The Life of a Saint- Enduring to the End
Pentecost 25- Lectionary 33

Luke 21:5-19

Nov. 14th, 2010
Dear friends in Christ,


Last week the Utah Jazz did something that no one expected them to do.  They beat the Miami Heat in Miami and on the very next night, beat the Orlando Magic in Orlando.  These are two of the elite teams in the NBA, and few expected the Jazz to win even one of the games, yet alone both.  They were behind by 19 points at half against the Heat, and at one point fell behind the Magic by 18 points.  Yet, in both games they fought back and won.  How did they do it?  Well, without going into specific detail, they did what championship caliber teams always do.  They played the whole game, fought back from adversity, and finished strong.  They played out the old Yogi Berra quote, “It ain’t over till it’s over.”  They played until the final buzzer and came away with two unexpected victories.


Last week was All Saints Sunday.  It was a day to first of all worship and praise God for what God has done in making it possible for all of us to be saints.  We recalled that we are the saints today, carrying the torch of faith in the relay of life.  And we remembered, by lighting candles, the saints who have gone before us and passed on the faith, or the living saints, who continue to be witnesses to us.


While All Saints Sunday is just one Sunday in November, the final two Sundays in the church year provide us opportunity to think further about what it means to be a saint.  So this Sunday and next, I want to continue to have us think about the life of a saint.  Today I want to talk about enduring to the end and finishing strong, something the Jazz demonstrated for us down in Florida this past week.  

Today’s gospel lesson focuses upon what is perhaps the most mysterious and difficult of all Christian teachings, Christ’s second coming at the end of time to bring the current age to a close.  23 of the 27 books of the New Testament say something about Christ’s second coming.  We confess this belief weekly in the Apostle’s Creed when we say “He will come again to judge the living and the dead.” This is an important belief we hold, difficult though it may be to fully grasp.

The subject comes up as Jesus and the disciples are outside the temple in Jerusalem.  Some are admiring its beauty and its size.  Here in Utah we can perhaps relate to this better than in other parts of the country.  Think what you will about the Latter Day Saints, but they do build impressive temples.  The Salt Lake Temple took 40 years to build, hauling huge blocks of granite out of Little Cottonwood canyon.  That was an impressive accomplishment and it’s a beautiful structure.  But in the lesson Jesus looked up at the Jerusalem Temple and predicted, "As for these things that you see, the days will come when not one stone will be left upon another; all will be thrown down.”  


The disciples must have been stunned. The Salt Lake Temple is impressive, but it is nothing compared with the Jerusalem temple.  The smallest stones in the Temple weighed 2 to 3 tons. Many of them weighed 50 tons. The largest existing stone, part of the Wailing Wall, is 12 meters in length and 3 meters high, and it weighs hundreds of tons! The stones were so immense that mortar was not used between the stones. Their stability was attained by the great weight of the stones. The walls towered over Jerusalem, over 400 feet in one area. During Jesus' day a quarter of a million people could fit comfortably within the structure. No sports arena in America today comes close to its size.


But Jesus said that one day all of these beautiful and large stones would be toppled and thrown down.  This was a prophecy that did, in fact occur.  In 70 AD the Temple was destroyed by the Roman army. It all came down.  But as we read on and listen to the words of Jesus,  it’s also clear that he is talking to the disciples not only about the destruction of the temple by the Romans, but also about events far, far in the future, at the end of time.  If you read all of Luke chapter 21, you will clearly see this is about the Son of man coming again in glory.


What can we learn from these rather troubling words as we think about living Christian lives, the lives of saints.  Well, first, it seems pretty clear that we are not to be spending our time trying to predict when these things will occur.  The disciples ask Jesus, when will this be?,  but Jesus does not give them a specific answer.  We’re now 2000 years since the time of Christ, and over that time many have said we’re in the last days and Christ is coming soon.  Some have viewed the Bible as some kind of puzzle and thought they have put the pieces together to make a prediction about the end.  Many authors and speakers have filled their wallets with money, selling predictions to a public that is continually fascinated by the end.  All have been wrong.  We continue to wait and live by faith, trusting in God’s time and not our own.


Often, when we try and predict things, we get them wrong. Here’s a few I read.  Thomas Watson was chairman of IBM in 1943.  Computers were in their infancy.  At the time he said, "I think there is a world market for maybe five computers."   Popular Mechanics magazine in 1949 made this prediction: "Where a calculator on the ENIAC computer is equipped with 18,000 vacuum tubes and weighs 30 tons, computers in the future may have only 1,000 vacuum tubes and weigh only 1.5 tons." That would be a pretty heavy laptop to carry around!  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." That was their prediction in 1962 concerning the four lads form Liverpool in a little rock  band called the Beatles. 

Jesus uses here and other places descriptive language to show the kind of distress the world will be under before the second coming.  There will be false prophets coming in his name.  There will be wars.  There will be natural disasters like earthquakes.  There will be famine and pestilence.  This will be the condition of the world, but there is no specific timeline as to when Jesus will return in the midst of this turmoil.   

Has there ever been a time without war?  Without famine?  Without earthquakes?  Without political instability?  Is today really any worse than some very dark times other people have lived through?  I don’t think we can say that.    I certainly don’t think we can nor should predict Christ’s coming based on those things.  It’s not for us to know.  The point seems to be that in the midst of this distress, we need to keep the faith.    As we work tirelessly for a better world, we trust that one day Christ will return and make the broken parts whole once again.


We’re not in the predicting business.  God alone knows the future.  But neither should we overlook Christ’s teaching that things will be rough.  
 


It’s quite clear in the scriptures that the time before the second Advent of Christ will be difficult.  I don’t find that surprising at all.  For most of us, life is already pretty rough.  Some of you have had major health problems.  Some of you have had marriages born in hope, that unraveled in divorce.  Some of you have had a loved one die unexpectedly.  Some of you have lost jobs and needed to start all over.  Some of you have had problems in your families between siblings or in-laws or children.  Some of you have had mental health problems brought on by stress or things simply out of your control.  Life just isn’t all that easy.


But in the midst of all the troubles that Jesus speaks about in the lesson, there remains hope.  The Holy Spirit of God will be with the believers, he says.  Even when imprisoned or brought before kings and governors, they were not to despair.  This would be an opportunity for them to testify, to be a witness to God’s love and power.  God would give them the words that needed to be said.  God wasn’t leaving them.  Verse 18 says “But not a hair of your head will perish.”  We hear again this promise that nothing will separate them from their loving God, not even death.


Jesus says there will be dark and difficult times.  But these times are also times of opportunity.  The dark time becomes a time for believers to show their faith and to witness to Christ.  The dark time becomes a positive time, a time to really focus on Christ and trust in Him.


As hard as it may be, sometimes we need the dark, to see the light.  The dark makes the light brighter for us.  Our vision becomes clearer.  On a clear night in the suburbs of a city, an average of 250 stars are visible.  On a clear night in the wilderness, an average of 2500 stars are visible.  The darkness makes the light more visible. 

I have found that I have grown most spiritually when I have lived through a dark time.  I don’t go looking for troubles, and I don’t wish them on people, but when they come, they can be times of growth.  They force you to give up your comfortable independence, and to be dependent upon God.  You realize you can’t do it alone.  It’s all up to God.  It brings your relationship with God to a much deeper and better place. 

So also with the events at the end. God will be present.  Life will be tough.  Just how tough no one knows.  But God will be there and those who remain faithful to God will know  God’s presence even more deeply.  And when the end finally comes, we hold on to the promise that the victory is already won.  Jesus told his disciples not a hair of their heads would perish.  By enduring, they gain their souls.  Saints endure, keep the faith, and, in the end, win the victory.

It’s probably a bit premature to crown the Utah Jazz NBA champions.  But last week they endured, played through the rough minutes, and finished strong in victory.  That’s not a bad picture for the life of a saint as well.  May we also endure, play hard, and finish strong, knowing the victory has already been won in Christ.  Amen  
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