
 

 

 

Wednesday, April 15, 2020 
Pastor Jeffrey M. Engholm’s Message 

 

Paradise by John Prine 

 

Grace and peace to you from the One who lights us all with the fire of the Holy Spirit. 

Amen. 

 

And welcome again to our first ever Wednesday Night Campfire. Here we all are, 

seated around the fire, the night sky is beautiful with all these stars forming a huge 

blanket above us. It’s kind of chilly outside here tonight — I’m glad we’ve got this fire 

to keep us warm. Yep, this is what we’re going to be doing here on Wednesday nights 

for awhile. You probably know that on the Wednesday nights before Easter, just last 

Sunday, we gathered for our Wednesday Evening Lenten services, focusing on the path 

that Jesus walked on his way to the cross. But now it’s Easter, and Jesus has risen into 

new life, and he’s taking us all with him! So here we are, the fire of his Spirit is burning 

in us all, kind of like this campfire is burning right here in front of us all. And so in the 

days ahead, we’re going to be singing songs about Jesus who is alive. We’ll be hearing 

stories about Jesus who walks close beside us. We’ll be talking about Jesus who brings 

the fire of his spirit into our lives. And so, we celebrate that fire that is burning within 

us even now, even in these strange days when everything seems to just be... weird. 

And strange. And unsettling. And uncertain. And full of loss. 

 



Can I tell you about a loss I suffered this past week? Actually, it’s not a loss that I 

suffered alone, but a loss the whole country suffered. A man by the name of John Prine 

died, and his death was a direct result of the coronavirus. John Prine was a singer 

songwriter who you maybe never heard of, even though he’d be around singing for 

about 40 years. But most of the songs he wrote were sung by other people, so he 

wasn’t out in front as much as other performers, which was just fine with him -- he 

wasn't much for the limelight. But the songs he wrote... they were beautiful. They 

were beautiful because they were so simple, simply written songs about simple 

people. People like you and me. Nothing fancy, just folks living their lives, trying to 

make ends meet, trying to make their lives meet make sense. 

 

I think about him tonight because of all the songs he wrote, there's one song in 

particular that stands out for me, called “Paradise”. The song is about his parents 

childhood home in Kentucky, a beautiful little place called “Paradise”. But it's a sad 

song, because the town called "Paradise" fell to ruin as a result of a handful of greedy 

folks who mined for coal without any care for the land itself. Yes, it’s a sad song. You 

might even say it’s a hopeless song. And it would be, if this song was simply the end of 

the story. But this song is not the end of the story. It’s not the end of the story because 

we get to hear this song, now, and we get to sing this song, now, and we get to learn 

from it. Yes, that sad story might have happened to that place at that time, long ago, 

but it doesn’t have to happen again, here, now, with us. 

 

It kind of reminds me of this time we’re in. There have been other pandemics in the 

past — they’re rare, but they’ve happened. And sometimes people responded wisely, 

and other times not. We can learn from them, all of them. We can learn from the past, 

repeat the best and ignore the worst. We can do that because we’re smart. We can do 



that because we’re creative. We can do that because we’re working together, and 

we’re simply taking things one day at a time. 

 

And then, in addition to what WE bring to the table, we're people of faith. We've got 

one more thing going for us, the most important part. Psalm 46 opens with these 

words: “God is our refuge and strength, a very present help in trouble.” Sound 

familiar? If you’re Lutheran, you might recognize those words from the first line of a 

hymn we sing every October on Reformation Sunday: “A mighty fortress is our God...” 

Yes, in addition to us being smart and creative and working together and taking things 

one day at a time, we are people of faith, who know that our true strength comes from 

beyond anything we can do ourselves. Psalm 46 opens with the words about our God 

being a mighty fortress, and then it closes with the last verse, with God speaking 

directly to us: "Be still. Just be still, and know that I am God." 

 

God has been with us in our past, and God will continue to be with us into our future. 

Together with each other and with our God, we will look back and learn. And together, 

with each other and with our God, we will look ahead and step out in faith. Just like 

scripture says. Just like our Lord says. Just like John Prine says. 

Amen. 

 


