The Fifth Sunday after the Epiphany – 2009
I. Introduction
We are busy people… busy at work, busy with our families, busy in our recreation.  So much so that we buy books that help us manage our busy-ness.
Take for example the business-classic, Seven Habits of Highly Effective People, by Stephen Covey.  One teaching tool he uses to help busy people manage their time better is to realize that into our lives come important things and unimportant things, urgent things and non-urgent things, which he graphs into four quadrants.  
We all are good at attending to the urgent and important things, and we do pretty well at putting off the non-urgent, unimportant things. But the other two are difficult.  Too often we fill our days dealing with the urgent yet unimportant things (phone calls, emails, etc.) and neglect the longer-term important yet not urgent things.

It seems to me Jesus had to wrestle with those same issues.
II. The start of Jesus’ ministry at Capernaum
Opening
The gospel today picks up where last week’s gospel story left off: Jesus leaving the synagogue service where he had just cast an unclean spirit out of a man.  Up until that time in Mark’s gospel, Jesus had been preaching and gathering his disciples in a rather ordinary way.  That synagogue service changed everything.

The urgent need
The afternoon went ordinarily enough, but at Sunday, when the Sabbath was over and people were once again allowed to do the work of carrying the sick, the people showed up at the house where Jesus was staying.  They came, and they kept coming, and Jesus went into the night healing and casting out unclean spirits.  There was a lot of hurting and pain out there, and as it turned out, it was just the tip of the iceberg.  The next morning the crowds were back… but Jesus wasn’t there.
It turned out that while everybody was still sleeping, Jesus slipped out of the house, slipped out of town, and found a deserted to place to pray.  When his disciples finally found him he surprised them by tell​ing them they weren’t going back to minister to all the urgent needs of the people in Capernaum.  There was something more important he needed to attend to… it was more important that he proclaimed the Good News of what God was doing to the other towns in Galilee.

Closing
That would have been a hard call.  Healing people who are hurting is a very worthwhile thing to be doing.  But through prayer, Jesus determined that though the need in Capernaum was urgent (after all, the people were asking for him!) he couldn’t let himself get distracted from what was more important… proclaiming God’s kingdom.

III. Keeping centered on what’s important through prayer
Opening
What are things on your “important but not urgent” list?  Your spouse?  Your family?  Your health?  That’s how most people would respond to that question and they are all important things we tend to neglect when more urgent matters come pressing into our lives.  They are important because they are gifts God has given us to manage and maintain.  But there is one more thing that belongs on that list: God’s relationship with you and your relationship with God and the role prayer plays in that relationship.
Law, Gospel, and prayer
We tend to get to weird about prayer.  We seem to use prayer to measure our own “Christian-ness” and others, too.  I often hear people beat themselves up regarding their lack of prayer-time, and behind it there is an edge of anxiety that if God ignored them to the extent they ignored God, then they are in a lot of trouble.
It’s not necessarily bad to have those feelings; that’s the way we are supposed to feel when the Law convicts us of our lack of faith.  But we aren’t intended to get stuck there.  We need to preach to ourselves the Good News and remember that God, because of Christ, because of the cross, has chosen to treat us not according to our time in prayer, but according to the promise he made to us at our baptism.
Prayer feeds our relationship with God
The reason we pray is to remember everyday that God has claimed us as his own and that his love will never abandon us.  Time in prayer helps feed that relationship grounded in God’s love in the same way that communication feeds any relationship.
And when we remember that the one who holds our destiny has proven his love and faithfulness to us even when we haven’t been faithful in return, our hearts change and prayer becomes a “want to” instead of a “have to”.  Prayer becomes time in the presence of the One who loves you most contemplating on the things that are most important to you. 
Closing
Prayer doesn’t have to be anything fancy… doesn’t have to use special words or complete sentences… because prayer is just talking to God like you were talking to your best friend.  And a good prayer is any prayer that starts with something like, “God, I know you love me even when I mess up…”  That’s why Jesus started the prayer he taught his disciples with the words, “Our Father…”
IV. Conclusion
Jesus learned early on in his ministry that there was nothing like prayer to keep him focused on what is most important.  The same is true for us… and what is most important is remembering the love of the One who made us, who saved us at the cost of His own Son, and who claimed us as His own for eternity.  Time spent with a God who loves us like that will change our world from the inside out.  Let’s spend some time with that God right now...  Let’s pray,

Loving God, … Amen.
