Luke 21:5-19; Isaiah 65:17-25


[Slide 4:  November] 
“The holiday season may be just a few weeks away, but first we have to deal with November, considered by many the gloomiest month of the year… Danish writer Henrik Nordbrandt once claimed there were 16 months: “November, December, January, February, March, April, May, June, July, August, September October, November, November, November, November”.  So what makes November such a dreary time…?  November can be noticeably colder than the other months - something that can at least be embraced in December, when it adds to the festive feeling.… the days are shorter, it’s cold and damp and there is a long way to go until the Christmas holidays.  Consulting the "misery index" - created by adding up Google searches for terms such as 'depression', 'anxiety' and 'stress' - reveals that November is one of the more challenging months of the year for much of the population….According to the Seasonal Affective Disorder Association, about 20% of the UK’s population suffer from a noticeable decline in mood characterised by grumpiness, a lack of motivation and lethargy”.

Grumpiness, a lack of motivation, lethargy—has he been observing me?  What possibly can our scripture texts offer us by way of encouragement to counteract the difficult emotions which November elicits?  One of my preaching books long ago suggested a helpful way to consider any sermon in relation to the scripture text of the day:  trouble in the text, trouble in our world, hope in the text, hope for our world.  This morning I will follow this basic format.
Trouble in the Text   [Slide 5:  Temple Burning]

When Luke reports that “some were speaking about the temple, how it was adorned with beautiful stones and gifts dedicated to God” we must bear in mind that most date the writing of this gospel shortly after the year 70 C.E.
  That date is significant because the year 70 was the one in which the Romans razed the Jerusalem temple in response to a Jewish revolt.  If a person is Jewish, this would have been a very big deal.  If a person lived around Jerusalem regardless of the faith tradition, this would have been a very big deal.

The temple was the center of Jewish religious identity.  The temple represented God’s presence with the people.  These theological sentiments placed upon the temple made it a source of solace and strength for the occupied territory of Palestine.  If Rome were to make a statement to the revolutionaries, and Rome wanted to make a statement, razing the temple was the logical choice.  It confirmed that the gods of Rome were mightier than the God of Israel.  When Luke’s gospel is circulating faith filled Jews and Christians are still feeling the sting from a failed revolution which resulted in the destruction of the temple.  This raised all sorts of questions about the nature and power of God.  These were similar questions as what surfaced when the first temple was dismantled, and this just happens to be the setting of Isaiah.
[Slide 6:  1st Temple Destruction]


A host of scholars believe that Isaiah 1-39 was addressed to Judah prior to the war with Babylon and destruction of the temple; Isaiah 40-59 was addressed to the Israelites deported to Babylon; and Isaiah 60-66 was addressed to several generations following repatriation. The people returned with great expectations and high hopes.  But life was far from rosy.  In fact, they made an effort to rebuild the temple and it caused many of the elders to weep because that sorry structure paled in comparison with Solomon’s temple (Ezra 3:12).  In addition to this there were security and economic concerns.  Alexander the Great was preparing to sweep through the area and the Romans were not far behind Alexander.  What we hear in Isaiah 65 are words of comfort, and if there are words of encouragement coming from a prophet it probably means that encouragement is needed.
The people of God feel abandoned.  They feel stuck.  They feel trapped.  They feel stymied.  This is the trouble in the text out of Isaiah and Luke with which we are presented today.
Trouble in Our World
The dark and cold have complicated my morning walking regime; and this has, I believe, impacted my emotional equilibrium if even slightly.  It is not just November weather, however, which has adversely affected my spirit these past few weeks.  There are other forces at work. 
[Slide 7:  Climate Change Risks]

President Trump is moving the United States out of the Paris Accord which set targets for the reduction of “green house gases”.   I believe climate change is real, and it is affects those most financially vulnerable the greatest:  subsistence farmers, island nations, Arctic residents, etc..,..  I will not get into details about the tangible ways this is a crisis, but I trust the research and reporting of organizations like MCC who are sharing this with the public.  To have the country listed second highest among the world’s polluters (my home country) withdraw from an international covenant makes me sad.  I do not have children of my own, but I love the children of my life—congregational and otherwise.   I grieve for the refugees who will migrate on account of climate related issues.  I grieve that we are to better situated socially to welcome refugees.  I grieve that we are not leaving our children a better environment in which to live, grow and flourish.  There is trouble in our world.
[Slide 8:  Solar Panel Farm]


I was shocked and dismayed a few week back when the Saskatchewan Government initially abolished the net metering program for private solar energy production.  Sure they modified their position, but even so their new policy is adversely affecting the promotion and expansion of solar energy production in the Province.   With the amount of wind and sun this Province receives we could be an energy powerhouse, a world leader in renewable energy production.   Look at this picture of a solar farm in Arkansas; Arkansas that hub of progressive ingenuity.  What is stopping us our government for doing this at a Provincial level??  Why this regressive turn in policy regarding private production of solar energy??  These developments made me not only sad but mad.  Wind and solar will not be a replacement for fossil fuels, but surely our political leaders could be more supportive of renewable energy.  This is the Province in which we live.  Oh, yes, there is trouble in our world.

I have moved from the world stage to the Provincial theater and now it is time for personal reflection.   When one’s health is compromised it is serious; when the health of a loved one deteriorates it is a crisis.  It is like the Temple is on fire.  Anxiety becomes the daily diet.  The promises of Isaiah 40:31 which reads, “those who wait for the Lord shall renew their strength, they shall mount up with wings like eagles, they shall run and not be weary, they shall walk and not be faint”, seem a long way off.  I grieve these situations.  There is trouble in families and in our homes and in our world.
Hope in the Text  [Slide 9:  Jesus in the Temple]
Even though the Temple is destined for demise, Jesus loves the temple. The temple is central to Jesus’ life in all the gospels.   In Luke’s gospel Jesus is dedicated in the temple (2:22ff) at which time Anna and Simeon declare Jesus to be salvation, light for the gentiles, and glory to your people Israel.  At age twelve Jesus tarries in the temple while his family leaves Jerusalem, calling the temple his “father’s house” (2:41).  Jesus later says that the “kingdom of God is among you”, or “within you” depending on how one wishes to translate a very fluid Greek preposition (17:21)--  the temple, in other words, is among or within you.  Jesus weeps over Jerusalem of which the temple was the central feature (19:41).  He watches widows and wealthy putting coins into the temple treasury and draws spiritual lessons from their gifts (21:1ff).  And in the book of Acts (the sequel to Luke’s Gospel) the salvation and light of Jesus radiates from the Pentecost celebration held at the temple (Acts 2) to the far reaches of the Roman Empire.  Jesus loves the temple and God does an incredible thing for the temple through Jesus:  God makes the temple portable.  In Jesus and the gathered community the temple is not lost; it is transformed.  Within Luke’s gospel and the New Testament more broadly, the dwelling place of God shifts from a geographic location to the presence of the Spirit:  be it in an individual or in a community.  When traditional ways of viewing “God’s house” are going or have gone up in flames, this is good news.

Isaiah’s passage has a slightly different nuance to it than the Luke passage.  In this period of Jewish life the people were tired:  tired of economic depression, tired of taxation which was a by-product of occupation, tired of unmet expectations.  Biblical Hebrew is an interesting language in that it does not have a separate tense for present or future action.  When God says to Moses, “I am who I am” (Ex 3:14) it is as validly translated as “I will be who I will be”.  The import for today is that all the future tense verbs could be translated as present tense verbs.  What God has promised for the future, as we read it, God is already doing now.  This is very good news and it invites us to pay attention.
Hope in Our World
A few minutes ago, I mentioned the U.S. withdrawal from the Paris Accord.  Earlier this month, November 5th in fact, a collection of scientists issued a statement.  They wrote: “Scientists have a moral obligation to clearly warn humanity of any catastrophic threat and to “tell it like it is.” On the basis of this obligation and the graphical indicators presented…, we declare, with more than 11,000 scientist signatories from around the world, clearly and unequivocally that planet Earth is facing a climate emergency.”
  When I learned of this movement within the scientific community, I was comforted.  In addition, I am encouraged that ecological and biological scientists whose funding is being cut in the U.S. are being welcomed in France where they can continue their monitoring and research.

[slide 10: Solar Wind Farm near Canberra]


A few minutes ago, I mentioned the regressive energy policies currently being supported by our Provincial Government.  In response to this I took comfort in a report out of Australia.  “Starting next year, the country’s capital will be powered by 100% renewable energy.  Canberra will be the first city outside Europe to achieve this milestone.”
  I lament the fact that Ottawa or Regina has not taken a similar approach to the “new creation” God is shaping among us.  I am greatly encouraged, however, that other nations, tribes, and languages are partnering with God in this new creation.

[Slide 11:  Winter Walk]


A few minutes ago, I alluded to the challenges of living with precarious health—in oneself or in that of a loved one.  The anxiety which tenuous health or toxic work environments can create is serious.  There are ways in which we can sensitize ourselves to and partner with the new creation taking form around us.  Josie Benge, a secularist author for all I know, offered what seemed to me reasonable advice.   Eat well:  focus on fruits and vegetables while limiting your sugars; what we consume shapes how we perceive the world.  Exercise:  do what you can to keep active.   Sunlight:  even though it is cold make time for sun time; sun light helps us cope with conditions more graciously.  Creative exercises (knitting, music, colouring) help us:  activating the creative side of ourselves positively impacts our attitude and ability to engage well with others.  Mindfulness:  paying attention to the feelings we have or the task before contributes to our sense of well-being.  Spend time with friends or family:  isolation does not help us cope well.

[Slide 12:  Peaceable Kingdom]

Mindfulness and spending time with others draws me to the importance of congregational worship.  It is my hope and expectation that when we come together on a Sunday morning we feel less alone—like we are part of something bigger than ourselves.  It is my hope and expectation that when come together on a Sunday morning we might be encouraged.  We come together to be strengthened in our assurance of God’s grace amidst our weaknesses, in our commitment to follow after Jesus Christ the Christ, in our trust that God holds both past, present and future.  This is what we strive to do when we come together on any give Sunday morning.  May God continue to foster hope for us in challenging times.  Amen.
Patrick Preheim, co-pastor Nutana Park Mennonite Church
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