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Twenty-Sixth Sunday after Pentecost • November 18, 2018 
Daniel 12:1-3  •  Psalm 16  •  Hebrews 10:11-25  •  Mark 13:1-8  
 
I was glad when I saw what Jason chose as today’s processional hymn. A few years ago, I 

went to the ELCA liturgy conference in Atlanta. And one morning, as people were gathering for the 
morning plenary speaker, there was a band that was playing a version of “My Lord, What a 
Morning” that could only be described as manically upbeat. And as everyone’s eating their bagels 
and drinking their coffee, it seems like a fitting song to start the day off with. What a morning! It is a 
nice morning outside. And it was nice until you thought about the last line of the refrain: “My Lord, 
what a morning / when the stars begin to fall.” That spiritual, of course, was not written for lanyard-
wearing conference attendees at the Atlanta Hilton waiting for their caffeine to kick in. It came from 
slaves who felt so powerless and found their freedom so impossible to picture that they imagined it 
could only come when creation itself seemed to disintegrate. “My Lord, what a morning / when the 
stars begin to fall.” 

It would be easy to laugh at the band for choosing that hymn just based on the first line. But 
they’re not the only ones who struggle with those apocalyptic images. We aren’t quite sure what 
we’re supposed to do with them. Some of us feel like they’re outdated, a way of envisioning God 
that made sense two thousand years ago but doesn’t really make a lot of sense now. Others of us feel 
like they’re embarrassing, the kind of thing reserved for sidewalk preachers and subway evangelists. 
Or we just make them into a kind of curiosity. The kind of thing for Bible trivia but not something 
you want to actually take all that seriously.  

Part of the reason we have such a hard time understanding apocalyptic literature is because 
our social location feels so different. The people who wrote apocalyptic literature like we heard from 
Mark a few minutes ago, the kind we hear in Daniel, in Revelation, and even in hymns like “My 
Lord, What a Morning,” had something in common. They were written by or intended for people 
who felt so powerless, so dispossessed, so lacking in agency that the only way they could imagine 
their position in life improving was through some overwhelming, earth-shattering act of God.  

And that’s exactly how the people who first heard St. Mark’s gospel felt. In today’s gospel, 
which takes place only a few days before Jesus’s death, Jesus and the disciples are walking out of the 
Temple in Jerusalem. It’s hard to overstate how important the Temple was for these disciples. It’s 
the center of their faith. It’s the place where God lives. And it’s also enormous. And it looks even 
bigger to these disciples who are from rural Galilee, who just kind of crane their necks up looking at 
how big it is. One of them even says, “Look, Teacher, what large stones and what large buildings!” 
And how does Jesus answer? “Not one stone will be left here upon another; all will be thrown 
down.”  

Now to understand today’s gospel, you need to know some basic history of the Temple. So 
the Temple in today’s gospel reading is actually the second Temple the Israelites built. The first one 
was built by King Solomon. After the Israelites go through the wilderness with Moses and God in 
the tabernacle on wheels, they build this enormous, permanent structure. And then in 587 BC, it’s 
demolished by the Babylonians and the Israelites are sent into diaspora. So the Temple, the center of 
their faith, is gone. 

And when the Israelites are finally liberated from the Babylonians, they build another 
temple. This is Temple Number Two. And the Second Temple isn’t seen as just a project of one 
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leader like the first one. The second one is seen as a kind of national project that reunites the 
people.1  

And around the year 70, about forty years or so after Jesus dies, two very important things 
happen. One is that there’s a revolt among the Jewish people against their Roman occupiers. And 
not only is the rebellion put down, Emperor Titus wants to make sure the Jews of Jerusalem never 
think again that they have a future as a people, so the Temple is destroyed. It’s sacked by the 
Romans who tear it apart. If you go to Rome, you can see the Arch of Titus, which was built to 
commemorate his military victories. And on the south side, there’s an engraving of a group of 
Roman soldiers looting the Temple. And lofted above their spears and armor is the Temple’s 
menorah.  

And the second important thing that happens around the year 70 is that Mark’s gospel is 
written. And remember, at this point Christianity and Judaism aren’t two separate religions the way 
we think of them now. So even though Mark’s first hearers don’t live in Jerusalem, the destruction 
of the Temple still deeply troubling.2 Because when the Temple is destroyed, it’s not just the 
destruction of a building. It’s the destruction of your very history and identity and purpose as a 
people. And remember, this is the second time this has happened now. You feel like you’re just 
reliving the same thing over and over again. You feel like there’s nothing you can do that’s ever 
going to make a difference. The only thing that could change their station in life is some 
overwhelming act of God from on high. The apocalyptic images that feel weird to us feel inspiring 
to them because they feel absolutely powerless. 

But even if the apocalyptic language is hard to relate to, we know something of that feeling 
of powerlessness. Of being stuck. Of feeling like nothing can change. Like this is just the way the 
world is now. 

Back in May, there was a mass shooting at a school in Santa Fe, Texas that killed ten people. 
Not long after, a student named Paige Curry was interviewed by the local TV station. And the 
reporter asked the question reporters always ask when they want to make an event sound 
extraordinary: Did you ever think it could happen here? And Paige answered, “I was thinking it was going 
to happen eventually, [because] it’s been happening everywhere.”3 

It’s hard to think of a more damning indictment of our culture, our society, and our nation. 
We feel so powerless, we’re so accustomed to violence, we’re so used to living next to death, that 
after eight of her classmates and two of her teachers were killed, seventeen-year-old Paige Curry 
stood in her high school parking lot and basically said, “It’s just a part of life.”  

The easiest thing for us to do, the easiest thing for Mark’s first hearers to do, is to give up 
hope. To tell Paige that she’s right. That it is just a part of life. That what are you going to do. This is 
the way the world is. The easiest thing to do is say that resignation is actually maturity. That when 
violence no longer surprises or offends you, it means you’re all grown up.  

And yet, Jesus says. That is not the end. “When you hear of wars and rumors of wars,” Jesus 
says, “The end is still to come.” The end, which we will celebrate next Sunday on Christ the King 
Sunday, is God reconciling all things to Godself. A world, a creation, without the violence that we 

                                                           
1 Tamara Cohn Eskenazi, “Destruction (and Reconstruction) of the Temple,” accessed November 15, 2018, 

https://www.bibleodyssey.org/places/related-articles/destruction-and-reconstruction-of-the-temple. 
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put on each other. The end is what we celebrate every Sunday around this table when God unites us 
with God’s very self. When God liberates us from the violence of the Tituses of the world and 
brings us into the kingdom of God. 

So what does that mean for us? You could hear all this and think that it’s just blessing our 
sense of powerlessness. There are no shortage of people who come in Jesus’s name and “lead many 
astray” by doing just that. You feel powerless? Well, you are. No sense getting involved in the world and getting 
your hopes up. Just hang out and wait for God to fix everything. Climate change going to wreck the planet? 
Getting a new heaven and a new earth anyway. Inequality tearing apart our social fabric? You’ll 
always have the poor with you. Eight of your classmates killed? It’s just a part of life.   

So what are we to do? Look at how the author of Hebrews puts it. “Since we have a great 
priest over the house of God” who empowers us to “hold fast to the confession of our hope… let 
us consider how to provoke one another to love and good deeds.” I love that phrase. “Let us 
consider how to provoke one another to love and good deeds.” What does it mean to hope? It 
doesn’t mean sitting on your hands and waiting for God to swoop down and fix everything. Hope 
isn’t a wish. It’s a discipline. And it’s something we can only do together. 

Hope is not waiting around for some future day when everything is set right. Hope is how 
God’s promised future changes the way we live today. Hope is believing you have power even 
though people say you don’t. Hope is believing you have dignity even though other people say you 
shouldn’t. Hope is believing that you can make a difference when other people say you can’t. 

Hope is what we do together when we provoke the world out of its complacency and wake 
it up to the justice of God. Pointing people to the North Star of God’s grace and accompanying 
them until the new dawn. So that when the sun comes up on a weary world, all God’s people might 
say, “My Lord, what a morning.”  
 

Joseph Schattauer Paillé, Pastor 


