Mark 13:1-8 [Pent24B] – November 15, 2009 -- SVLC

We happen to be in the region of the ELCA whose grouping includes Hawaii.  Our Pacifica Synod, our clustering of churches includes all the churches from Orange County down to the US-Mexico border…and then Hawaii.  This means that each year we gather together for our synod assembly, and we rotate around.  Some years the gathering is Orange County, last year it was Riverside, this year it’s in San Diego.  And this means that some years our synod assembly is bound to be hosted by the Hawaiian Lutherans.   This means all of us main-landers must get on a plane and, because we have to, fly to Hawaii…for a 4-day meeting.  Rough.  
As many of you probably already knew, this synod assembly in Hawaii happened three years ago.  And I was there.  I had just gotten the call to come to Pacifica Synod only to learn that the first assembly I’d be attending was in Honolulu.  Rough.  [aside: ministry is actually very difficult there, as we learned, despite the popular notions of Hawaii being paradise—sure is beautiful though]

Anyway, my anecdote here doesn’t actually come from the assembly itself but from the week of vacation time I used up after the assembly.  We went over to Maui with Heather’s parents and some family friends, where we all crammed into a lovely little time share for a week of relaxing by the water, playing tennis, touring the island and surfing.  It was during that week, that we read in the local paper about someone on the island of Maui being attacked by a shark.   The surfer survived fortunately, sustaining some significant but repairable injuries to her leg.  And the newspaper article we read, quoted a by-stander whose picture was actually in the paper.  I’ll tell you his quote in a second, but I want to describe this guy who commented on the woman who was just attacked by a shark.  It’s “so Maui.”  He was probably in his 70’s.  An Anglo man with a dark tan, sun-bleached wavy, stringy, long hair.  He was skinny and wasn’t wearing a shirt in the picture and you could kind of see his bones peeking through his skin.  He had kind of goofy smile, droopy eyes and an overgrown beard.  And his quote about this woman who had just been attacked by a shark! was simply this:
“She was very calm.  She conducted herself in total peace and serenity.”

We really got a kick out of this line all week.  And found ourselves quoting this wonderful beach bum, even after we returned home.  I even remember telling my youth kids back at the other church about that and they started quoting it.  When our youth bible studies got out of hand, I remember one of them yelling at the others, “Guys be quiet, conduct yourselves in total peace and serenity!”

It’s a great line, regardless of who it came from: “Conduct yourselves in total peace and serenity.”  Our gospel text today indicates Jesus saying something quite similar, but far more poignant.  

Despite the perceived grandeur of our buildings, whether our church buildings, our civic centers, our stadiums and arenas, our sky-scrapers and convention centers, all of those will pass away.   Our temples—that is our churches or maybe our real temples are sports stadiums or government halls or modern-day military garrisons—our temples are wherever we put our faith, our hope, our money, and our joy—Jesus tells us today that our temples will all crumble.  “Not one stone will be left upon another; all will be thrown down.”  
Then he goes on.  And I think this is where we can relate even more:  “Many will go astray, there will be wars and rumors of wars, nation will rise against nation, kingdom against kingdom, earthquakes, famines.”  All this will take place Jesus says.  Sounds like California.  SNL sketch impersonating Arnold the Govornator: “I promise to make California the #1 Action State in the Country.  I promise you action, I give you action.  Earthquakes, fires, mudslides, riots.”  
Doesn’t it seem that things are in chaos in so many ways?  Sharks are circling if not attacking.  So much to be scared of:  Swine flu, the economy, job-loss, health insurance and the future of healthcare in this country, wars and rumors of wars overseas, our national church body in decline, public education, foreign relations…even predictions about the end of the world are taking place!  Someone just quoted to me this week today’s bible passage, not even realizing that it was our reading for this week, she was just starting to feel like it’s the beginning of the end.  

But this is where Christians have got to be careful [slowly]:  Every world crisis brings its share of books and pundits describing current events as evidence that the signs of the END are being fulfilled.  The desire to use apocalyptic prophesies like this one, to make sense of chaotic moments in our time remains a significant temptation for Christians.  We too can get all caught up, all wrapped up in the fear that prevails.  Fear of disease, fear of attack, fear of bankruptcy, fear of the other.  Sometime I think it would be good for us to just sit together and name our fears, not to worry ourselves into a heightened state of anxiety, but to just put our concerns out on the table and then sit with each other, comfort each other, assure one another of God’s promises, challenge one another to cling to those promises.  Let us meet one another, as Hebrews says…
The task of the Christian is this:  drenched in the waters of baptism, “to conduct ourselves in total peace and serenity.”  Did you notice that Jesus didn’t even answer the disciples’ anxious question.  “Jesus, when will these things happen?  When will the end come?”  Jesus tells them not to be alarmed, not to be afraid, and then goes on in this chapter to say, “through it all, despite it all, all the chaos and fear that encircles you, continue to preach the gospel.”  Continue to proclaim the good news of God in Christ, the good news of peace overcoming chaos, the good news of hope overcoming fear, joy overcoming weeping, life overcoming death…”for remember,” Jesus says, “I am with you through it all.  Peace be with you.”  We live in a different light, people of God, we live in the light of the resurrection!  Because we are forgiven, we walk through the valley of the shadow of death, and we fear no evil.  Fear and anger do not get the better of us.  Despair, greed and selfishness have now power over us for we are children of the cross, forgiven by God right from the beginning, washed in the waters of baptism, lifted into an altered state, we see the world with different set of eyes:  where others see the chaos all around us as a time to tuck down into a shell of fear and selfishness, survival, dog-eat-dog; the forgiven Christian has a different set of eyes!  We not only “conduct ourselves in total peace and serenity,” we see the hurting all around us as an opportunity for us to share the much-needed love—the vital love—of Christ with the world, not to hog it for ourselves.  Who will go if we don’t, in this challenging time?  Who will reach out if we don’t?  Who will speak words of peace and serenity if we don’t?  Who will spread the Gospel if we don’t?  Now is not the end, Jesus said.  Do not be afraid.  Now is our time to know we are forgiven and freed.  Now is our time to meet the neighbor in humility, service and love.  Now is our time, more than ever to rest in the assurance that while everything else falls away, God’s love, God’s enduring power of presence, God’s forgiveness and the joy that follows never falls away!  Thanks be to God for the true promises of total peace and serenity even and especially in times like this.  AMEN.       
