November 15, 2009
Mark 13:1-8

The church year is drawing to a close. Next Sunday is Christ the King Sunday, the last Sunday of the church year. On Christ the King Day we celebrate that Christ is indeed Lord of all; he is the Alpha and Omega, the beginning and the end. Then Advent comes, and the cycle begins again, with anticipation and longing and hope. 

But today – the Sunday before Christ the King – finds us in this strange and frightening place. We hear Jesus talking about awful, terrible things. The destruction of the temple, earthquakes and famine and war. Why are we here? Why does God lead us here, to see this awful future? Why would Jesus say these things? 
This is what must happen before God’s kingdom will be complete. Before Jesus leaves his disciples on earth, he wants them to understand, to be prepared for what will come. He wants them to know how to live in the penultimate time, the time of waiting, the time before he comes again. He wants them to know how to be faithful. 

They are in Jerusalem, at the Temple, the center of Jewish identity, religion, politics and culture. By all accounts the building was stunning, made of white marble and gold.
 The disciples are awed; “Look teacher, what large stones and what large buildings!” Then Jesus tells them: look at these stones; not one stone will stand upon another. Jesus is emphatic: not one stone will stand.
 
It is impossible for us to understand how absurd and outrageous that claim must have seemed. And yet it came to pass; by 70 AD, forty years after Jesus’ words, the Romans leveled the great Temple, tore it to the ground, in retaliation for the Jewish uprising against them. Imagine how absurd it would have seemed for someone to have predicted the destruction of the Twin Towers when they were built. People would have thought they were crazy. Who could have imagined such a horror? Remember when it happened. It felt like our whole world came crashing down. 
In 1920, after the carnage of World War I, William Butler Yeats wrote a poem called “The Second Coming” that captures these awful, terrible feelings: 

Turning and turning in the widening gyre

The falcon cannot hear the falconer;

Things fall apart; the center cannot hold;

Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,

The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere

The ceremony of innocence is drowned.
 

And yet… Jesus tells us, we should not be afraid. 
There have been times of trauma throughout history, and each time people have wondered, “Is this the end?” But Jesus tells us not to worry and wonder, not to obsess over dates and times, poring over calendars and making wild predictions. 

There is a cottage industry that crops up from time to time to predict when the end will be. I’m not talking about scientists, warning of disaster from climate change; they are measuring and charting the real and monumental changes on this earth. I mean the psychics and pseudo-scientists and religious leaders who make a living from frightening people. In my generation it was Hal Lindsey’s book The Late, Great Planet Earth. More recently it was the Left Behind series. The latest version is the movie 2012, based on a wildly imaginative interpretation of an ancient Mayan calendar. 
Throughout human history, there have been warnings that the end of the world is coming. I remember hearing one of those predictions when I was a little girl, and it scared me so much that I had nightmares. I dreamt that my brother Dave was in our living room with six sticks of dynamite and was going to blow up the house, and the rest of the world was going down with it! Well, my childhood home is still standing, the world hasn’t ended, and to the best of my knowledge, my brother has never dabbled in explosives. Instead, he grew up to be a family-practice doc in a little town in Wisconsin. And he’s a Quaker. 

When I was growing up, nobody ever preached passages like this one. We didn’t use the lectionary, and it was easy to gloss over some of the more troubling passages in scripture. These verses sounded so bizarre, and, in truth, it was the more ‘out there’ groups in Christianity that would talk about the End of the World. We considered ourselves more rational and logical and scientific, and this made us uncomfortable. We liked passages like, “Blessed are the peacemakers.” 
Truly, the first time I read the Bible and found these passages, I found them disturbing. 
Eventually I learned that this was called ‘the little Apocalypse’; that it was part of a genre of Biblical literature called Apocalyptic, and that Jesus wasn’t the first one to talk about the end of the world. Jewish Apocalyptic literature was common in the time of Jesus; in fact, Jesus’ words echo the Old Testament book of Daniel.
 Things were so awful for the Jews that there one best hope was that God would swoop down and cleanse the world of all unrighteousness. The world had become so evil that only God could save it; God would rescue the world form evil at the time of God’s own choosing, and make a new creation. As frightening as this sounds, it was a message of hope. It is the hope of people who have lost all other hope.

But for Jesus to predict that the Temple would be thrown down – that was unthinkable. If the Temple was gone, where was God in this world? 
We’re going through a time of great upheaval once more, and sometimes it’s hard to know where God is in this world. In her book The Great Emergence, Phyllis Tickle describes the transitions of previous ages, when it felt like the Western world was falling apart: the destruction of the Temple; the fall of Rome; the Great Schism, the Renaissance and Reformation; and our time, now. Such cycles, she suggests, happen about every 500 years. And when they do, almost everything changes: there are great migrations, upheavals in culture, economic collapse. And religion – religion goes through an upheaval of its own.
 

The key, she says, is not to be afraid. Not to cling to the past, in hopes that times gone by can be restored; and not to be afraid of the future.  
The Presbyterian Church is going through an upheaval of its own. The principal measure is membership. Last year the Presbyterian Church recorded its largest drop in membership ever recorded. If you look at the average age of membership in many churches, you know this is only going to increase. In many congregations, there are very few people younger than 60 or even 70. We’re not alone. Every mainline denomination is losing members. And yet we live as if nothing has changed, maintaining the same buildings, the same bureaucracies, the same budgets as before. We’re lucky here in this church – or maybe I should say blessed – we’re alive and well. But our challenge is still the same: to the extent we follow God into the future, we will be faithful; to the extent we try to replicate the church of the 1950s, we will fail. 
It feels like the end of an era. And at the end of an age, we have to face the reality that the institutions we thought would always be there, won’t. We can’t place our faith in institutions. We have to place our faith in God. If anything, these times of upheavals force us to realize that our little idols will not help us. It is not a choice of giving up our idols – they simply won’t be here anymore to support the structures we thought would always be in place.
But Jesus warns us: in times of trial, be careful. Be very careful. There will be leaders who will come in the name of God who are not of God. They will make fanatical claims that they alone know the truth. They will demand blind obedience. They will twist scripture to their own ends. They will use religious faith to justify evil – just look at the Inquisition or the Crusades or even the Nazis. It will be tempting to follow because they are so sure. It will be tempting to follow because it is so much easier to follow someone blindly than to think for ourselves. It is easier to let ourselves off the hook and listen to those who understand our fear, and who seem so confident themselves. 
And then, Jesus tells us: do not be alarmed. Do not be afraid! Keep awake, be on watch, but do not live in constant fear. 
Rodger Nishioka, a professor of Christian Education at Columbia Seminary, has written: 

So how does one survive the devastation of an aggressive cancer diagnosis or other illness, the crashing down of a building, or the aftermath of a natural disaster? How does one survive the loss of innocence? How does one live in the midst of competing voices, all full of passionate intensity, claiming that these are the signs of the end of the age? Our focus must not be on the signs themselves, but rather on the one who is to come – the one who enables us to look up after such devastation and claim the certainty of blessing. Things may seem to have fallen apart. It may appear that anarchy has been loosed on the world. Nevertheless, the center will hold and – much to our amazement – we will discover that we have much faithful work to do.

We have much faithful work to do. Not in trying to rebuild failed institutions. Not in maintaining our own way of life. But in opening ourselves to the presence of God, even in the midst of chaos and uncertainty. And giving ourselves body, mind and soul to the one who is leading us into a new age. 
That is what people of faith in every age have done. In the midst of upheaval, to be a witness to the presence of God. 

Centuries ago, in the heart of Scotland, when the world was being torn apart, someone built a church. Now all that’s left are some stones, and an inscription that reads: 

In the year 1653, 

when all things in the kingdom 

were either profaned or demolished,

 this kirk was built by Sir Richard Shirley, 

whose singular praise 

was to do the best of things

 in the worst of times.
 

We can do no more than that – and we should do no less. 

Thanks be to God. 
Rev. Karen Chakoian
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Granville, OH
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