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We live in a microwave world—a hurry-up, get-to-the-point, move-it, move-it, move-it, world! 
We want what we want and we want it…now! We want freezer-to-table meals in 15 minutes at the 
outside; we want 0 to 60 acceleration in 6 seconds; we want the phone answered in 3 rings or we’re 
hanging up; we want that personal pan pizza in 5 minutes or we’re outta here. Our accelerated pace 
of life has even spawned new attitudes and new behaviors. Let me illustrate with a quote from the 
book Time Wars by Jeremy Rifkin: 

Many people have so accommodated themselves to the new sped-up time-frame of the computer 
that they have become impatient with the slower durations they must contend with in the 
everyday clock culture. In clinical case studies, psychologists have observed that computer 
compulsives are much more intolerant of behavior that is ambiguous or tangential. In interaction 
with spouses, family and acquaintances, they are often terse, preferring simple yes-no responses. 
They are impatient with individuals who are reflective or meditative.

Of course, not all of the consequences of living in the microwave society are bad. Rescue squads and 
trauma teams know the value of a few precious moments. They respond to emergencies with speed, 
efficiency and an impressive array of life-saving technology. The microchip has made the processing 
and retrieval of information quick and efficient. Once-lengthy calculations are now completed in 
fractions of nanoseconds. But one aspect of our modern worldview that is harmful to Christians is 
the assumption that anything worthwhile can be acquired instantly. We assume that if something 
can be done, it can be done quickly and efficiently. Our attention spans have been conditioned 
by sound-bites and bullet points. Our sense of reality has been flattened by opinion expressed in 
140-charcter Tweets and re-tweets or dominant word usage in a Google-search.

Still, it is not difficult in such a world to get a person interested in the message of the gospel; it is 
terrifically difficult to sustain interest. Many people make decisions for Christ each year, but there 
is a dreadful attrition rate. You see, in our kind of culture anything, even news about God, can be 
sold if it is packaged freshly; but when it loses its novelty, it is set aside for the next novelty. There 
is a great market for religious experience in our world; there is little enthusiasm for the patient 
acquisition of virtue, less inclination to sign up for long apprenticeship in what earlier generations 
of Christians called holiness.

The question for us, then, becomes: Given the pace and direction of modern life, how are we to lead 
our lives as followers of the risen Lord, Jesus Christ? There are, as you might well imagine, a number 
of answers to our question.

Some Christians answer the question by withdrawing from what they view as the evils of modernity. 
Clinging to what they claim to be a simpler way of life, they shun the ways of the more modern 
world. While we may admire their discipline and their commitment, most of us do not embrace this 
vision as the only one for twenty-first century Christians.

Other Christians take the exact opposite approach. They embrace the values and ways of the world 



without restraint. To them, it is God and the church who must adapt to this brave new world 
humankind has created, if God and the church have any intention of remaining relevant.

This group sees religion as something like insurance or Social Security: a good thing to have, but 
nothing to go overboard about. While we may admire the openness, tolerance and adaptability of 
this group, few of us are ready to be so uncritically accepting of what many of us see as, at least 
highly debatable, developments in medical technology, biogenetic engineering, and foreign and 
domestic policy, to name but a few arenas.

There is still another way to be a Christian in the microwave-world, a way suggested by the title 
of a book by Eugene Petersen and the theme of our preaching series. It is A Long Obedience in The 
Same Direction: Discipleship in An Instant Society. The theme is from a quote by German philosopher 
Friedrich Nietzsche, and is worth reflecting upon. I put it in our worship bulletin and invite you to 
read along.

He wrote: 

The essential thing “in heaven and earth” is…that there should be long obedience in the same 
direction; there thereby results, and has always resulted in the long run, something which has 
made life worth living. 

What might a long obedience in the same direction look like?

Well, for Ken Patrick, a Christian in Roanoke, Virginia, it took the shape of a 2,200 - mile hike on 
the Appalachian Trail, from its beginning in rural Georgia to its terminus in northern Maine. He 
began his hike, a spiritual pilgrimage, really, one April, immediately after Easter Day. He concluded 
the journey in late September. Once while on the trail, he was struck by lightning. By August he 
was so severely physically wasted from malnutrition that he was hospitalized and returned home 
for a few weeks of recuperation. With strength renewed, he returned to the point at which he was 
forced off the trail, and concluded his trek.

The journey was undertaken in the spirit of Saint Francis of Assisi and was appropriately designated 
“a hike for the homeless.” People sponsored Patrick for pennies or dollars per mile. The proceeds 
helped open a new day facility for Roanoke’s homeless—a place of hospitality and refuge for those 
who daily hike the asphalt trail. What began as his personal hiking journal ultimately turned into 
a devotional book titled Mountain Meditations: My Walk with Christ on the Appalachian Trail. That’s 
one shape a long obedience in the same direction can take for one Christian.

In the biblical model, the designation for people of faith who choose this long obedience in the 
same direction is disciple or pilgrim. As disciples, we are people who spend our lives apprenticed to 
our master, Jesus Christ. We are in a growing-learning relationship…always. A disciple is a learner, 
but not in the academic sense of the word, rather at the work site of a trade. We do not acquire 
information about God, but skills in faith. As pilgrims, we are people who spend our lives going 
someplace, going to God, and whose path for getting there is the Way, Jesus Christ. We realize that 
“this world is not our home” and set out for the rooms prepared for us in the house of God.

In the work of training people in discipleship and accompanying them in pilgrimage, the church 
has found tucked away in the Hebrew Psalter, an old dog-eared songbook. It provides continuity 
in guiding and directing people of faith in the conscious and continuous effort which develops 
into maturity in Christ. This old songbook is called the Songs of Ascent. The songs are the psalms 
numbered 120-134 in the Book of Psalms.

These fifteen psalms were likely sung, possible in sequence, by Hebrew pilgrims as they journeyed 



up to Jerusalem to the great worship festivals. Jerusalem was the highest city geographically located in 
Palestine, and so all who traveled there spent much of their time ascending. But the ascent was not only 
literal, it was also a metaphor; the trip to Jerusalem acted out a life lived upward toward God, an existence 
that advanced from one level to another in developing maturity, what Paul described as “the upward call of 
God in Jesus Christ.” (Philippians 3:14)

Three times a year faithful Hebrews made that journey. Along the way, they sang these songs to refresh 
their memories. They recalled God’s saving ways at the Feast of Passover in the spring. They renewed their 
commitments as God’s covenanted people at the Feast of Pentecost in early summer. And they responded 
as a blessed community to the provision of God at the Feast of Tabernacles in the harvest season of 
fall. The Hebrews were a people whose salvation and been accomplished in the Exodus, whose identity 
had been defined in the Sinai and whose preservation had been assured in the wilderness. They were a 
redeemed people, a commanded people, and a blessed people. As such a people, they committed to the 
journey; they regularly climbed the road to Jerusalem.

And over the next several weeks we are going to look at these psalms as our “songs for the road” as well.  
We need songs for the road because in a spiritual sense we have left the familiar ways of the world but we 
have not yet arrived at our destination. It is like the time when a trapeze artist lets go the bar and hangs in 
midair, ready to catch another support: it is a time of danger, of expectation, of uncertainty, of excitement, 
of extraordinary aliveness. 

My hope is that over these next several weeks, we will come to recognize how appropriately these psalms 
may be sung between the times: between the time we leave the world’s environment and arrive at the 
Spirit’s assembly, between the time we leave sin and arrive at holiness; between the time we leave home on 
Sunday morning and arrive in worship with others of God’s pilgrims; between the time we leave the works 
of law and arrive in the land of grace.

Meanwhile the world whispers, “Why bother? There is plenty to enjoy without involving yourself in all 
that. The past is a graveyard; ignore it; the future is a holocaust; avoid it. There is no payoff for discipleship; 
there is not destination for the pilgrim journey. Get God the quick and easy way; buy instant charisma.” 

Thank God there are other voices which speak, if not more attractively, at least more truthfully, “Life is 
an arduous task, which has a great deal to do with competence, earned by struggling for excellence; with 
compassion, hard won by confronting conflict, and with modesty and patience, acquired through silence 
and suffering.” 

Over the next several weeks we’re going to turn to the Psalms of Ascent as people who choose to live no 
longer as tourists, but as pilgrims. Fred and I are excited to preach their texts because we are convinced 
that their themes will help us to remember the disciplines needed and the tools available to sustain a long 
obedience in the same direction. 


