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Well, despite Tim LaHaye and Jerry B. Jenkins' “Left Behind” books, which continue to spread 
the idea of a “rapture”, an instant in time when God will suddenly bring the whole of creation 
to a halt and take the “righteous” away with Him, Jesus has a rather different message. Just on a 
side note: that whole idea that there will be a “rapture” is a very modern notion in the history of 
biblical interpretation, only really coming about in the late nineteenth century. And you should 
also know that despite those books and others like them, the idea of there being a “rapture” is 
not an idea held by the vast majority of Christians around the world. 
 
But, as I said, in today's gospel lesson, Jesus has a rather different message, himself. If you're 
tempted when you look around you at the world and see the number of wars, earthquakes, 
natural disasters global warming, and just the amount of suffering, if you're tempted by that to 
listen to the folks who are saying: “The time is near,” says Jesus, “Don't fall for any of that.” 
You know Jesus in other places said pretty bluntly, “only God knows about such things.” So, as 
former Emory University Biblical Studies professor Bill Mallard used to love to remind people: 
according to scripture if you think you know when it's coming, the very fact you think so is 
proof that you don't! 
 
At any rate, the point for Jesus seems to be encouragement. Says Jesus, endure, stay with it, 
stay with your own witness in the ways you can, and you'll gain your soul, you'll be part of 
divine healing in yourself and in the world. The whole thing seems to start of as rather innocent 
admiration of the beautiful stonework of the Jerusalem Temple. And then I think Jesus 
overwhelms them with his prophetic oracle and they are left longing for some “big answer” to 
it all. I mean they were just standing outside the Temple with Jesus on some golden spring day 
in Jerusalem admiring how the sun shone off the stones. 
 
But, when Jesus looks at the temple he can't help but think of what's going on inside it. He can't 
help but think of the fact that, as he said of it elsewhere, they didn't know “the things that make 
for peace.” In fact, it was anything but. You remember when he went in and performed his 
symbolic “cleansing” of the Temple, one of the things he said was, “you have turned my 
Father's house into a den of robbers.” And the word that gets translated as “robbers” is “lestai” 
which had a very specific meaning at the time. Lestai were robber revolutionaries, terrorists 
really. They robbed in order to finance their violent schemes for overthrowing Roman rule. The 
temple was fomenting violence. They didn't know the things that make for peace. 
 
Jesus sees all of that, and he knows that violence only begets more violence. So, he knew it 
wouldn't end well and says so. “The time is coming when every stone in that building will end 
up in a heap of rubble.” You can imagine how troubling and overwhelming that is. It would be 
as if someone had said that same thing to you 10 years as you stood looking up trying to see the 
top of the World Trade Center. So, they are overwhelmed! They want “big” answers. What can 
we do to stop that from happening? Or, at least Jesus, “tell us when this is going to happen, so 
we can get the hell out of Dodge!” Says Jesus, “even when you think the very sky is falling, 
keep your head, don't panic, this is routine history.” 
 
Well, the first thing we do is panic. We look at the world and it's overwhelming. How can we 
not despair at the enormity of the world's problems? We want big answers because it just 
doesn't jive with our experience that what we're experiencing now is in any way routine! 
Terrorism, global warming, child abuse, one corporate scandal after another? It's enough to 
cause deep fear and despair. And that's where most of our “big” answers come from. You 
know, it's enough to make us give up on the world, or at least on some people and parts of the 
world. So, we build bigger and more prisons, and we fund an ever-increasing budget for 



weapons and war, and we look out for us and our own. And religiously, those same fears and 
despair about things is what plays really well into schemes of a “rapture.” I mean, it's a lot 
easier to tick off the things on the list to make sure that we're part of the “in” group, those 
“raptured” to a better place, than it is to keep living in authentic faith and hope in this place.  
You know, believing profoundly that it's still God's world, and trying to live in line with how 
God is seeking to save it and transform it? 
 
That's different from our fight or flight response, isn't it? And that's what all those other 
responses are, whether the secular versions or the religious “rapture” versions, fight or flight. 
Jesus has a very different word for those who would be his disciples. Listen, he says, “you'll 
have the chance to testify.” You'll have the chance to testify as those who keep their heads, and 
in faith and hope keep working for God's saving of and redeeming of this good creation, those 
who keep praying for and seeking to be part of the bringing of the Kingdom on earth! I think 
Luke is reminding his church that they have already witnessed what is the decisive thing in 
knowing what God is going to do with the world. It's the death and resurrection of Jesus! 
 
The key is the cross of Christ, as the judgment on all our selfish schemes for living. The key is 
not stones and rebuilt altars and wars and famines and cracking some “end of the world” code. 
Says Jesus, “you have the chance to testify.” Well, in the face of what Jesus had just told them 
about being arrested and hauled into court, about being turned in by their own family, 
scapegoated by everybody, about some of them even being killed, his words about testifying 
might have still seemed an awfully tall order. But, says Jesus, “I'll give you all the words and 
wisdom you'll need, you just stay with it, endure and you'll gain your soul! 
 
Folks, that's what our life as Christians is. That's what this or any church stewardship campaign 
really is. It's about hope. It's about not giving in to despair and fear, but enduring and staying 
with it. Roberta Bondi has said: “I must remember ... that though there are “ 'the hungry,'  'the 
collateral damage' of war, 'the unemployed' or 'unregistered aliens,' it is individuals, single 
children, men and women, who are hungry, sick, out of work or without limbs from bombs that 
fell on their houses. It is these folks, not abstract categories, (who) need my witness.” It's 
Lumbee indians in eastern North Carolina; or it's special needs kids in the Ukraine, whose 
names Dianne knows. Its the 8-9 kids we tutor each each year in Wednesday Walkers. It's 
giving a bottle of water and a smile to someone; it's three or four kids in a Sunday School class, 
or some of the folks we've known in Southwest Virginia. It's kids with names like Trevor and 
Lakiesha, Vincent, Kendal, Renee whose parents are in prison. It's Stephen McCarron, Julie 
O'Neill, Louise Rusk, Kathleen Maguire, Mark Houston, Katie Rogers, and so many others 
we've witnessed to through CFPNI. 

 
We stay with our own small witness as individuals and as a small congregation and we gain our 
souls as individuals and as a congregation. Roberta Bondi tells this story from her study of the 
early church desert fathers. “One day, when a brother came to his teacher despairing because he 
was so far behind in his prayers he figured he would never catch up, his abba told him a story:  
 
A man had a plot of land that had become a wilderness of thistles and thorns.  He decided to 
cultivate it and said to his son: 'Go and clear the ground.' But when the son went to clear it, he 
saw that the thistles and thorns had multiplied. He thought, 'How much time shall I need to 
clear and weed all this?' and lay on the ground instead, and went to sleep. He did this day after 
day. When his father found him doing nothing, the son explained his discouragement. The 
father replied, 'Son, if you had cleared each day the area on which you lay down, your work 
would have advanced slowly and you would not have lost heart.' The son did what his father 
said, and in a short time the plot was cultivated.” 
 
How can we not despair at the enormity of the world's problems? By remembering that it's our 
feet, our hands, our gifts however “small” that are the way God redeems us and redeems 



creation. We have the chance to testify. We do it one bottle of water at a time, one quilt made 
for a shut-in at a time, one gift for a prisoner's child at a time, one pledge card prayerfully 
considered, at a time. Says Jesus, “Endure.” “Stay with it to the end.” And you'll gain your 
soul. 
 
Amen. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 


