
Divine, and lonely 15 Jan 23. 

There is a cartoon character called Hagar the 

Horrible, who is a Viking and chief of his clan - 

but never successful in whatever he does.  

Even in his marriage to Helga, he seems to get 

things wrong.  In one cartoon strip, Hagar is 

defending his castle against attack, and he has 

archers on the battlements and others pouring 

boiling oil over those attempting to scale the 

walls - but all is not going well.  A man on the 

battlements with Hagar is desperately trying 

to get his attention because he has the latest 

Acme machine gun that he wants to sell to 

Hagar, which would ensure that Hagar had no 

trouble at all in putting his enemy to flight and 

saving his castle.  However, Hagar is dismissing 

him and trying to ignore him, saying, “Not now, 

not now - I’ve got a battle to fight!” 

It’s possible that I may have told you this 

story before, but I thought it relevant to 

what I want to talk about today. 

I don’t think the gospel gets us very much 

further along the road, other than showing us 

that John the Baptist continues to recognize 

Jesus as God’s chosen one, and is prepared to 

lose his disciples to Jesus. 

But our Isaiah and Psalm readings are cries 

from the heart of the writers. 

Isaiah’s reading is somewhat confusing; it 

really refers to three servants - Israel, 
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Isaiah, and Jesus - in the working out of God’s 

purpose to redeem not just Israel, but also 

‘you distant nations’ - meaning the whole world. 

I don’t want to spend time on an exegesis on 

the text of Isaiah - nor of that of Psalm 40, 

but I do want you to feel the pain and anguish 

of the writers who express themselves as ‘…

having laboured in vain, I have spent my 

strength for noth ing at a l l , ’ and ‘…

troubles without number surround me; my sins 

have overtaken me, and I cannot see.  They are 

more than the hairs of my head and my heart 

fails within me.’ 

It is true that Isaiah ends on a hopeful note, 

but consider, if you can, the mind-set of the 

writer. 

Given that the ultimate Servant referred to in 

Isaiah’s Servant Songs, as these are called, is 

Jesus, we have to accept that within this 

prophecy, Jesus also appears a failure, After 

three years of authoritative teaching, amazing 

love, and astonishing miracles, the Servant 

died ignominiously on a Roman cross with 

nearly all of his followers scattered into the 

darkness.  No glory there. 

We know that the story doesn’t end there, but 

I want to leave you in that human moment with 

Jesus, to explore how he - as a human being - 

might have felt. 

Without trying to trivialize the point, Jesus 

must have felt the huge frustration of the 

machine-gun salesman - that people just 
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weren’t listening to him.  He had this immense 

task to perform and very little time to do it in, 

and yet his mission, despite his best efforts, 

seemed to remain hidden to his disciples.  No 

wonder he called them ‘slow to understand.’ 

I can only imagine the colossal frustration 

someone like Einstein would have if he was 

trying to make me understand calculus or 

quantum physics.  No wonder that Jesus had to 

use parables and figures of speech and 

miracles to see if he could get through the 

essential message of God’s love for his 

creatures - and in such a short time. 

Jesus’ deep love for his disciples and followers 

must have made him bite his tongue a million 

times, rather than tell them yet again how 

thick and stupid they were being. So we can 

clearly understand why his patience was 

exhausted from time to time. 

But consider this too; just how alone Jesus 

must have felt!  How he must have longed for 

someone he could share on a deep level with - 

and truly be understood.  It is therefore no 

wonder that in John’s gospel in particular, we 

hear his lengthy prayers to his Father in 

chapter 17.  We don’t know how this was heard 

by John or how it came to be written down, 

but it emphasizes for me the absolute need 

that Jesus had in human terms to have 

someone in whom he could confide and be 
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totally understood.  We hear several times in 

John’s gospel how John refers to himself as 

‘the disciple whom Jesus loved’; I don’t think 

for a minute that he didn’t love his other 

disciples and followers any less, but there may 

have been a different quality to his love for 

John that got at least partly close to real 

understanding and being a soulmate. 

To be so set apart has to be, by sheer 

necessity, an incredibly lonely existence.  I 

imagine that any number of the women in his 

group would have been more than happy to curl 

up with him when he was exhausted and just 

give him comfort.  We never hear of any 

sexual relationship in any part of the gospels, 

and I personally believe that Jesus could not 

have afforded such a luxury, because to do so 

would be to invite jealousy and accusations of 

favouritism, and he couldn’t have afforded 

division within his tiny band on whom so much 

would come to rest in such a short time. 

Nevertheless, genius breeds isolation, and if 

that ‘genius’ is ultimately divinity - how much 

greater will that isolation be? 

Where does all this take us, you may wonder?  

The answer is, ‘into the depth of our own 

relationships.’ 

We cannot afford to have real, meaningful, 

loving, in-depth relationships with all our 
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acquaintances - it would be too exhausting and 

ultimately meaningless.  But, by the same 

token, I would urge us not to waste time in 

fostering relationships that are based on 

triviality - in any form.  Yes - be trivial and 

silly with your close friends, but know that 

they are your close friends because your 

relationship with them is so much deeper. 

This allows us to accept ourselves and our 

friends much more as we are - weaknesses, 

warts, ingrown toenails and all.  Some of human 

attributes, including our appearance, may not 

be so attractive or appealing - not that we’ve 

been born with a third ear necessarily, but 

just that some have natural beauty and some 

don’t - on the outside, that is. 

As Shug says to Celie in the movie, The Colour 

Purple, ‘Yo sho is ugly!’ 

Just in the last three years, we have been 

holding back from any sort of physical contact 

because of Covid; now we are having to learn 

how to hold each other all over again. 

One of the things I admired Princess Diana for 

when she was alive, was her willingness to pick 

up an AIDS baby and give that child a hug. 

There is a book I read a long time ago, called 

‘Les Caves du Vatican’, by the French author, 

André Gide.  It is a collection of short stories, 
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well worth reading if you are lucky enough to 

have the French to do it.  Without attempting 

to exhume my copy from my library, I cannot 

tell you now the title of the story, but it is 

about a huntsman in olden times, going out to 

shoot a deer in the woods.  He follows this 

animal, and gets led deeper and deeper into 

the woods, and is eventually lost.  The deer 

has vanished, and he is left sitting on his horse 

looking at a rundown cottage.  He goes in and 

sees an old man in rags, shivering with cold.  

There is no fire, nor anything to eat. 

He sets about building a fire, and lays the old 

man down on a bare bed, fetching his saddle 

blanket to cover him with.  As the fire catches 

light, he sees to his horror that the man is a 

leper, but tries to put it out of his mind, going 

out to his horse to see if he has anything to 

give him to eat in his pack. 

On returning to the cabin, the old man asks if 

he could please lie down with him as he is still 

shaking with cold.  Much against his instincts, 

the huntsman climbs onto the bed with the 

ragged old man, trying hard to avoid touching 

his skin or getting his breath in his face. 

But after a few minutes, the old man one more 

asks if the huntsman would take off his 

clothes and his own rags, as the clothing is 

stopping the bodily warmth from being shared.  

Swallowing his revulsion, the huntsman 

reluctantly undresses the old, skinny, 

deformed man, covered with leprous lesions, 
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and then even more unwillingly, takes off his 

own outer garments and lays again down with 

the old man.   

“Hold me closer!” says the old man - and finally 

abandoning his instincts and scruples, he 

embraces the old man fully, skin to skin, face 

to face. 

In that moment, the old man is transformed 

into the person of Jesus, and the cabin is 

filled with light.

How do we ever know when we might be 

embracing the lonely divinity of Jesus, seeking 

expression in the life of his creatures - and 

just being loved?
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