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The Birth Pangs of Hope
Mark 13:1-8

Violence breaks out in several cities across America as Sony introduces its new Playstation 3, but with limited supplies.  New Democratic and Republican leaders trade barbs over issues near and far.  OJ publishes another pseudo-confession that millions will buy.
Just another ordinary week in America.

It’s just ordinary time, time that marches on and we give it little thought.  You may not have woken up today as I did, feeling overjoyed that we have finally reached the end of what the lectionary calls “Ordinary Time.”  Our sanctuaries have been decked out in green since June, and by now many of us are simply tired of this extended season of monotony.  True, there have surely been glimpses of the extraordinary in the midst of the ordinary, but, for too many of us, the ordinary times have been just that—too ordinary.
But here’s the good news: these ordinary days are coming to an end.  And who isn’t ready to dance on the grave of these ordinary days?  Who among us doesn’t long for an end of days that have become ordinary because they speak of wars and rumors of wars?  Who among us isn’t tired of referring to nation rising against nation as ordinary?  Who in the world isn’t looking for an end of all ordinary time that is too filled with things that defy God’s righteousness and love?  Just as preachers shout when Ordinary Time ends in the liturgical year, so will the whole world shout when these transitory days of tears give way to endless days of no tears.

This is what Mark 13 is about.  One commentator sums up the chapter well when he writes, “Mark 13 speaks to those who expect too much and to those who expect too little.  It is especially pertinent for those who have forgotten to expect anything at all.”
  We who gathered on the first Sunday of Advent last year heard this word:  “Stay awake; watch.”  And, if we took Jesus seriously, then we have stayed awake through the liturgical journey from last Advent until now, when Jesus again directs our gaze into the future, and we put the stopwatch to the birth pangs, watching for the new world to be delivered.

The people who first read these words in Mark’s Gospel experienced more than their share of birth pangs.  Everywhere they looked they saw terror—the violence of war; the destruction of the Temple; persecution against the church; and false prophets leading the church astray.  They were a people beaten down by the harsh realities of their existence.  What they needed was a radical hope to reframe their reality.  What they needed was something to shake them from their fear.  What they needed, whether they knew it or not, was as the church’s apocalyptic voice.  That’s the language the church speaks when all hell has broken loose.
I’m convinced that’s what our world needs to hear today as well.  But we don’t seem to get that.  No, we keep stampeding for the latest Playstation upgrade to numb our senses or clamor for the next “Will-I-really-tell-you-what-you-think-you-already-know Book” by OJ.  We seem to hunger for something to take our minds off of the wars and rumors of wars and other calamities that mark these days and we don’t seem to care what it is, as long as it’s easy.
And that may be our problem with apocalyptic language.  The apocalyptic voice is not easy to speak or hear, but apocalyptic words have a way of carrying us to a place of hope that we would never find without it.
That is the hope that Jesus spoke in these first verses of Mark 13.  He offers his disciples a vision of a world held by a loving God.  He paints a picture of a glorious future with God.  And while the apocalyptic voice appears to take us out of this world, its purpose is to give us hope for the living of these days.  As we will affirm later today, this hope doesn’t remove us from the world, but rather plunges us deeper into the struggle for victories over anything which defies the goodness of God.

When Jesus speaks about the destruction of the Temple, the disciples hear a deeper word.  They hear Jesus telling them that the world as they knew it was coming to an end.  The only future would be God’s future.  But instead of wringing their hands until that day, the disciples are encouraged to keep the faith and to live as though the promised future of God has already come true.

Given this context, this chapter of Mark’s Gospel becomes a new lens to examine these experiences by.  In Mark, Chapter 13 follows two chapters that tell of Jesus’ final trips to the Temple in Jerusalem.  In those chapters, Jesus drives out the traders, overturns the money tables, and gets into all sorts of trouble with the religious leaders.  All throughout those chapters we see those same leaders trying to figure out a way to silence Jesus, whose popularity among the people was growing day by day.  Jesus, always on the way to the Cross in Mark’s Gospel, is nearing the end of his journey.

The prediction of his suffering and death and the Temple conflicts before, the story of the suffering and death after, Chapter 13 serves as Jesus’ farewell discourse in Mark.  In his words to his disciples, Jesus gives the disciples a radical hope about God’s promised future, and that promise transforms they way they are to live in the present.

At times, we in the church have trouble negotiating this tension.  We have used the promises of what God is going to do in the future as excuses for doing nothing about present evils.

I remember well the first time that truth really hit home to me.  It was in a seminary classroom of all places, when we were discussing the challenge of racism to the church.  Without even realizing it, we started to wax poetic about the future glory awaiting God’s creation and didn’t even notice that we were avoiding the very challenge we thought we were addressing.  When she’d had enough, one of the students slammed her hand down on the table and cried, “I’m tired of hearing about justice in the sweet by and by.  It’s not good enough that there will be justice one day.  I want justice now!”

The purpose of apocalyptic language is not to cause the church to sit in a circle, hold hands, and sing endless rounds of “When We All Get to Heaven.”  There are days to live through and responsibilities to honor until then.  We dare not allow our watching for God’s promised future to become an escape from the present or from this world that God loves.

Nora Gallagher describes this tension well.  She writes, “Sometimes it’s as if I were living in two worlds, but more often it’s as if each world challenged and sanctified the other.  I can dimly see something coming into existence, at the periphery of the eye.”
  She then describes looking at children’s drawings in a Holocaust Museum.  “Among them, people are silent, but alert as if listening, because it is as if the children are speaking.  I knew they were speaking and it seemed to me that everyone around me knew and we felt that if we just listened hard enough, we could make out the words.  That’s how it is when I hear God speaking, when I see what could be or even what is, but too dimly to make it out.  I can almost hear, I can almost see.  I can almost touch the peace proclaimed.  Sometimes I think that faith is only about increasing our peripheral vision, peripheral hearing.”

Brian Wren captures this well in the hymn that we are about to sing.  And what you notice in his words as you sing them, is that this glorious vision of what God is going to fulfill takes place in ordinary simple acts of love and care in the midst of this world, in the course of our ordinary lives.  So “lose your shyness, find your tongue, tell the world what God has done:  God in Christ has come to stay.  Live tomorrow’s life today.”
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