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The days will come when the bridegroom is taken away from them, and then they will fast on that 

day.  Mk. 2:20 

 

 There is one English language but it is spoken in several different accents. Those who 

live in the United Kingdom can tell with ease if a speaker is Irish, Scottish, or from a certain 

region or county in England. Here is the United States, our ears can tell the difference between 

someone from the South and the East. Why, I even hear there is such a thing as a Wisconsin 

accent! My Massachusetts-born son-in-law and I have a running debate over whether “a-u-n-t” is 

to be pronounced “awnt” or “ant.” 

 

 Christianity is one religion, but it, too, is spoken in several different accents. Here 

“accents” refer to distinct emphases. 

 

 I detect three different accents in our passage from the Gospel According to Mark. I will 

import a fourth from later on in the Gospel and speak to it as well. So my topic with you this 

morning is “Christianity Spoken in Four Accents.” 

 

The accent of duty 

  Our thought begins with the accent of duty. The accent of duty uses the dialect of 

responsibility and emphasizes what a person must do in order to be religiously faithful. 

 

 The accent of duty was the accent spoken by the Pharisees in our story and elsewhere in 

the New Testament. The Pharisees have a bad reputation among Christians largely because they 

appear throughout our scriptures as some of the main antagonists of Jesus. The way the Pharisees 

pronounced the word “religion” put the emphasis on the syllable of duty. Their spiritual phonics 

stressed keeping the law. They believed that those who kept the law remained close to God. 

Since the aim was to remain close to God, they understood that the keeping the law was the main 

part of religion. At issue in our text today is the law concerning fasting. 

 

 Though Jesus told these Pharisees that this was not the time for fasting, he did not 

repudiate fasting as a Christian practice altogether. Other New Testament passages show him 

supporting fasting among Christians, so he was not wholly at odds with the religion of the 

Pharisees. In the Sermon on the Mount Jesus said, “When you fast” (Mt. 6:16), suggesting that 

he assumed fasting would take place. After he released the demon that terrorized a boy with 

seizures, a demon the disciples tried to exorcise but could not, Jesus said, “This kind can come 

out only through prayer and fasting” (Mk. 9:29 mg). 

 

 Jesus not only accepted fasting as a Christian practice, he spoke of the importance of 

acting with responsibility according to the word of God. At the end of the Sermon on the Mount 



he gave the Parable of the Two Builders. It was the one who heard the word and was obedient to 

it that built his house on the firm foundation. (Mt. 7:24ff) 

 

 Once there was a story of two brothers, both with doctorates, who lived together. One had 

a Doctor of Divinity and was a minister. The other had a Doctor of Medicine and was a 

physician. Someone came to their house one day. Their housekeeper went to the door and the 

visitor asked to see the doctor. The housekeeper answered, “Which one? The one who preaches 

or the one who practices?” 

 

 Jesus kept the accent of practice – the accent of duty – as a living part of the faith he 

taught. 

 

The accent of joy 

 We turn now to the second accent in our text: the accent of joy. The accent of joy speaks 

in the dialect of appreciation and delight. 

 

 Harry Emerson Fosdick somewhere said that faith is something that should give a person 

not weights but wings.
1
 Religion, in other words, the Christian religion in particular, is not a 

matter of pure duty – something that must be done - but a matter of joy – something that can be 

relished. 

 

 Jesus in our passage for this morning likens being religious to a wedding reception. 

Wedding receptions then as now were festive occasions full of food, drink, music, dancing, and 

laughter. And Jesus calls himself the bridegroom, suggesting that the merriment is gathered 

around him. 

 

 Joy is a chief characteristic of the Christian faith. The New Testament begins with joy. 

The angel surprises the shepherds saying, “Do not be afraid; for see – I am bringing you good 

news of great joy for all the people” (Lk. 2:10). The New Testament closes with joy, for the 

Book of Revelation portrays the angels and the saints in heaven singing, “Hallelujah! For the 

Lord our God the Almighty reigns” (Rev. 19:6). Jesus himself said in the Upper Room on 

Maundy Thursday, after teaching his disciples many things, “I have said these things to you so 

that my joy may be in you, and that your joy may be complete” (Jn. 15:11). And Paul wrote to 

the Philippians, “Rejoice in the Lord always, again I will say, Rejoice” (Phil. 4:4) 

 

 The 144
th

 psalmist long ago said, “happy are the people whose God is the Lord” (Ps. 

144:15b). With that accent ringing through our religion, our song should be “I’ve got joy, joy, 

joy, joy down in my heart to stay” (George W. Cooke). 

 

The accent of Calvary 

 After listening to the accent of duty and the accent of joy, we turn to the accent of 

Calvary, the third accent I discern being spoken in our text for this morning. The accent of 

Calvary uses the dialect of suffering and grief, the somber timbre and tone of the cross. 
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 Jesus defends and justifies the joy of his disciples in this text from Mark, but he 

introduces the cross as though its shadow is already beginning to fall across his life. “The days 

will come,” he said, “when the bridegroom is taken away . . . .” So! Jesus was “a man of 

sorrows, acquainted with grief” (Is. 53:3). The cross was on his horizon. And we need to bear in 

mind that not a single page of the New Testament was written without the fact of the cross 

looming in the background. 

 

 Christianity has this accent of Calvary, to be sure. Every word of ours ought to be cross-

shaped. We speak of love, but the love of which we speak has a cross in it. We speak of 

forgiveness, but the forgiveness of which we speak has a cross in it, We speak of the nature of 

God, but the nature of God of which we speak has a cross in it. We speak of the fellowship of the 

church, but the fellowship of which we speak has a cross in it. Every element of Christianity has 

something of the cross in it, the accent of Calvary. 

 

 Part of the value of the Season of Lent is that it keeps us from getting too far from the 

cross. My daughter Lena has lived in Maryland for several years now, and she reports she is glad 

when someone notices in her speech that she is not from there. She is glad she has retained her 

Wisconsin accent.  

 

 So every Christian needs to retain the accent of Calvary lest we propagate what United 

Church of Christ theologian H. Richard Niebuhr castigated as a faith which tells of “A God 

without wrath [who] brought [people] without sin into a kingdom without judgment through the 

ministrations of a Christ without a cross.”
2
 

 

The accent of Easter 

 We have heard this far the three accents I discern being spoken in our passage from Mark 

2: the accent of duty, the accent of joy, and the accent of Calvary. We turn now to the fourth, the 

one I am importing from later in the Gospel. It is the accent of Easter. The accent of Easter uses 

the dialect of resurrection, of restoration, of renewal. 

 

 There are some religious grammar police who forbid talk of Easter during the Season of 

Lent. They would gasp at this sermon and say, “Don’t speak of the resurrection now!” Their 

mouths would have opened wide with shock earlier when I quoted from the Book of Revelation, 

and they would have chastised me saying, “Don’t you know you aren’t to say the word 

‘Hallelujah’ during Lent?” 

 

 Their passion notwithstanding I find that kind of religious fastidiousness has no real place 

in our faith. Writers use books to help them use English properly. There is The Chicago Manual 

of Style to which they are asked to conform or some edition of Fowler’s Dictionary of Modern 

English Usage. These are the guides for proper writing, punctuation, and word use. In the 

Reformed Tradition of the Christian faith, the tradition in which our church stands, scripture is 

our manual, our standard for religious faith and practice. And it has nothing of the fastidiousness 

of the religious grammar police I mentioned earlier. Scripture knows nothing of Lent. It has no 

prohibition against using the word “Hallelujah” at any point during the calendar year. My 

goodness! The word means “Praise God!” When can that ever be inappropriate? 
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 Not only was every page of the New Testament written with the cross looming in the 

background, every page was also written with the light of the resurrection of Jesus shining 

joyfully above it. The accent of Easter is always fitting Christian speech. 

 

 There is a game we sometimes play as a family. In it each player has a number of cards 

each with a different saying written on it. One player each turn is designated the judge. The 

judge draws from another stack of cards and the card the judge draws names an accent or dialect. 

Each of the other players is to choose a card from his or her hand and read off what that card 

says in the required accent. After each person speaks in the chosen accent, the judge decides 

which player did the best that turn. 

 

 Here now we have drawn four accents of Christianity: the accents of duty, of joy, of 

Calvary, and of Easter. Learn to speak them all well so that you may never be at a loss for the 

right word spoken in the right way. 


