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“Jesus and Downton Abbey”  Mark 2:21-22 4/19/15 

 Many of you watch the hit PBS TV series, Downton Abbey.  It is set 

on a sprawling English estate, in the early 1900’s.  At first things are quiet 

and stable, with the aristocracy presiding over huge estates and lower 

class people employed as servants and tenant farmers on them.  WWI 

begins to change things.  As young men are taken away to war, women 

have to play new roles, and estates such as Downton Abbey are converted 

to rehab centers for the wounded.  And when the men return from war, 

women aren’t sure they want to return to their previous roles!  And men 

aren’t sure what they want to, either. 

 Lower class folks begin to question why they can’t move into higher 

social classes, and they look for ways to better themselves with education 

and training.  The estates themselves run into deep financial issues as 

taxes increase and income declines.  On the TV show, Robert, Lord 

Grantham, is ill prepared for these changes, which require a business 

acumen and creativity that he lacks.  He struggles to figure out what his 

new role is in this rapidly changing world. 

 Change is the theme that runs throughout the series.  How will all of 

these characters adapt to their changing world?  That’s the question which 

drives much of the plot.   
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 Of course, change is the norm for us today, too.  In our individual 

lives, we all change from being dependent on our parents to being on our 

own.  Many move from singleness to being married.   Lord knows, that’s a 

big change!  Children bring more changes, as do changes in employment, 

which can result in the need to move to another location- another stressful 

change.  Retirement brings huge changes, too, perhaps in living 

arrangements, finances, or lifestyle.  Health changes can affect us in major 

ways, and the loss of those we love can bring the most unwelcome change 

of all. 

 Change is hard.  As one of my doctoral professors liked to say, 

“Nobody likes change, except a wet baby!”  Many of us resist change.  

Some of us slowly adapt to it.  A few of us embrace it. 

 Jesus had something to say about change in a couple of short 

parables, which we find in Mark 2.  The changes he was talking about were 

created by his own actions and teaching, and the religious leaders of his 

day strongly resisted these changes.  For example, just before this parable, 

Jesus invited Levi to be one of his disciples.  Now Levi was a despised tax 

collector, a collaborator with the hated Roman occupiers of Israel.  No good 

Jew would associate with such a man and the religious leaders questioned 

Jesus closely about this.  But Jesus wasn’t done.  He broke religious 

convention by hosting a party for Levi’s friends, sitting down and breaking 
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bread with a whole range of sinners, including prostitutes.  Jesus also 

challenged their understanding and practice of the Sabbath, a cornerstone 

of Jewish religion.  He was bringing all kinds of unwelcome change to 

traditional 1st century Judaism.  And it eventually got him killed! 

 Here’s what he said about change in Mark 2 in response to a 

question about why his disciples weren’t fasting, like good religious people 

were supposed to.  21“No one sews a piece of unshrunk cloth on an old 

cloak; otherwise, the patch pulls away from it, the new from the old, and a 

worse tear is made. 22And no one puts new wine into old wineskins; 

otherwise, the wine will burst the skins, and the wine is lost, and so are the 

skins; but one puts new wine into fresh wineskins.”  (Mark 2:21,22)  

Mending clothing and making wine:  common practices of that time that 

Jesus used to make an important point. 

 Old clothing which has been washed many times has already shrunk 

as much as it’s going to, like a well-worn pair of jeans.  Trying to repair a 

tear in such a piece of clothing with a new, unshrunk piece of cloth makes 

no sense.  When washed, the new piece will shrink and make a new tear in 

the old cloth.   

 Wine in those days was stored in animal skins, usually goatskins.  

When wine is new, it is still fermenting and giving off gas.  It needs to be 

stored in new wineskins, which have a certain amount of stretch, or 
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elasticity.  If you put new wine in old wineskins that have lost their ability to 

stretch, it will burst the skins and you’ll lose both the wine and skins. 

 What was the point Jesus was trying to make?  He was saying that 

he, as God’s son, was bringing new understandings and ethics and ways of 

encountering God that couldn’t be contained in their traditional religious 

structures and practices.  Those practices and understandings had to be 

replaced by new ones.  As you might imagine, that change was hard for the 

religious leaders in Jesus’ day to understand and tolerate.  They had 

worked hard to get to their positions of authority and had a lot to lose if 

everything was going to change!  But they’re not the only ones!  I think 

Jesus’ message is hard for us to accept today! 

 Let’s think a bit about our church.  Most of our programs and ways of 

doing things were established in the 1950’s- a time when most people went 

to church every Sunday, when churches were full, when stores and 

restaurants and theaters were closed on Sundays, and children’s sports 

leagues wouldn’t even think about scheduling games or practices on 

Sunday morning.  When people could only get 3 channels on their TV sets 

and other entertainment options were limited.  When churches exerted 

considerable influence on government and society, and traditional morality 

was generally embraced in the culture.  Churches were so confident that 

what they were doing was going to last forever that First Presbyterian 
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Church in Pittsburgh actually carved their worship times in stone on the 

front of their building!   

But those days are gone.  I read a church leader somewhere who 

said, “If things ever go back to the way they were in the 1950’s, we’re ready 

to roll!”  But they aren’t going back, are they?  And most mainline churches, 

like ours, are experiencing serious declines in their membership and 

attendance.  The old ways just aren’t working today. 

 When our Session recently looked at the trajectories of our own 

numbers here at GPC over the last 20 years, we saw a slight decline in 

membership over that time, but a pretty significant decline in weekly 

attendance.  We think that is due to some of the lifestyle issues that I noted 

before, with lots more competition for Sunday morning time.  It also reflects 

the aging of our congregation, which makes it more difficult for many of our 

members to get here for worship each week.  There was some good news 

in the numbers.  Our total giving has actually gone up each year, in spite of 

the decline in attendance!  We thank you for that! 

 However, those attendance numbers prompted concern in the 

Session about our future together.  During the 1950’s, churches didn’t have 

to do much outreach.  You just put out the Presbyterian or Methodist or 

Lutheran sign, and like-minded people would come in the door!  Today, 

fewer and fewer people are coming in.  So, we need to learn ways of 
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reaching out to those who haven’t been interested in church before.  That’s 

a change for us.  I believe that being an inviting church needs to become 

an ingrained part of our culture here if we are going to survive and thrive.  

Our members will need to take on the responsibility of reaching out to 

others around them, of being deployed in neighborhoods and places of 

work and recreation as witnesses and models of what it means to follow 

Jesus Christ.  Faithfully sitting in the pew on Sunday morning is no longer 

enough!  We need you to be Christ’s ambassadors in the world during the 

week, and to personally invite others to come and find what you found 

here. 

 We may also need to make changes in our worship services.  In our 

youth and children’s programs.  In our model of how kids are nurtured in 

the faith, since fewer and fewer of our own youth and children are present 

in worship and Sunday school, not to mention those who never come to 

church at all.  We will need to develop and use social media to reach out to 

those who aren’t coming to us.  We will need to find ways to reach out to 

people who use our building during the week- the families of scouts, for 

example.  This weekend, we worked to provide ministry to those who came 

to our Rummage Sale, by giving out church brochures with each purchase, 

and setting up a prayer station for those who wanted someone to pray with 

them.  We may need to create more off-site ministries, taking the Good 
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News to where people are, like the “Blessing of the Animals” service we did 

in the rec park and the outdoor Contemporary Worship Service we’re doing 

at the park at the end of June.  Maybe we’ll need to establish a new 

worshiping community somewhere offsite. 

 Change.  Some of us will have a hard time with these changes.  I 

know I will!  They won’t be easy for any of us.  They will require hard work 

and flexibility.  But I wonder if these changes will end up making us more 

faithful disciples of Jesus.  After all, sharing the good news with others is an 

intrinsic part of being a follower of Jesus Christ, of being a Christian.  And, 

by and large, we haven’t been doing that well and we’re not even sure how 

to do it!  It’s time to learn. 

 As Jesus taught us in his parable, sometimes change, even radical 

change, is necessary if we are to become the people God is calling us to 

be.  Jesus asks us to accept that reality.  As we celebrate our 275th 

anniversary this year, we will discover that this church has successfully 

navigated all kinds of change during its history- a church split over worship 

practices barely 15 years after the church was founded, the Revolutionary 

War, changing locations several times, the battle here at Gettysburg, WWI, 

WWII, accommodating a member who was a former President, and the 

tumultuous 1960’s.  You get the point.  GPC has experience dealing with 

big changes. 
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 So, how do we deal with change, both in our personal lives, as well 

as in our church life?  In the mid-1600’s, Oliver Cromwell’s personal aide 

traveled to Europe on important state business during turbulent and 

dangerous times.  He was so anxious about the weighty matters that were 

being decided that he hardly got any sleep.  However, his servant, slept 

soundly.  In the morning the aide asked the servant how he could sleep so 

well when the stakes were so high, and their future was so uncertain. 

 The servant replied, “Did God rule the world before we were born?” 

“Certainly, he did,” replied the aide. 

“And will he rule it again after we die?” the servant continued. 

The aide agreed that he would. 

“Then why not let God rule the present as well? concluded the servant. 

 You see, dealing with change is ultimately a spiritual matter.  We 

recognize that change is inevitable in a rapidly changing world.  But we 

also recognize that God is still in control of all things, including your life with 

all its challenges.  As one of our creeds begins, “In life and in death, we 

belong to God.”  And God is in control of his church, which has undergone 

countless changes through the ages.  Can you trust God in the midst of 

change?  Perhaps that is the answer to the anxiety we feel about change. 


