
Standing on Tiptoes

Isaiah 65:17-25; Psalm 98; 2 Thessalonians 3:6-13; Luke 21:5-19

Most of what we do here on Sunday is very traditional. Our hymns, our order of worship, our

scriptures are all parts of the tradition handed down to us by the church. We shake it up a little once

in a while with a contemporary service like we did last Sunday but even that has fallen into a mostly

regular pattern.

Yet there is one thing the contemporary church does that may be unprecedented in Christian

history: we now present Jesus as the end of our troubles, the solution to our problems, a way to

make happy people even happier. That’s new.

Are you feeling anxious? Are you fearful about tomorrow, wondering how you’re going to make

ends meet, how your kids will turn out, what your old age will look like?

Come to Jesus. He’ll fix all that.

Have you had a tough week? Things not good at the office? Problems at school? Challenges

before you that you just don’t know how you’ll be able to overcome?

Come to Jesus. He’ll fix all that.

Are you ill, facing health crises that cause you worry and pain, wondering what the next step

will be in your cure?

Come to Jesus. He’ll fix all that.

Are you looking for greater stability in a rapidly changing world? Do you need a place to rest,

reassurance that things will stay the same for you rather than slip away from you?

Come to Jesus. He’ll fix all that.

And some people might be able to get away with preaching that as gospel. (In fact, if you turn

on your TV on Sunday morning, you may hear such preaching!)
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It might be possible to present the Christian faith as a technique for getting whatever it is you

think you must have in order to make it through the night. It could be possible to preach the good

news of Jesus Christ as a technique for bringing you peace in a restless world and a chaotic,

frightening culture.

It might be possible if not for the Bible, if not for Jesus himself, and if not for scriptures like the

one we’re required to read for this Sunday. Jesus and his disciples come to Jerusalem, to the capital

city, to the centre of national and religious life. Of course, they go to the number one attraction —

Herod’s vast temple in the centre of Jerusalem. His followers marvel at the magnificence of the

building, its huge stones and ornate decoration.

And Jesus shocks them by warning that the temple, this eternal-looking, huge temple, will be

completely destroyed. There won’t be a stone left on stone.

The idea was unthinkable. The temple was constructed to last a thousand years. The stability

and permanence of the temple reassured people of the eternal of God. This will all be destroyed?

You can take the Crystal Cathedral in California as a modern day example of a “temple” that

many thought would be a shining light for the rest of Christianity about what the power of God could

do. The massive expanse of glass and steel was held up as a model of what churches can be. There

was a huge choir, massive pipe organ, a symphony orchestra, celebrity guests (who even included

Arnold Schwartzenager) and massive crowds that filled the pews for the televised worship services.

By 2010 the church was in bankruptcy proceedings and the church’s founder and builder was living

on the remaining parishioners’ occasional donations. Although the building wasn’t physically torn

down, it’s fall was mighty and did not go unnoticed.

There’s a reason we tend to build our churches to look older than they really are and bigger

and heavier than they need to be. Our church buildings reassure us through the vicissitudes of time
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that some things last forever, some places can be depended upon to stay the same, no matter what.

Jesus warns that the present is not as permanent as it may seem. If even the temple can pass

away, what then is safe from destruction?

Just about thirty years after Jesus spoke these words, Herod’s great temple was destroyed,

stone cast down from every stone. If you go to Jerusalem today, you can still see some of those

great stones in the Wailing Wall, and you can still see Jews praying, mourning the destruction of their

beloved temple by the Roman army.

And after this horrifying warning, the next thing Jesus says to his disciples is that they ought to

“look up,” to faithfully read the signs of the times. What the world sees as disaster, disciples are

conditioned to read as possible redemption. Jesus has the nerve to tell his disciples, even in their

shock and horror, that they have a responsibility to look at history through the eyes of faith. What the

world flees as total disaster, they might see as the redemptive movements of God. Jesus dared to

say that even such a disaster as this was a time to look for the action of God in, through, and in spite

of the disaster. Jesus doesn’t say that God dismantled the temple or caused disaster to befall God’s

people. But he does claim that even a national disaster can be an opportunity to look up, to stand on

tiptoes for a good look at what God is doing among us, even in the darkness and disaster. A time of

terror and sorrow can be, by God’s grace, a time of redemption.

And then he even more brashly tells his followers that this is a time for them to give testimony.

Even when their worst fears are realized, even then, they are to tell the world that redemption is on

the way. God is moving, active, working out God’s purposes, even amid the tragedy. The temple, and

all the other human inventions in which we put our trust, pass away. Only God is eternal. Only God’s

love is dependable.

Now I’m sorry if you came to church this Sunday thinking that church is the surefire means of
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either avoiding all trouble and pain, or getting out of trouble and pain as soon as possible. That’s not

the way Jesus works. In fact, as the disciples could testify, walking with Jesus toward his cross in

Jerusalem, sometimes Jesus gets us into trouble we would gladly have avoided if we hadn’t been

trying to follow Jesus!

And sometimes when we’re in difficulty, when the ground under our feet seems to tremble and

shift, Jesus doesn’t deliver us but rather calls us, orders us to speak about the love of God, even in

our trouble.

Will Willimon tells a story of a woman who had been through three different difficult, painful

surgeries for three different kinds of cancer. Even more painful, her two children had each caused

her great pain. Her son was in prison. Her daughter was addicted to drugs.

“If she had simply refused to get out of bed in the morning, if she had become embittered and

resentful, if she had cursed God and given up, I don’t think anybody in that congregation would have

blamed her.

But that’s not what she did. Rather, she hardly ever missed church, cheerful and gracious to

all she met there. You can understand why, whenever anyone was in difficulty, they always went to

her first for counsel. Time and again when I would offer to be of help to someone going through a

tough time, the person would say, “Thanks, pastor. I think I’ll talk to Juanita instead.”

I think that Juanita was someone who not only understood the truth of what Jesus said —

disciples of Jesus aren’t immune from tragedy and sorrow—but also someone who understood that

she was called and commissioned by Jesus to testify, to tell the world that even in the sorrow, Jesus

makes it possible to look up and say that God is good. I am sure we all have examples of “saints” like

Juanita who amazed us with their deep faith in the goodness of God and testified to that through their

daily living.”
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Jesus, in this Sunday’s Gospel lesson, has three important messages for us:

1. Jesus warns us: tough times ahead. There will be disruption and dismantling. We may lose

some of our treasured security and stability. There will be pain. Much of this pain occurs because the

world is not ready for Jesus, refuses to worship him or follow in his way; some of the pain is simply

due to our being frail human creatures.

2. Tough times, whether brought about by our attempts to follow Jesus or occurring simply

because we are human and not divine, are times for us to speak up for Jesus, even in our pain, even

in our sadness. I know there are some gathered here this morning whose worlds have been

shattered, whose hopes have been trampled. And though this is hard for me to say to you, Jesus

actually expects you to be his disciple even in your shattered, painful times. 

Our Gospel begins with some people talking about how impressive and eternal-looking the

temple was. Our Gospel ends with Jesus urging people to talk about his promised redemption of the

world. And I’ve seen people, even in their pain, testify. As your minister, I’ve seen some of you lift up

your heads and be on the lookout for God even in the midst of your disasters. You have, in word and

deed, even in your pain, testified to the world that God is good, that though in the present moment it

may be hard to believe, God will get God’s way with the world. God will redeem.

3. Jesus doesn’t lie about the human condition. He doesn’t promise us lives without pain and

difficulty. In fact, today’s Gospel implies that we can expect to be put in difficulty because we are

trying to follow Jesus!

What Jesus promises is that even in the midst of our worst woes and disasters, he is with us.

Jesus walks to his cross and also to his resurrection. There doesn’t seem to be any way to get to

Easter without also going through Good Friday. And Jesus goes with us.
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We may not know what tomorrow holds for us, but we do know who holds tomorrow. Jesus

doesn’t promise to fix everything that’s wrong with us, to solve all the problems that may come our

way. He does promise never to forsake us, never to leave us to our own devices, always to keep

walking with us if we’ll keep walking with him.

Jesus speaks these words to his disciples on the way. It will be, they will soon discover, a

frightening, challenging, painful way. And yet, all that is not only endurable but also redeemable

because he walks with us and we walk with him. Thanks be to God. Amen.
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