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Hello, and welcome to my meditation for this week!  Today is the penultimate (the 2nd to 

last!) Sunday in this season of the Christian calendar and we begin to get ready for Advent, 

which begins in just two weeks time.  We do that by looking to the past, glimpsing the future, 

and coming to own God’s love in a deeper, and yet deeper, way.  Come; let us begin that 

spiritual process now by opening ourselves to God in prayer:   

 

God of all, touch us in this time 

  with your meaning and purpose! 

Accept and teach us now, we pray, 

  that we may better learn 

to hold fast in times of trial, 

   even to the end of the ages, amen.  

 

 Hymn suggestion: MV1 ‘All Are Welcome’ 

 

For our biblical focus today, I’ve chosen the gospel lection.  It’s a reading from Mark (13:1-8 

‘The destruction of the Temple foretold’) and it goes like this: 

 

As Jesus came out of the temple, one of his disciples said to him, “Look, Teacher, 

what large stones and what large buildings!”  Then Jesus asked, “Do you see these 

great buildings?  Not one stone will be left here upon another; all will be thrown 

down.”  Then, when Jesus was sitting on the Mount of Olives opposite the temple, 

Peter, James, John, and Andrew asked him privately, “Tell us, when will this be, and 

what will be the sign that all these things are about to be accomplished?”   

 

Then Jesus began to say to them, “Beware that no one leads you astray.  Many will 

come in my name and say, ‘I am he!’ and they will lead many astray.  When you hear 

of wars and rumors of wars, do not be alarmed, for this must take place, but the end 

is still to come.  Nation will rise against nation, and kingdom against kingdom; there 

will be earthquakes in various places; there will be famines.  This is but the 

beginning of the birth-pangs. 

 

May God bless to our understanding this reading! 

 

Sermon: ‘Walking in the Fog’ 

Eternal God, come to us now, guide us through the thoughts and feelings which your Word of 

life has stirred in us this day!  Then help us to walk home to you through the fog of our 

reactions, amen. 

 

A very large part of the Bible features a type of writing that’s known as apocalyptic, a type of 

writing that’s all about the end of the world.  Now there’s a topic, you don’t need me to tell 

you, that can be both frightening and threatening!  Apocalyptic writing comes along with all 

kinds of scary feelings, feelings that can be like a giant fog that blurs our path and makes us 
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feel lost. But when you think about the history that lies behind this style of writing, we 

shouldn’t really be surprised that so many people used to be drawn to apocalyptic thinking.  

You see, the vast majority of people in the Ancient World of the Bible were never far from 

starvation.  They lived with illness, violence, malnutrition, tyranny, cruelty, and all kinds of 

challenges that were simply impossible to rationalize in those days before the advent of 

empirical science and the age of reason.  And, considering today’s gospel lection in 

particular, let’s not forget to factor in Mark’s own context.  Here’s what historians tell us of 

that:  the Roman Emperor, Nero, launched the first wave of systematic persecution of 

Christianity in the mid-60’s.  So, the gospel of Mark, written in the shadow of those 

persecutions, has a subtext of profound violence and danger.  Is it any wonder that people 

who were connected with the Jesus tradition yearned for the ‘sweet by and by’ of a life that 

was perfect? 

 

Here's something else that also needs to be understood about Biblical apocalyptic, but – 

warning! – this could be very difficult for you!  Bible scholarship is quite clear that the 

historical Jesus, that is to say, the actual man who lived and walked the face of this earth 

some 2,000 years ago, was himself a devout apocalyptic thinker.  Oh, how I was thrown off-

kilter when I was first exposed to this material at seminary!  (I know that I never heard about 

this in churches!  I wonder why?)  And, oh, how the development of Christian thought over 

the centuries has often tried to blur this matter.  But there can be no doubt that Jesus, the man 

at the very centre of our religion, was convinced that God was soon going to intervene in 

human affairs and bring an end to existence as we’ve known it.  As he says in today’s 

lection: “For nation will rise against nation, and kingdom against kingdom, there will be 

earthquakes in various places and there will be famines.  This is but the beginning of the 

birth-pangs” (Mark 13:8).  We could try to read that metaphorically, but, just a few verses 

after today’s reading, Jesus becomes even more explicit: “Truly I tell you this generation will 

not pass away until all these things have taken place” (Mark 13:30).  Now then, just consider 

the grammar:  you can’t use to metaphor to explain that away!  And there are many other 

Jesus sayings that are of a very similar nature.  So, clearly, the historical Jesus was an 

apocalyptic thinker and, equally clearly, the historical Jesus was wrong about the timing of 

the apocalypse.  Hum – now what on earth are we going to do with that? 

 

Here’s something that we can do:  given how the apocalypse has clearly not arrived, let’s 

make sure that, when we turn to these ancient words from their own context, and when we go 

looking for God’s eternal truth for our context, that we separate text from context!  I’m 

thinking in particular here of some voices that have been very loud in the so-called American 

Right, that ‘right’ that is, to my mind, so ‘wrong!’  You see, based upon apocalyptic texts in 

the Bible, some have actually said that we don’t have to worry about pollution, or the 

environmental degradation of strip mining, or the unspeakable dangers of drilling for oil in 

the sensitive climate of the Arctic, or economic practices that take advantage of the 

impoverished in undeveloped countries.  We don’t have to worry about such things, those 

misguided people say, because, to quote Jesus in today’s gospel lection, such things must 
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happen and are but the necessary birth pains of a new era where the apocalypse arrives, and a 

New Jerusalem is established as God ‘fixes’ everything.   

  

Well, I believe that way of thinking is simply immoral!  Rather, I believe that spirituality 

should strengthen our moral obligation to live as good stewards in creation, not erase it.  So, 

to that end, I’ve got a suggestion:  let’s place today’s end-of-the-world texts, not with all the 

Bible’s other apocalyptic texts, but with the themes for this season of the Christian calendar.  

This season is known as ‘The Sundays after Pentecost’ and it’s all about the nature of God’s 

love.  It’s a season where Jesus proclaims an alternative empire.  Yes, surely, there’s the 

Material World, the metaphorical Empire of Rome, if you will.  But that Empire, just like the 

Temple walls at which Jesus and his disciples are looking today, is doomed to decay from the 

moment that they’re built.  However, at the very same time, we also live with the Empire of 

God, which is filled with spiritual values that are eternal.  This is a season where, over in 

Luke’s gospel Jesus says, “The kingdom of God is not coming with things that can be 

observed … For, in fact, the kingdom of God is already among you” (Luke 17:20f).  And it’s 

a season where (in today’s gospel text) Jesus also warns, “Beware that no one leads you 

astray” (Mark 13:5).   

 

This Season warns us, yes, be careful of material values, but also be careful of false prophets!  

Well, apocalyptic thinking is filled with both of those things, is it not?  Looking to biblical 

apocalyptic for direction in this 21st Century makes me think of that Waylon Jennings song: 

“Looking for love in all the wrong places!”  You see, we weren’t designed to live out of the 

countless fears upon which materialism is founded.  No, we were designed to live out of 

God’s love.  Remember that fancy Greek word that I keep bringing out every few weeks – 

prolepsis?  It means, ‘to have something before hand,’ and that means that we can live here, 

in the very midst of material brokenness, with a piece of heaven’s future.  It means that God 

will always give us a way to manage in the fog of material life in the here and now based 

upon the perfection that’s, sure as God made little green apples, coming our way! 

 

I once heard a story about a group of young adults who went hiking in the White Mountains 

of New Hampshire.  Well, they went too far, and they stayed too long because, before they 

knew it, a heavy fog bank had rolled in off the Atlantic Ocean, close by.  In no time, the 

young people couldn’t even see their own hands in front of their faces.  Well, there was one 

of their number who knew the path a little better, so that one went first and everyone else 

held hands in a long line behind her.  As they shuffled along, they sang, and they told stories, 

and they proved to be such good company for each other that no one felt alone, and no one 

was afraid.  Every now and then someone would voice the opinion that they should go more 

to the right, or more to the left, but what none of them did was let go of each other’s hands.  

In their foggy cocoon, all they really knew of the world were the hands in their midst.  And 

so it was that, eventually, they found their way home, each holding fast to the others!   
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In the fog of confusion, doubt and fear that is material life in the 21st Century, we too can 

find our way home, each holding fast to each other, we can do that because God’s holding on 

to us, and because God’s perfect tomorrow is here with us today!  Thanks be to God, amen.   

 

Come, let us turn back to God now in prayer; come, let us pray: 

 

Eternal God, in our mind’s eye we see the panoramic sweep of time:  we see principalities 

fall, mountains move, and continents shift!  In the mind-numbing fog of constant change, we 

turn to you in yearning, for you alone are our Rock and Redeemer, in you alone we find an 

assurance that lasts, a grace that never falters and a love that never lets us go!  So, confront 

us now, O God, with those hidden feelings which betray our faithfulness.  Enable us to see 

the causes of strife within and without; remove from us all sense of superiority; teach us to 

grow in unity with all your children; give strength this morning to the weary; give new 

courage to all who have lost heart; grant comfort to the aggrieved and peace to the restless. 

 

God, send us your Holy Spirit that, being made truly one with you, we may be one with each 

other, until the apocalypse does come!  But, in the meanwhile O God, enable us to live as 

your good and faithful stewards, bringing hope to this world – indeed, in this time of 

pandemic, being hope for this world! 

 

Now, O God, we pray for all the people who are facing hardship right now, and all the places 

where there’s strife and tension.  We pray for humankind’s struggle with the COVID virus, 

that this pandemic may be ended.  In the silence of the next moments, O God, receive the 

deep burdens that our spirits bear today:  moment of silence.   

 

All that I have named with my words, all that lies yet too deep for words to touch, we bring 

to you, God, as we take those words that Jesus once taught us and sing together the 

traditional version of Christ’s Prayer at VU960: 

 

Our Father, who art in heaven hallowed be thy name.  Thy kingdom come, thy will be 

done, on earth as it is in heaven.  Give us this day our daily bread and forgive us our 

trespasses as we forgive them who trespass against us.  And lead us not into temptation 

but deliver us from evil for thine is the Kingdom, and the power, and the glory, for ever 

and ever, amen. 

 

 Hymn suggestion: VU333 ‘Love Divine, All Loves Excelling’ 

 

The very most common saying associated with the historical Jesus is not about the end of the 

world; Jesus’ very most common saying is, ‘do not be afraid.’  You see, God doesn’t want us 

to be paralyzed by fear; God wants us to be energized by love!  So, go now and be the love 

that God has made you to become – in the name of God’s everlasting hope, amen. 

 


