Sermon, Year C, Pentecost 25, 2010

Luke 21:5-9

The 100th Convention of the Episcopal Diocese of Northern California ended yesterday. It was a good Convention, I thought, with a lot of business conducted. We celebrated 100 years of gathering as a geographic entity within the Episcopal Church. We proudly processed our new banner and it was wonderful.  In fact, the floor of convention was surrounded by banners of every congregation.
The new video produced by the Diocese features St. Paul’s in so many ways, I can’t wait for you to see it. 
Elections were held, appointments to diocesan offices made and St. Paul’s figures largely in every aspect of the life of the Diocese. We handed in our 80¢-solution offering at the opening Eucharist. We listened to the careful wisdom of 4 bishops, Nathan Baxter, Bishop Barry Beisner, Bishop Lloyd Allen, and Bishop Jerry Lamb. We passed resolutions, heard reports of various diverse committees and commissions – all in the space of about 30 hours.  
There were two parts that moved the convention to tears: The first one, you all know about by now, we received an early update about the fire which destroyed the Food Bank and our Diocesan Offices. The slide show was heartbreaking. The losses terrible: Portraits of our bishops, Bishop Beisner’s vestments and library, diocesan records, one of two precious mouser-cats. It was an emotional time, and much credit goes to the diocesan staff. They are heroic. 
The second happened as we were cleaning up last bits of business, and almost as a post-script, 
we were presented with Resolution #R4-10. It resolved that the Episcopal community of St. Mark’s Yreka close the doors of their church, sell off their property, and dissolve a congregation that was formed in 1876. For a moment, the noisy hustle of cleaning up tables and preparing to head home came to a stop, as our hearts broke for one of our sister communities. Life support withdrawn, it was a death. It was the end of a story.

EVERY STORY has an ending, a final page, a last word. Scripture insists that the story of creation itself will arrive at an ending. Histories will end, things will stop, sounds and movement will cease, the dance that we know will come to an end. For sure, God has plans, but our understanding of life will come to an end.
In the meantime, we continually rehearse that End: Every crisis, every death, every season, every time the earth trembles, each apocalyptic storm, each ending rehearses the final End, and we recall that promise to us from the Revelation to John: “Where every tear will be wiped away.”

In today’s gospel lesson, the last scene of Jesus' public ministry, he stands at the temple entrance and points both to the End and to intermediate endings. Today’s reading stops short of his words about the cosmic End—Where he foretells in song "the Son of Man coming in a cloud"--but we here are left with plenty to ponder about in the mean time.

What gets Jesus started is a probable touristy remark about the beauty of the temple from his band of rustic fishermen from the back of Galilee. Jesus cuts through the oohs and ahhs about the splendor of the temple. I can see him in my mind’s eye -- whirl around, and bark out that the holiest ground you know, where you stand in awe today will one day be ruins: "There won't be a stone left standing on a stone; all will be thrown down." 

Jesus didn't have to be a clairvoyant to make this prediction. Every temple is a doomed house. Every structure and system for housing the holy will eventually wear out and die. Any ground that is sacred to us because at one time or another God met us there: they all have a lifespan and they all come to an end. 

They may die of natural causes, perhaps by neglect, but nonetheless ceasing to exist as we die or move on.  Or they may die by violence perpetuated by hatefulness and ill will. In the beginning the temple is a tent, simple skin sewn from hides, with room for a Spirit to billow through. Moveable. But sooner or later we tried to manage the mystery, building great edifices … and we forgot and are somewhat offended that mortar, bricks and boards, even those have a life-span, and will eventually fall.

In our age the landscape is lit up with burning temples. 

The temple of capitalism is on fire. 

The temple of technology is tilting like the tower of Pisa.
The temple of Wall Street is smoldering. 

Some of our old ways are decaying houses. 

Such endings are worth mourning.  How can we not? 
But sooner or later, part of what it means to mourn among the ruins is to look through these endings and see them as occasions for new faith. Our temples fall so that fresh forms of faith can rise from the ruins. Our Lord gives counsel to those of us who inhabit these temples – a template for moving into the future – good advice for this Sunday, Commitment Sunday

He encourages knowledge, and education. He counsels against despair. He commands improvisation, and demands that we move forward with trust and faith – stubborn hope, he named it.
How typical of Jesus' startling End that after telling the faithful that they will be hauled before kings and governors, he says in the next breath: "Good! This will give you an opportunity to bear witness!" Some of you feel that way today. 
Inspiring words for Commitment Sunday? I believe so, or they would not have been given to us on this day. Lessons for us:

See that you are not misled – Educate, provide opportunities to explore our faith. Teach obsessively, constantly, the love of God for every living thing, and the mandate to love back.

Do not be terrified – seek here a good place of solace, a sanctuary to strengthen and embolden hearts facing our burning buildings.
Do not prepare your defenses in advance – None of us knows what the future holds. 
We cannot predict what’s coming. Jesus counsels that open attitude of trust and hope. Words and courage will come. He says: “I’ll give you words, so don’t think you need to do this on your own.” 

Temples may burn. Churches will close. People will be born in this place, live their lives out and die. But the body goes on. This beautiful structure of wood, with 150+ years of love and hope prayed into her walls has a life span. What will endure is the other temple, the body that gathers continually ( from the nursery, and the baptismal font, at the lectern and the pulpit, in-on-and around the altar, within the Parish Hall, and the offices and the swing set and little house ( all the way to our own ends and the columbarium. That temple does not perish. Like the original tents, we’re portable, adaptable, moveable. 

Worthy praise and worship is the worship that rises from the ruins of our temples. Your presence here communicates the love of God in Christ. Your generosity and commitment enables good learning.

Your support of St. Paul’s encourages hope and trust. And that’s eternal.
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