A Restless Spirit
Mark 1:4-15

January is a time of reassessment for many people.  New Year’s resolutions and marketing gimmicks try to motivate us toward lifestyle changes, be they losing weight, exercising more, spending more time with family, creating a new look, and the like.  Many of us find ourselves frantically reworking our lives to stay relevant and in touch with its pace or else we may find ourselves beginning to let go of life around us, emotionally, intellectually, or spiritually.


I’m reminded of the old Bob Dylan lyric, “He who is not busy being born is busy dying,” something very profound he said a little more plainly in another song, “You better start swimming or you’ll sink like a stone, for the times they are a-changing.”  Changing times is what we’re aware of whenever we reach this point on the calendar.


We measure our lives, of course, by units of time.  We refer to 2012 as if it’s categorically different from 2011, though we know it’s only an artificial distinction.  Similarly, we refer to our teens, our twenties, thirties, and so forth, as if those particular ages were an indication of what we were like specific to those times.  Or we say, “I’m a product of the 1930s,”—or 1950s, 1970s, 1990s, or whatever your particular era might be.  
But what would we do if there was no calculation of time—if there were no calendars, no dates, no ages?  What if we measured the progression of our live like the rhythms of nature, where there really is no chronological sense of time, but only seasons of growth and development?  How would we assess who we are based not on how many years we have had or how many we have left, but on how much life we still have within us—what we have yet to accomplish or experience—what part of us is yet to grow or develop? 
Once again, the lyrics of Dylan:

May you grow up to be righteous, may you grow up to be true. May you always know the truth and see the lights surrounding you. May you always be courageous, stand upright and be strong. May you stay forever young.
Staying forever young.  Aside from the vain tricks of hair coloring and Botox, how does one remain “forever young,” if not in body, then in spirit?

I would suggest it has to do with recognizing there are seasons of growth and development still within us to experience.  Maybe it is recognizing within each of us is the capacity to change constructively, even if we’re resigned to a well-established routine.  Perhaps it is focusing on the ways we are still being born, and not merely dying, and that as far as the spirit goes, the calendar is, for the most part, irrelevant. 

The writer of Ecclesiastes is usually not the one I turn to when it comes to offering inspiration and optimism for the New Year.  However, in spite of the dour view on life, there is a perspective that may offer a word of wisdom on measuring one’s life.  The familiar third chapter, made famous by Pete Seeger and The Byrds (another 1960s footnote), presents a measurement of life not as a calculation of years, but instead as a balance of activity.
To everything there is season, and a time for every matter under heaven:

A time to be born, and a time to die;

A time to plant, and a time to pluck up what is planted;

A time to kill, and a time to heal;

A time to break down and a time to build up;…

Within that poetic balance and counterbalance, there is the recognition that life flows more cyclically and in balance to what has occurred before.  There’s a season of growth and activity in one direction and then a corresponding one in another direction.  Both activities are constructive and related, even if they appear to be quite distinct and contrast each other (“A time to tear and a time to sew; a time to keep silence and a time to speak…”).  
When and how those changes occur, from one activity to another, from one perspective to another, it isn’t related to the clock or the calendar, but instead develops through discernment and a sensibility that tells a person it’s time for a change.  The Greeks called that sense of time, “kairos,” in contrast to the more familiar “chronos.”  Kairos time is determined by a sense that change is in order, that one activity has been satisfied and now another must develop so that a balanced approach and perspective may be maintained and fostered.  
I liken it to the experience of sailors who take the wind and sail in one direction only to the point where, in their judgment, it’s time to tack and turn toward the other direction, catching the wind in their sails just as fully.  One moves forward and reaches a destination, not by stubbornly maintaining one direction, but by balancing it—point and counterpoint—with another, utilizing the strength of the wind into the sails.  In similar fashion, life progresses as a balancing of what is right over what seems wrong at any given moment—often counterposed by an opposite action later on—with additional actions and reactions as a necessary and ongoing ebb and flow, back and forth, one way then another balancing of the actions and activity of life.
What inevitably occurs for any of us is that when a change in direction is called for, when the counterbalance to what we’ve been led to do up to that point is necessary, then like a sailor’s tack, we will begin to sense a restless spirit within us, where the motivations and inspirations of the past no longer suffice and we need a change of direction.  We start getting bored with routines, we feel as if our purpose and passion is waning, we find fault with what’s not working quite right—irritations that might not have annoyed us in the past when we were filled with enthusiasm and our sails were full.  
Like the wind being taken out of our sails, we start to drift; we get anxious, frustrated; we might feel discouraged and spiritually empty until we make that turn toward another direction and begin to sail again.  As distressing as it may seem, as strange and daunting as it may be at times, a period of restlessness and discontent is not that life has failed you or you have failed it, but rather it is a sign that change is necessary for your spirit to grow and develop again.  It’s simply the turning of our life toward another direction, perhaps even with the same goal and destination in mind, but finding inspiration in new ways and recapturing the wind.

A restless spirit is part of the rhythm of nature that signals seasons of growth and development.  If you and I were to remove all references to time and dates, we would likely view the narrative of our individual lives on the basis of this ebb and flow, of the balancing of our lives, with those moments of change that brought about new inspiration and purpose.  We would recognize that our periodic restlessness is not due to something being fundamentally wrong with us, but is a natural yearning for inspiration and a new direction.    With those experiences as reference points, that is how we can best characterize the spiritual journeys that we take—not by the calendar, but by the turning points of our life.

All of this is helpful, I think, as we try to understand today’s text from Mark’s Gospel, which speaks to a significant turning point in Jesus’ life.  What we might not realize is the Gospel narrative actually begins relatively late in the story of Jesus’ own life, given that being in his early thirties in his day meant that he would have been considered an older man—not the young adult we assume him to be, based on our own life expectancy.  In fact, in comparison, seventy-five percent of Jesus’ own age group would have died long before they reached the end of their third decade.  
So all of Jesus’ ministry took place at a later point in his life.  With few years likely remaining in his life expectancy, Jesus completely changed and went in a new direction.  What did he do?  He left his home and his role as the responsible adult male for his family in Nazareth and headed sixty miles south into Judea, to the Jordan River region east of Jericho, to receive and respond to the proclamation of the itinerant preacher, John.  For someone like Jesus who, as firstborn son, was expected to remain faithful and dedicated to his role as head of the family for the few remaining years of his life, this was an unusual (and potentially disastrous) act of independence, clearly moving him in another direction from his prescribed life (not to mention leaving his “elderly” mother, Mary, and some of his siblings vulnerable to the hardships of life).  
Even if Jesus was divinely led to do this (which we believe he was) and even if he had his mother’s blessing (which is less likely), this radical departure from his previous life must have been a very confusing and possibly distressing time for him.  What little we know is that he was compelled to respond to John the Baptist’s prophetic complaints against the status quo in Roman-occupied Judea which were holding accountable those who were responsible for corruption and self-serving ambitions (sort of life a religious version of the Occupy movement).  John’s message targeted the institutions of Judea, leading people to repentance, in order that they would have a moral commitment to the values of their faith—not merely a ceremonial one.  
As we can tell, Jesus was inspired by his message and embraced John’s cause as his own, and saw within it, the more significant calling for himself.  Jesus would actually inaugurate and embody the Reign of God on earth in taking up the cause.  For someone whose life could have been easily and narrowly defined by the immediate needs of his family, such a step out into a new role and presence was a giant leap of faith!  As the text tells us, following his own public commitment through baptism,   

…the Spirit immediately drove him out into the wilderness.  He was in the wilderness forty days, tempted by Satan; and he was with the wild beasts; and the angels waited on him.  
In other words, during this period of transition calling for a new direction in his life, Jesus’ own spirit was restless. 
The wilderness was a classic metaphor for spiritual restlessness, for wandering without a clearly defined purpose, and for waiting upon the Lord for direction.  Much like anyone’s experience with restlessness, there is tension and conflict—the wild animals of our human nature contend with the better angels of our spirits.  For a time Jesus wrestled through such an experience—the forty days symbolic of long-lasting testing and trials.  It is only when the kairos moment arrived, when John had been arrested by Herod and there was a void in this important proclamation for divine righteousness and justice, did Jesus step out of the wilderness to begin his life anew: “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe in the good news!”
I have come to believe that Jesus’ wilderness experience was critical in his spiritual development and preparation for his life’s calling.  I doubt he would have been ready to step up and replace John from his village home in Nazareth.  He may not have even been seasoned enough for what he would face in opposition until he charted his way through his spiritual wilderness and dealt with the angels and the demons that tested him.  
Much like it was for Israel during the Exodus, the wilderness was Jesus’ testing ground to help him discover and broaden his strengths and renew his passion for bringing divine justice and mercy to earth.  It was what enabled him to make a clean and complete break from his past in order to carry out his calling for the future.  I dare say, he would not have been the Jesus of history had he not suffered through all the emotions and struggles and deprivations that the wilderness imposes upon the human soul.  A restless spirit is what helped make him, Christ.

I think it’s fair to read our own experiences into Jesus’ story.  At any age in life, at any stage in life, you and I may find ourselves in our own spiritual wildernesses.  We may wrestle with a restless spirit within us because it signals a time to change direction, for us to take stock of ourselves and our place in life; a time to reset priorities and recover a deeper, more meaningful sense of ourselves and a right spirit with God.  A restless spirit within us, if we trust and wait upon God, will eventually bring us around to discover the wind that will fill our sails once again to lead us in another direction, so we may cross the waters of life in full sail.  It’s a harbinger of a season of new growth in spirit.
In the balance of life, there’s a time to mourn that will give way for a time to dance.  There will be a time to weep, but also a time to laugh; a time to seek and a time to lose; a time for conflict and a time for peace.  All these things are part of this journey we call life—an ebb and flow through all the years—a life that God has given to each of us that we may have a reenergized spirit regardless of how long we live.  

When we appreciate each moment and embrace even those times of restlessness, then we will understand how God uses each day of our lives toward our individual spiritual growth and development.  And when we embrace it for what it is, we will know we are busy being born for yet another day.
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