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A sermon preached by the Reverend Stanley A. Dubowski on the Twenty-Fourth Sunday after Pentecost, November 14, 2010
Year C: Malachi 4:1-2a; Psalm 98;  2 Thessalonians 3:6-13; Luke 21:5-19

 …the day is coming, burning like an oven, when all the arrogant and all evildoers will be stubble…”

…wars and insurrection

Nation against nation

Kingdom against kingdom

Earthquakes

Famines

Plagues

Dreadful portents and great signs from heaven!
Now that is one big dose of doom and gloom! Definitely not the kind of stuff we want to hear on a Sunday morning.  However, as I read the assigned portions for today with their unmistakable apocalyptic message, I had this image of that ubiquitous cartoon character with long white hair and with a long white beard, wearing a white robe and sandals, carrying a sign that bears that prophetic message: The end is near!  And, this past Monday (11/8/10), the comic Non sequitur (by Wiley Miller) had an interesting variation on that theme of the end-of-the-world.  In the comic there is a guy with long hair and beard, dressed in a robe and sandals carrying a sign that bears what is titled the Agnostic Prophecy:  Something Armageddonish might be near.
The cartoon made me chuckle while I found myself wondering about the relationship of cartoonists to the church because this is not the first time that I’ve seen cartoons relate to the lectionary theme of the week.   In this case the notion that something drastic might be about to happen – maybe – isn’t a very good prophecy because we know the end will come; we just don’t know when it will come.  So here we are just a week away from the end of the church year with these warnings and reminders that the end of the world will indeed come.  Jesus will come again and judgment will be passed and a reckoning will take place.  It will happen when God determines the time is right.  
For now, all we know for certain is that the end of time will happen – some day.  And we do know for certain that we live in a world where bad things happen.  Natural disasters do occur.  And we humans do wage wars and there is insurrection and we cause destruction.  Nations rise against nations not only militarily but economically and ideologically.  And nature wreaks havoc in the form of earthquakes and famines and horrible diseases.   And death comes because it is a part of life here on earth.
Every one of us here has dealt with some sort of ending – family and friends have died; relationships, jobs, friendships and even the seasons end.  You often hear someone dealing with the death of a loved one, or the end of relationship, or dealing with some other significant loss speak about that loss in terms of their world coming to an end.  
There are times when things do look bleak and you find yourself in a situation where you think that the end is at hand.  That is what many thought on August 5th when 33 miners were trapped in that copper mine in the Chilean mountains.  I can recall a sense of shock when I heard that the mineshaft collapsed, trapping a group of miners a half-mile below the surface of the earth because the chance of survival in that kind of situation is really not very good.   Yet up on the surface, engineers began what became a painfully slow process of drilling a hole into the collapsed mine not knowing if anyone had survived.  Seventeen days later, a new, small shaft was completed.  The miners wrote a note and sent it up to the engineers above assuring everyone that all 33 of them were alive.
 
Driven by renewed hope brought by that note from the miners, the Chilean mining officials decided that they would find a way to rescue the miners.  After talking to experts from around the world, including NASA, the mining officials decided to begin drilling a larger hole which they hoped would enable a cylinder to be sent down to bring the men back to the surface.  As we all know, the drilling took weeks.  Meanwhile, doctors on the surface monitored the health – both mental and physical – of the men stuck below in the mine.  The waiting continued, mixed with hope and anxiety, for a rescue plan the likes of which had never been tried before.

 
Finally, more than two months after the collapse, the new hole was completed.  Late on the night of October 12th, a relief worker squeezed into the rescue cylinder which had just been quickly designed and constructed during this emergency.  The world watched and waited as the cylinder made its 20-minute decent covering the more than 2,000 feet down to the miners.  The cylinder made it and within an hour the first miner was brought up.  Over the next 24 hours, all thirty-three miners made it safely to the surface.

 
The site where the rescues took place and the miners’ anxious families waited had been called Camp Hope.  Hope was the place of rescue, a place of new beginnings for these miners and their long-suffering families and it was a place of renewed awareness of the need for stricter standards in mine safety.
(
Despite our thinking to the contrary, we are not always in control of what happens in our lives but we have been given the gifts and grace of God to solve or at least cope with the problems we face.  
The end of the world will come – in fact Family Radio has made the following announcement and it is on their website:

THE END OF THE WORLD IS ALMOST HERE!
HOLY GOD WILL BRING JUDGMENT DAY ON MAY 21, 2011

Talk about the end of time and the end of the world makes us nervous.  We don’t like to think about or discuss the end of our earthly lives.  We don’t like to think about change especially when it involves the unknown.  Despite how bad it is here and now, we know the here and now, but we have no idea what it is like when we die and pass through the ethereal door into the afterlife.

Despite the fact that all of this talk the very end of time and the world is uncomfortable, the church takes us to the end of time as we reach the end of the church year.

This morning we heard Jesus tell us that no one will know when the end will come despite what they say they know or how well they think they can interpret signs.  And we heard that the folks in Thessalonica at the time of Paul were sure Jesus would be right back so they quit work and went into a kind of early retirement.  They were just sitting around waiting for “the day of the Lord,” the day of judgment to arrive.  They were sure it was a waste time to work or build up any more towards their retirement if Jesus would be right back and the end of the world was near.
Knowing that time will march on until the Almighty has decided that it is time for time to end, we can and must work to stop evil from spreading or do make personal changes so we are not the cause of evil and wrong-doing.  And we should do this while we hold on to hope knowing that God will not let evil be the last chapter in time. 

We don’t like to talk about the end of anything unless it is pain and suffering – and we don’t like to think about being judged for the wrongs we have done.  In reality, we do wrong to others and cause harm to them yet we have the grace of God to catch ourselves and then engage in reconciliation we.  The good news, the very Good News of the Gospel, is that we have been saved through no work of our own.  There is hope because of God’s grace.  God may not alleviate every ache and pain, may not remove every bully and bad guy, but God is there with us.  

For in the end, after all the wars, after all the human-inflicted or natural caused destruction – after all of that – in the end there is God ( just as God was there in the beginning.  The single, dependable constant in all of life is the presence of God.  
In the incredible story of the Chilean miners and the zillions like it, we can, if we look, see the presence of God at work among us, acting through the compassionate hands of others.  
We know that we don’t know when the end will come; so what can we, what should we do now?  Endure and gain your soul!  That’s what we will do.

The God of history loves us; and is with us; and is for us.  We have the ability to live into that love – every minute of every day.  I urge you to take time to think about the bleak times in your life when you felt you were at the end or felt totally alone.  As you reflect on those times, think back and recall what signs gave you hope.  

We are about to be fed with the bread of life and the cup of salvation so we can be fortified and ready to go out and be more aware of the hand of God at work around us.    We are strengthened yet again to help one another and to bring comfort.  We are fed by God here today so that we are able to be the hands of God bringing compassion to whatever crisis, of whatever magnitude, to those around us.  God the Holy Spirit moving among us enables us to be strong regardless of how much we think we have reached the very end.
