
November 18, 2018 
 
Dear Sisters and Brothers in Christ, 
 
 In today’s gospel lesson…Jesus seems to be talking about the end of the world. He is taking on the 

role of prophet of the apocalypse. He describes the destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem…which 
occurred about 40 years after his crucifixion…during the time Mark wrote his gospel. And he 
mysteriously and ambiguously he says that “the end is still to come”…but not before… “wars and 
rumors of wars”…”nation (rising) against nation…”… “earthquakes” (and) “famines.” He doesn’t give 
his disciples a date…or the single sign they’re looking for. But it’s clear he thinks it will be soon. A 
number of years ago…I did a three part lecture series for our neighbors at the “other Trinity”…Trinity 
Episcopal Church. They wanted me to talk about: “the last days…the end times.” I told them I didn’t 
know much about those things. But they persisted…and I agreed. So…I did a little study on 
dispensationalism…pre millennialism…post-tribulationism and the like. While I think I did justice to the 
presentations…I couldn’t tell you much about these things today. I just remember there are lots of 
theories and ideas and predictions about when Jesus will come again…about what the end 
times…the last days of the world will look like. And that some people believe very strongly that their 
reading of scripture gives them the answers to when all of this will happen and just what it will look 
like. This is not just a phenomenon of our times. Since the time of Christ…Christians of every era 
have looked for and often seen and believed 
(especially in times of turmoil and trouble) signs telling them they are living in the last days. From St. 
Paul to John the Revelator…from Martin Luther to Billy Graham…people have wondered: Is this the 
day...Is this the time…that Christ will come and the world will end? We see wars and rumors of war. 
We see earthquakes and famine. Terrorist attacks, mass shootings, and climate change. Is this the 
time?  
Surely this is the time. All I’m certain of…is: I don’t know. I hope that doesn’t sound dismissive or 
flippant. This is an important dimension of the Christian experience…an important part of the story of 
Jesus… an important element of the faith filter through which we see the world and understand life. 
 But…I suspect it’s not something (most of us) think about very often. And…if we do… we don’t know 
quite what to do with it. Probably we shouldn’t feel too badly about our puzzlement. 
Jesus himself says a little later in Mark’s gospel: “About that day or hour no one knows, neither the 
angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father.” If Jesus doesn’t know…maybe we shouldn’t 
expect to either. But…how do we understand all this today? How do we think about it in the context of 
our faith, our reason, our modern, scientific worldview? How do we take its meaning seriously in our 
lives without acting like we’re playing guessing games with God? In the middle of his discourse on 
troubled times and difficult days… in the midst of his “little apocalypse” (as it’s sometimes 
called)…Jesus inserts a distinctive phrase. He says: “This is but the beginning of the birth pangs.” It’s 
not an image I would choose. It’s not an image I would dare to use to describe the painful problems in 
our world today…for those with broken hearts and destroyed lives in war-torn Yemen…in the Tree of 
Life Temple in Pittsburgh…in the destruction of beloved homes and lost loved ones in the fires of 
California or the earthquakes of Indonesia. For those who experience these terrible tragedies…they 
don’t seem like birth pangs into new life…but more the end of the world as they know it. But 
Jesus…who would face his own tragedy on a cross… had a bolder, deeper, more expansive view. He 
invited us to remember that even in the midst of turmoil and tragedy…all of who we are…our 
lives…our world…the cosmos around us… belong to God…the one in whom we trust…the Holy One 
whose goodness and grace 
hold the world together. When we are able to be centered in that truth… 
 we are freed to see the world differently than we otherwise might. Our eyes are opened to seeing 
new life continually being born into the world…even in the midst of wars and rumors of 
wars…earthquakes and famines…every sort of distress and destruction. This way of seeing the 
world…this new vision… 



is not a kind of escapism. It doesn’t relieve us of the responsibility to do good…to challenge 
injustice…to work for peace…to heal suffering. Instead…it empowers and engages us. It brings us 
into the world of God’s goodness…where our lives make a difference… because we choose to 
trust…that despite appearances to the contrary… the world belongs to God…is held in God’s 
embrace… abides in the One who made and shaped it in love. In this vision there is freedom. There 
is meaning. There is challenge. 
 There is peace. This is the spiritual reimagining Jesus invites us into when he takes the reality of the 
world’s problems and pain…and lays beside it the possibility of new birth. Jesus promises to all of 
us…to all creation…that the end is not the end. That even in the midst of chaos and confusion and 
uncertainty…there is a new world being born. That the God who created…is still creating. That God’s 
goodness and grace…though sometimes hidden beneath the woes of the world…are always at 
work…never-ending…ever faithful. If we believe that’s the way God is… then we must take that 
hope…find within it our courage…follow Jesus by living in the spirit of love…that we may be partners 
in the rebirth of creation. The one who promises to come again…tells us in a thousand different ways 
that faith is not a spectator sport. Our watching and waiting… is less about holding our breath till he 
comes bursting from the skies to rescue us from our lives…and more about watching and waiting for 
opportunities to live his love in this world that God has created…redeemed…sustained…and called to 
be reborn. Shannon Kershner puts it like this: “Jesus invites us to use Easter vision in what often 
looks like a Good Friday world. There is no question that the world is sometimes a dark and difficult 
place. There is nothing in our scriptures…our faith…our theology…our tradition that suggests 
otherwise. From the Chosen People enslaved in Egypt and lost in the wilderness… to Jesus praying 
for his life in the Garden of Gethsemane and dying on the cross…this is not a story of unbridled 
optimism or unmitigated joy. 

What it is…is this: It is a story of: 
• Love that overcomes fear 
• Hope that transcends despair 
• Faith that transforms doubt 
• Courage that is stronger than complacency 
• Connection and community that are deeper 

 than self-importance and selfishness 
• Trust that the world is being reborn  

  even when it feels like it’s falling apart  
Jesus’ disciples are admiring the great Temple of Jerusalem. “What large stones! What large 
buildings!” But…Jesus says: “All (this) will be thrown down”… Not one stone will be left upon 
another.” Our bodies break down. The world seems to be falling apart. As we get older…life seems 
short. At any age…life can be hard. In some sense…we’re always in the last days. But…creation 
comes with a commitment. Redemption comes with a promise. Our lives…and…our world…belong to 
God. We belong to God. And so…what looks like an end…is often a beginning. And beyond the very 
real troubles of life…we can trust and believe… that the world is being reborn. 
 
   Thanks be to God. 
 
      Amen 
 
In Christ, 
 
Pastor Terry Anderson  

 


