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A new movie entitled 2012 debuted in theatres this week.  From what I’ve read, it’s one person’s depiction of the end of the world and, of course, the stories of a few characters who are present for the event.  I had to wonder if the release of the movie was timed to coincide with the lectionary readings appointed for today.


In Mark’s Gospel, one of the disciples expresses awe at the magnificence of the temple buildings.  Jesus uses that moment to point out how fragile and weak these buildings built of massive stones really are.  He had been teaching all along that earthly life held no eternal promise, that the only eternal promise could be fulfilled by God, and by God alone.  Jesus’ words describing wars and earthquakes and famines are not meant to cause fear or panic.  In fact, the word “apocalypse” actually means “revelation” or “instruction.”  And so, it seems that Mark’s intention is to make it clear that these signs are part of God’s plan.  Therefore, faithful followers of Christ have no reason to be afraid.  The glad news in the apocalypse is that God’s promises will be fulfilled when Christ comes again in glory.

Today’s lesson from Hebrews also addresses the time when Christ will return.  The lesson tells its readers how they are to wait for that Day.  First, they are to wait in faith.  Hebrews tells us, “…by the new and living way that [Jesus] opened for us…let us approach with a true heart in full assurance of faith, with our hearts sprinkled clean from an evil conscience and our bodies washed with pure water.”  Here Hebrews ties together the sacrifice of Jesus’ blood with the salvation we are offered through Baptism – the sacrament in which we join with Christ in His sacrifice of death and in the glory of His resurrection.  Secondly, believers are to await Christ’s return in hope. Again from Hebrews: “Let us hold fast to the confession of our hope without wavering, for he who has promised is faithful.”  And Hebrews’ third element for preparing for Christ’s return is love.  It reads: “…let us consider how to provoke one another to love and good deeds…encouraging one another, and all the more as you see the Day approaching.”  

I once visited with a hospice patient with lung cancer.  He was not what you might tend to imagine as a hospice patient with lung cancer.  He was not elderly, nor was he a smoker.  This man was 34 years old.  I knocked on the door of his lovely home, and his young, wife greeted me.  As she lead me to her husband’s bedroom, I met their two beautiful blonde-haired boys who were having a grand time playing with their toys in the den.  Entering the bedroom, my eyes fell upon a hearty-looking man sitting upright in his bed.  He greeted me warmly and apologized for his coughing.  This man looked like the picture of health with good skin color and a body that by no means looked frail.


As the three of us sat, he and his wife told me about their lives.  He owned a small contracting business that she helped in while being a full-time mother to the boys.  They spoke at length about their church community and about their faith.  

I have to admit that I’m sure that I was projecting some of myself into their circumstances.  At the time, I was about 10 years older than the patient, and I was also a father and husband to a family that depended on me.  I wondered how I would respond if placed in the same situation as this very young yet very ill man.  

With all that He was faced with, my new friend portrayed a sense of calmness and matter-of-factness.  He made It seem as though there was nothing extraordinary about that day, while I felt a deep concern and heart-felt sadness for him and his family.  
I finally asked this young father about his feelings concerning his diagnosis and his family’s future.  He said, “I’m fine with it.  I have faith in Jesus.  God will provide for my wife and the boys, and they’ll be alright.”  Thinking that perhaps he may be trying to put a glad face on an impossible situation, I turned to his wife and asked her, “What about you?  How are you with all of this?”  I thought that certainly concerns about raising a family alone, fear of the loss of her husband’s income, along with the grief of losing her spouse must be placing an excruciating burden on this young woman.   Seated on the opposite side of the bed, she looked squarely at me and said. “I’m OK.  He’s right.  Our church community has been wonderful in helping us.  God is using them to take care of us.  I don’t know what comes next, but I know that Jesus is with us.”
To hear these two people in the direst of circumstances speak of their faith in Jesus Christ, a faith so strong that physical death became a matter of little significance, moved me.
This couple embodied what Jesus and the writer of Hebrews wanted us to understand about the day that we each would meet Christ.

They did not concern themselves with the stones that they had gathered to build their lives.  There was no worry of what would happen to the husband’s business, the family home or even the very family that they had made.  Husband and wife lived in confidence of God’s compassion and in God’s promise of eternity to those who believe.  Regarding the faith in which Hebrews instructs us, theirs was the faith of embracing the “new and living way that [Jesus] opened for us.”
As for Hope:  The patient and his wife met their personal apocalypse – not with dread, but with hope – hope that he would soon be with God in paradise, hope that God will deliver upon His promise to make perfect all those who are sanctified by Christ’s sacrifice of death and resurrection.

What of Love?  Hebrews instructs us “to provoke one another to love and good deeds.”  Through the strength of their faith in God, the couple I speak of provoked the members of their church community to love and good deeds as evidenced by the community’s care for the family’s physical needs and by their prayers offered for the family’s spiritual needs. 
There is nothing remarkable about the apocalyptic lessons we read today.  Jesus’ ministry had always been about living for the eternal life promised by God and not for the mortal life that is oh so fleeting.  But we do need to be reminded from time to time.  We get comfortable and tend to forget that some day – perhaps today – this life will end for us.  And if we knew that today was our last day, would we do anything differently?  If we knew that our last day was even one year away, would we act differently toward others?  Would we try to live more like Christ taught us to live?  If we answer “yes” to either of those questions, we have work to do; we have changes to make.

It was a Friday when I visited with the patient that I told you about. Two days later, he was dead.  He missed the first day of school for his little boys by just a week.  I want to believe that this man had very few, if any, changes to make in preparing for his last day.  You see, long before he was diagnosed with cancer, he embraced the ultimate reality that God has made us to be not of this world, but of the world that God has promised us.  In doing so, my friend patterned his life to reflect the love of Christ in his care for others.  He remained hopeful even when faced with illness and impending death.  And the love and the hope that shone forth from this man were borne out of his unfaltering faith in the goodness of God.
Nothing in this world is irredeemable.  After His Son was tortured and Crucified unto death, God in his mercy gave us Easter, the sign of our salvation that awaits us when Christ comes again.
With Advent near upon us, we speak and sing and celebrate getting prepared for Christ coming into the world for the first time.  We prepare for the birth of Christ with anticipation and enthusiasm in faith that Jesus is coming to save us.  And when Jesus comes again, He will not come to destroy us; Jesus will come to save  
We Prepare for the Jesus’ first arrival with anticipation and enthusiasm – he comes to save us.  He does not come to destroy when He comes again.
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