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Mark 6:53-56 

53 When they had crossed over, they came to land at Gennesaret and moored the boat. 54 When they got out of the boat, 

people at once recognized him 55 and rushed about that whole region and began to bring the sick on mats to wherever 

they heard he was. 56 And wherever he went, into villages or cities or farms, they laid the sick in the marketplaces and 

begged him that they might touch even the fringe of his cloak, and all who touched it were healed. 

 I want to say a word of thanks to you for indulging me in this sermon series on the Soundtrack of Faith. I don’t 

know about you, but there are certain songs that have a hold on us or take us back or when we happen to hear them are 

able to transport us vividly into a different moment of our lives or a time and place of importance in our life’s journey. 

Music has that power and I believe that faith plays a similar role in our lives and life together, connecting us with the past 

and those who have gone before us, giving us joy and purpose in the present moment, and helping us to face the future 

with courage and hope as we raise our songs in the pilgrimage of faith. The last thing Jesus and the disciples do at the 

Lord’s Supper before departing to the Mount of Olives is to sing a hymn together. At the center of most significant 

moment of Jesus passion, when he gathers and forms his community, he sends them out to face what will come through 

song (Matthew 26:30). So I hope we will do the same as explore the ways music and the life of faith are intertwined 

helping us to make sense of who we are, where we have come from, and who we are called to be.  

 Our two scripture lessons seem to be a study in contrasts. First Psalm 1 extolls the wise and faithful as trees 

planted by streams of water. Faith stays planted and rooted deep in the soil providing substance and depth and provision 

to the world all around it. And in complete contrast, our passage from Mark is of Jesus on the move, peripatetically 

making his way over land and then getting in a boat and traveling over sea, and wherever he goes, finding that the needs 

and brokenness of humanity follow him and cry out for mending and wholeness. ‘Wherever he went,’ whether it be 

villages or cities or farms, those who were unwell found him and were made whole even if they only touched the fringe of 

his cloak. In a transactional world and a transitory world, a faith that is rooted is countercultural. It is like a tree planted 

by streams of water, grounded in a place, establishing deep roots, paying attention, loving what is given, and helping us to 

see the beauty right under our noses.  



 

 

 My first pastorate was in a small little hamlet in eastern North Carolina. We had one convenience store, a 

breakfast café, no stoplight, but a flashing light on center street, and a downtown that consisted of a couple of buildings, 

a volunteer fire department, a sheriff’s sub station, and the town hall. There was also one dilapidated building across the 

railroad tracks from the church, and when the pastor nominating committee was planning our tour, there was internal 

debate about how best to put forth their town’s best face and try to shield us best as possible from the less attractive 

parts. One of the older and wiser committee members finally said, we are not going to avoid anything, but drive them 

right by that old building, that is part of who we are, and they need to know the full reality of who we are. Not some 

superficial Disney main street version, but the real world version. And that is what they did. I remember six years later 

when we were leaving that community, a different member of that committee remarked that through the ministry we had 

that there, sermons, pastoral ministry, etc., that he was made to feel that the community was a place where Jesus made 

appearances, where the Holy Spirit walked the streets, a community that God cared about. It was a community where 

God was not remote and out of the way, but intimately invested in it.  

Far from being a rarefied endeavor only reserved for the spiritually advanced among us, Psalm 1 points us to a 

faith that is rooted in what seem like remote or forgotten or less strategic places, guiding us and making a home for us in a 

world that often feels rootless and transitory. Willie Nelson grew up in the tiny town of Abbott, Texas, where he learned 

to sing and play music in the little Baptist church alongside his sister Bobbie. I just don’t think he would have become 

who he was if he grew up in suburban Dallas on a cul-de-sac or anywhere USA. I am pretty sure George Jones was he 

who was for better and for worse because he grew up in Saratoga, Texas outside of Beaumont, where he saw heartache 

and heartbreak and roughnecks and farmers trying to make a living and doing the best that they could. His music and 

voice and faith bore the hardscrabble marks of the community that formed him. 

Music and faith give us roots and music and faith give us roads. For faith to flourish it cannot just blow 

whichever way the wind blows, but it is grounded, rooted, solid, like a tree planted by streams of water. And at the very 

same time, and somewhat paradoxically, faith cannot stand still, cannot only be rooted, faith must also be set in motion 

and put into action or it withers or turns into sentimental nostalgia that wants to airbrush any flaws away or pretend 

that our lives are lived on Main Street USA at the Magic Kingdom. Faith must risk movement. That is what Jesus is doing 

here in Mark’s gospel. Venturing forth. Following the movement of God to wherever the needs of the world are. Refusing 

to rest on the laurels and press clippings of yesterday, but eagerly and courageously confronting and embracing the 

challenges of today.  



 

 

 And perhaps that is why I have highlighted the music and musicians of this series, because I believe they have 

something to teach us about being rooted in the place that forms us, and at the same time taking the risk of venturing 

forth, knowing that we are called, not to set up shop in yesterday, but to be a pilgrim people who are trying to discern 

where God is at work in our world, in the tried and true places, but also the unfamiliar paths, and to follow and join in 

that work. Many years ago, my family and I took a trip out west and found ourselves in Williams, Arizona, fully immersed 

in route 66 neon and nostalgia, tempted everywhere we turned by trinkets and chotskies. I remember my only purchase 

was of a map of the existing parts of route 66 interlayed over the modern interstates and highways, to show you where 

you could still travel on the old mother road. And so from Williams all the way back just east of Amarillo, Texas, we 

stopped in various places to commune with the original route 66, just a regular piece of black top highway like anywhere 

else in the country, but with so much added significance and sacredness, as the place of promise out of the Great 

Depression, as the road that helped connect the country a generation ago at the advent of the automobile, a road that 

offered a sense of community and a sense of place wherever you were going and wherever you had come from.  

Nearly all of Jesus’ resurrection appearances are not comfortable sentimental homey events, but the risen Christ 

shows up and alters peoples lives when they were on the road to what they thought they knew, on the road to their 

homes and their old lives, on the road to their comfortable versions of reality. Instead, Jesus shows up and sends them off 

in a very different direction than they may have had in mind for themselves. And I think some similar happenings altered 

the lives of the musical figures that are part of the Soundtrack of Faith.  

Born to a military family in Brownsville, Texas, Kris Kristofferson was a gifted athlete and student who went off 

to Pomona College and graduated their with top honors, even getting published as a student in the Atlantic magazine, 

and receiving a Rhodes scholarship upon graduation. After his years at Merton College, Oxford, Kristofferson served as 

an Army ranger and later taught English at West Point. And it was around this time, that he decided to give up all the 

achievements and life for which he had been prepped and reared, to leave that all behind and to become a song writer and 

singer in Nashville, Tennessee. Needless to say, this news was not well received by his family who thought he was 

throwing his life away. In order to make ends meet and support his songwriting career, Kristofferson worked as a janitor 

for Columbia Records and also worked for Petroleum Helicopters in Lafayette, Louisiana, shuttling oil field workers to 

the Gulf of Mexico rigs and back. (Far from the cobblestone corridors of Merton College Oxford). Yet working as a 

janitor he met Johnny Cash who encouraged him and recorded some of his songs, and working among the oil field 



 

 

workers he found people that he could try out his material on and people who were walking illustrations and knew 

firsthand of the heartache and heartbreak and struggles he wrote about.  

Eventually he would find a place among the music outlaws of Johnny Cash, Willie Nelson, and Waylon Jennings, 

who never fit musically into the straightforward sound of the Nashville establishment, and Kristofferson would go on to a 

career not only in songwriting and music, but in Hollywood. Further down the road still, after bouts with alcohol and 

drugs throughout his life and career, Kristofferson found ways to express his Christian faith and doubts and the power of 

grace and redemption in the mess of his own life. Something that we all must find a way to do. On his plaque at the 

Country Music Hall of Fame, it reads: ‘Kris Kirsofferson believed to his core that creativity is God-given and that those 

who ignore or deflect such a holy gift are doomed to failure and unhappiness. He preached that a life of the mind gives 

voice to the soul, and then he created a body of work that gave voice not only to his soul but to ours.’1   

What looked like to his family that he was throwing his life away, looked to him like he was taking the risk of 

pursuing his God-given gifts, and while continuing on his initial trajectory would have been stable and led to comfort and 

a life of importance, he believed to not taking the risk would be to throw his life away. Kris Kristofferson is not the only 

musician or the only person in pursuit of his God-given calling to be accused of throwing his life away. None other than 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer, who would later become a prophetic witness and martyr during World War II, at the age of 14 told 

his siblings about his calling to be a theologian to which they tried to dissuade him from an enterprise that they viewed as 

‘poor, feeble, boring, petty, and bourgeois.’2 He did not find any more affirmation or validation from his father either who 

late wrote to his son that ‘a quiet, uneventful minister’s life…would really almost be a pity for you.’3 Quiet and uneventful, 

though, is not exactly how Dietrich Bonhoeffer will be remembered. And that is not our calling as a Christian community 

either. 

Recently, I read that about 8% of college graduates today major in the humanities. I don’t guess majoring in 

English or History has ever been the most lucrative prospect, but it seems that we no longer believe as a society that 

having a software engineer or an investment banker who also may have read Chaucer or William Blake or Tony Morrison 

is not necessarily a bad thing and may give them a deeper understanding of what human life and the life of the mind are 

for beyond the binary of coding or monetizing the algorithm or the exponential expansion of one’s  financial portfolio. In 

such a world, even Kris Kristofferson’s God-given pursuits sound quaint where the bottom line is the only measurement 

 
1 Kyle Young, Country Music Hall of Fame, CEO, Kris Kristofferson - Country Music Hall of Fame and Museum 
2 Eberhard Bethge, Dietrich Bonhoeffer: A Biography, Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2000, p. 36.  
3 Eberhard Bethge, Dietrich Bonhoeffer: A Biography, Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2000, p. 37.  

https://www.countrymusichalloffame.org/hall-of-fame/kris-kristofferson


 

 

and we are content to be sedated by the transitory adrenaline rushes of life as a consumer while we chase the next 

dopamine hit online.  

But the world of music and the world of faith are suspicious of such arrangements and I think offer to us an 

alternative humanity that is more than a tool for wealth expansion or big technology’s dream of singularity between 

technology and human beings or the political manipulation of grievance to divide us into angrier and more resentful 

factions. Musicians, poets, artists, and people of faith point us to a richer life and humanity, where freedom may indeed be 

another word for nothing left to lose, where there are no have-to’s hanging over our lives, and where we pursue true 

freedom by risking what is comfortable and safe and predictable, by pursuing and using our God-given gifts, and helping 

others see theirs as well, even when it means marching to our own rhythm or one different from the dominant one, 

pursuing who God have called us to be come what may, and putting our gifts to use with joy and gratitude and 

everything we’ve got.  
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