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1 Samuel 1:4-20, 1 Samuel 2:1-10, Hebrews 10:11-14, 19-25, Mark 13:1-8

God grant us the serenity to accept the things we can not change, the courage to change the things we can and the wisdom to distinguish the one from the other.   Amen. 

Rhoda sent me the following story, “On my way home one day last summer, I stopped to watch a Little League baseball game that was being played in a park near my home.  As I sat down behind the bench on the first base line, I asked one of the boys what the score was “We’re behind 14 to nothing,” he answered with a smile.


“Really,” I said. “ I have to say you don’t look very discouraged.”


“Discouraged?” the boy asked with a puzzled look on his face.  “Why should we be discouraged?  We haven’t been up to bat yet.”


Many of us might approach today’s gospel passage from Mark, with a sense of discouragement when as in the opening story it is more a matter of perspective. For it seems to me,  in a way Jesus is actually offering encouragement or attempting to fill believers with a sense of God’s presence in the midst of difficulty. Next Sunday is the last week in the church year and so the scripture selections this time of year reflect that end-time theme by including apocalyptic passages such as this reading.  The word apocalypse means “revelation.”  Apocalyptic literature is concerned with the end of human history, characterized by cosmic upheavals and final judgment.   The writing is highly symbolic and  despite the negative tone of today’s passage is meant to provide encouragement to the faithful during times of trial.   The Book of Daniel and the Book of Revelation as well as several books of the apocrypha are  other examples of apocalyptic writings.

The Gospel passage today is a wake-up call.  It comes from the chapter of Mark that has come to be known as “the little apocalypse.”  Apocalyptic is the loud knock, the harsh voice, and the cold floor meeting your bare feet when you would rather stay safe and warm in your comfortable bed.  Apocalyptic is always a call to wake up to spiritual reality.


Jesus is always saying things to startle his followers into wakefulness.  At the beginning of this chapter in Mark, Jesus comes out of the temple with Peter, James, John and Andrew.  One of them comments, “Look teacher!  What huge stones!  What wonderful buildings!”

We can imagine a sunny day, the smiling disciples, and then, splash!  Jesus throws the cold water of apocalyptic by telling them, “There will not be one stone left her on another—not one that will not be thrown down”  FYI from my research, the smallest stones in the temple structure weighed 2 to 3 tons.  Many of the larger ones weighed as much as 50 tons.  The stones were so immense that neither mortar nor any other binding material was used between them.  Their stability was attained by the great weight of the surrounding stones.  The walls towered over Jerusalem, over 400 feet in one area.  Inside the four walls was 45 acres of bedrock mountain shaved flat and during Jesus’ day a quarter of a million people could fit comfortably within the structure.


We can imagine the disciples’ surprise as their smiles turn to anxious frowns and they ask Jesus, “When—when will  this destruction happen?  How will we know when it’s about to happen?” 


Jesus does not answer their question directly.  First, he warns them of the sufferings and persecutions they will suffer and exhorts them to endure.  Then, finally, he tells them more specifically about the destruction of the temple.   Jesus is predicting the end of the temple  which will happen in 70 A.D. when the Romans destroy it.


In today’s gospel we see two aspects of  the apocalyptic genre.  Apocalyptic passages are  predictive and historic.  The passage was predictive when Jesus uttered it,  because the temple had not been destroyed and neither had Jesus’ followers been persecuted.  Both, of course, go on to happen.   But is that all that is there?  Just a piece of history that is moot today?   Actually, trying to make apocalyptic  passages relevant for today is where many, many people get in serious trouble.   Using apocalyptic as literal predictions of the future of the planet earth—and trying to match up symbolic language with actual people and events – only leads to trouble.


Let me give you an example. Have you ever tried to make a prediction or known someone who loves to predict the future?   Here are some interesting predictions from the past.  All the people making them were trusted individuals.   In 1943 Thomas Watson, chairman of IBM said, “I think there is a market for maybe five computers.”   There was an inventor by the name of Lee De Forest.  He claimed that, “While theoretically and technically television may be feasible, commercially and financially it is an impossibility.”   Finally the Decca Recording Co. made a big mistake when they made this prediction: “We don’t like their sound, and guitar music is on the way out.”  The year was 1962 and they were speaking of some lads from Liverpool whose band was called The Beatles.


So  it is no wonder that Jesus says to beware of anyone who thinks they can predict exactly how the end times will be or when they will come.   In fact elsewhere in scripture, Jesus tells us that no one knows when the end will come, not angels, not even Jesus himself, only God, the Father, knows.  


So when I suggest there might be more in this passage, I am not suggesting we go down the predictive road which leads no where.   And although the historic reading of the text is important, Richard Hays suggests that apocalyptic passages can also be poetry used to make a theological point.  For Jesus is not saying “Go sit on your rooftops and wait for me to come again.  Neither is he saying, roll over in bed and go back to sleep, because this has no meaning for you. “

The truth is the world has never been without massive suffering: wars, famines, refugee migrations, mass murders, holocausts, and  natural disasters  like those painted in this passage from Mark.   And when they are happening to you and to people you love, it is the great tribulation, it is the end of the world as you know it. 


And when this great tribulation hits—are we awake or asleep?  Do we come prepared with a knowledge of God’s love and care, which can give us hope and stamina to endure? Or do we come as people who have postponed knowing God?   Do we come as casual or nominal people of faith? Or do we come with commitment and trust.? 


Those who are awake are called to stay awake—to proclaim the Good News of Jesus Christ to those who have no reason to hope and to minister to any in need. We are given the task of proclaiming what God has begun in Jesus Christ. The faithful Christian does not sit on a mountain to await the Second Coming. No, our job is to take seriously Christ's First Coming. The time of the Second Coming is none of our business, but it is our business to act as if the world has changed because of Jesus Christ. 
We are called to do what Christ does: to proclaim God's reign in word and deed, to act as if the times have changed, to believe and behave as if God rules over every opposing power.  The writer of the Book of Hebrews put it this way at the end of today’s reading.  “Let us consider how to provoke one another to love and good deeds, not neglecting to meet together, as is the habit of some, but encouraging one another, and all the more as you see the Day approaching.” 
While we wait for Christ to come again, there is much to do.  Consider the story of this cab driver.   

Twenty years ago, I drove a cab for a living.  When I arrived at 2:30 a.m., the building was dark except for a single light in a ground floor window.  Under these circumstances, many drivers would just honk once or twice, wait a minute, then drive away.  But, I had seen too many hurting people who depended on taxis as their only means of transportation.  Unless a situation smelled of danger, I always went to the door.  This passenger might be someone who needs my assistance, I reasoned to myself.
So I walked to the door and knocked.  “Just a minute,” answered a frail, elderly voice.  I could hear something being dragged across the floor.  After a long pause, the door opened.   A woman in her 80’s stood before me.  She was wearing a print dress and a pillbox hat with a veil pinned on it, like somebody out of a 1940’s movie.  

By her side was a small suitcase.  The apartment looked as if no one had lived in it for years.   All the furniture was covered with sheets.  There were no clocks on the walls, no knickknacks.   In the corner was a cardboard box filled with photos and glassware.  “Would you carry my bag out to the car?” she asked.  I took the suitcase to the cab and returned to help the woman.

She kept thanking me for my kindness.  “It’s nothing,” I told her. “I just try to treat my passengers the way I would want my mother treated.”
When we got in the cab, she gave me an address, then asked, “Could you drive through downtown?”

“It’s not the shortest way, “ I answered quickly.

“Oh, I don’t mind,” she said, “I’m in no hurry.  I’m on my way to a hospice center.  I don’t have any family left,” she continued, “and the doctor says I don’t have very long.”

I quietly reached over and shut off the meter.  “What route would you like me to take?”  I asked.

For the next hours, we drove through the city.  She showed me the building where she had once worked.   We drove through the neighborhood where she and her husband had lived when they were newlyweds.  Sometimes she’d ask me to slow in front of a particular building or corner and would sit staring into the darkness, saying nothing. As the first hint of sun was creasing the horizon, she suddenly said, “I’m tired. Let’s go now.”

 We drove in silence to the address she had given me.  Two orderlies came out to the cab as soon as we pulled up.  They were kind, watching her every move.   I opened the trunk and took the small suitcase to the door.  The woman was already seated in a wheelchair.   “How much do I owe you?” she asked, reaching into her purse.
“Nothing,” I said.

“You have to make a living,” she answered.

“There are other passengers,” I responded.  Almost without thinking, I bent and gave her a hug.  She held onto me tightly.

“You gave an old woman a little moment of joy,” she said. “Thank you.”

I squeezed her hand, then walked into the dim morning light.  I didn’t pick up anymore passengers that shift.  For the rest of the day I could hardly talk.

The cab driver concludes. On a quick review, I don’t think that I have done anything more important in my life.  We’re conditioned to think that our lives revolve around great moments.  But great moments often catch us unaware—beautifully wrapped in what others may consider a small one.
Today’s gospel gives us hints on what to do when the world falls apart? "Preach the kingdom," says Jesus to all his followers. Even if life should turn deadly, we proclaim the power of God that is stronger than death. And preach and proclaim we shall, not just by what we say, but by what we do, until the day when there are no more tears, when death has no more power, when grief is swallowed up in laughter.
In the Name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.  Amen
