have to suffer for the sake of the 
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Gospel.  There are no shortcuts in ministry. 
The Rev. Heidi Neumark served as a Lutheran pastor 

in South Bronx. When she arrived, the church and 
community were in shambles. She worked tirelessly to 
rebuild the church and to reclaim the community. She was 
able to persevere in her ministry because she had learned 
an important lesson from an old woman she met when she 
took a year off from college to work on John’s Island, South 
Carolina.

Miss Ellie, who was nearly 100 years old, lived in a remote 
area of the island in a house without electricity. Miss Ellie 
often visited her close friend Miss Netta.  The only way she 
had to reach her friend was to walk several miles through 
snake-infested overgrown fields and across a stream. Heidi 
felt sorry for Miss Ellie and wanted to make things easier for 
her. Heidi figured out a way to build a small bridge across 
the stream so that Miss Ellie wouldn’t have to make a wide 
detour. When the small foot bridge was finished, Heidi was 
very excited to show it to Miss Ellie so that she would have 
a shortcut to her friend’s house.

Heidi said, “[Miss Ellie] looked at me like I was the one 
that needed pity. And she started telling me about all the 
friends and people she’d visited and the friends she had 
made on her way to visit [Miss Netta]. And the person she’d 
given some quilts scraps to and someone that she brings… 
biscuits and they give her some raisin wine… And then she 
just looked at me and said, ‘Child, if you want friends in this 
world, if you want love, you know, there are no shortcuts. 
(Radio interview, August 14, 2006, www.dickstaub.com).’”

There are no shortcuts to the places Jesus calls us to go.  
There are no shortcuts to nurturing our children, caring for 
the sick and lonely, supporting a dying friend, reaching out 
into the community with the love of Jesus.  Following Jesus 
means that everything we do every day is a sacred calling. 
It means going through the wilderness and living a life of 
challenge and adversity, of joy and surprises. Such a life 
keeps an ear and eye open for God. Sometimes we lead, 
sometimes we follow and sometimes we have to get knocked 
off our horse. It means that sometimes we have to take the 
long way around, down snake-infested paths, ending up 
places we never imagined we would be, but always ready to 
be led by Jesus who is out there ahead of us

We cannot separate our church life from our daily life 
in this city, nation and world. In light of the terrible mass 
shooting in yet another school, we have to ask ourselves, 
how long will we go on with the way things are. Will 
we experience the shock and the grief, and then, all too 
soon, forget what happened?  Will we lament the 17 lives  

destroyed at Stoneman Douglas high School, and then simply 
move on?  Or will we, this time, after the hundreds of mass 
shootings in our country each year, do things differently?   
Will we refuse the short cut of pretending that such violence 
is normal and therefore acceptable?  The terrible events 
of this past week awaken us to the threats of violence that 
simmer below the surface of our own nation. Alienation, 
rage, drugs, poverty, racism, sociopathic behavior and even 
religious fanaticism threaten the peace of our land. 

Encountering Jesus turned Paul from a man threatening 
violence to a man willing to suffer for the sake of the 
Gospel. It is time for us to address the serious issue of gun 
violence and other forms of violence in our society.  I cannot 
understand how a civilian with obvious mental problems 
and documented violent tendencies can purchase a weapon 
of war, a semi-automatic AR-15, that can be adapted to be 
an automatic weapon. The debate between blaming guns or 
blaming moral collapse and mental illness is ridiculous and 
unhelpful.  It is neither one nor the other.  It is both - and 
— and so much more. It is time for a civil and respectful 
conversation without the usual pressure from special interest 
groups.  

I have asked Dr. John Franke, our Theologian in Residence, 
to plan a forum this spring on gun violence in America. At 
the forum we will have an opportunity to reflect on our 
constitution, gun laws, statistics about mass shootings, and 
our theological and biblical imperatives on violence. 

As followers of Jesus, we have been given the greatest 
resource for healing the violence in our own hearts and 
the violence in our land. With his peace in our hearts, we 
can reach out to comfort, heal and restore the vic¬tims of 
violence.  We will take the hard way. There are no shortcuts. 
We will work with courage and persistence for a more 
peaceful, just and loving society.  All in the name of Jesus.


