The Final Word  

                        Luke 21:5-6,  25-36   I Thess. 3:6-13

Heaven and earth shall pass away, but my words will not pass away.

            Our speaker on Wednesday night at the community Thanksgiving service told this story.  It is from the memoir of a writer and teacher.  Mary was born in the forties with a facial deformity, a cleft palate.  Her lips were misshapen, and her teeth were crooked.  When she entered school, she entered a world where other children asked painful questions like “what happened to you?” or made fun of her.  Because she was different, she was left on the outside of most things. 

            But in the third grade she had a wonderful teacher, Mrs. Leonard.  This teacher brought out the best in her students.  She treated them with great respect and joy.  Mary loved to go to this class and feel the welcome.

            One day, there was a “hearing test” for all the children.  The test was that each child stood next to the teacher’s desk, one at a time.  The teacher would whisper something like “how now brown cow” or “the sky is blue and the sea is green”  and the child had to repeat it.  When it came time for Mary, she stood next to the desk and heard the words that saved her life from despair.  She says these became the most important words she had ever heard.  The teacher whispered, “I wish you were my little girl.”   

            Heaven and earth shall pass away, says Jesus to his followers. But my words will not pass away. My words will endure.  They will save your life.

            Over the centuries, many have tried to erase the words of the man from Galilee.  Down through history, many have tried to eclipse or trample the Word made flesh, starting with Pilate who scoffed at him by asking, “What is truth?” and then nailed him to a cross.  But Pilate could not silence Jesus.  Pilate, the self important governor appointed by Rome to serve out in the boondocks, is remembered today only because he stood in a room with Jesus.

            In the last century, communist doctrine and dictators sought to silence this Jesus.  It was official policy to close churches, to confiscate Bibles, even to arrest his followers.  But they could not stop the word from God.  When the Iron Curtain finally came down, when the Berlin wall ceased to be, churches sprang up all over the former Soviet Empire.  They moved from underground to the public view, proclaiming the word that had kept their hearts alive during the dark years. 

            When the Nazis took over the government of Germany, they slowly, carefully co-opted the leadership of the churches.  They wanted their words of hatred, racial purity, and super patriotism to eclipse the words of that Jew named Nazareth.  But leaders like Dietrich Bonhoeffer and Karl Barth would not be silenced.  They even wrote a confession of their faith called the Barmen Declaration.  In part it declares:
            Jesus Christ, as he is attested for us in Holy Scripture, is the one Word of God which we have to hear and which we have to trust and obey in life and in death.

            We reject the false doctrine, as though the Church could and would have to acknowledge as a source of its proclamation, apart from the Word of God, still other events and powers…
            We reject the false doctrine, as though there were areas of our life in which we would not belong to Jesus Christ, but to other lords…

            After this bold declaration, Barth went into exile, and Bonhoeffer was put in prison.  He was executed just before the Allies captured Berlin.  But his words about the Word remain.

Many have sought to make this Jesus irrelevant or forgotten.  Dictators of various persuasions, from the Caesars to the czars, to the pop stars, have tried to overshadow this Savior.  Are you old enough to remember when the Beatles said “we are more famous than Jesus”?   Today most of us cannot name the four Beatles.

            Heaven and earth may pass away.  But my words shall endure. 

            Sometime it is life itself that seeks to make us give up on these words, on this Savior.  Monuments that we have erected or the scaffolds of our success may tumble down, and our hope gets trampled in the confusion.

            In Luke chapter 21, Jesus and the disciples are visiting the holiest sight in all of Israel.  They are standing outside the grand temple of Solomon.  Beautiful stone steps lead up to a grand set of columns, opening the way into the holy sanctuary; with its incense, altars, beautiful tapestry.  Surely God is strong and mighty with such a temple to honor God.

            Jesus sees his followers, small town guys all of them, standing with their mouths open.  In almost an aside he says, “See these grand stones.  Not one will be left standing upon another.  See this marvelous city of David.  One day her enemies will come, and these great walls will come tumbling down.” 

            The disciples are stunned; frozen in their tracks.  Surely the end of Jerusalem would mean the end of the world. “Teacher when will these things happen?  And what will be the signs that the end is near?” 

            You know from Sunday School that the Jews had already suffered the destruction of that temple and of the city once before.  In 587 BC, the armies of Babylon invaded, devastated the city, and led the people away as captives.  Out of the hills of Zion, they were taken to the dusty plains of their enemy’s land.  “By the waters of Babylon, there we sat down and wept.  We hung up our harps on the trees.  For our captors required songs of us, saying, ‘Hey boy, sing me one of those mountain songs.’ How can I sing the Lord’s song in a strange land?”

            The generations sitting in this room today have seen the end of the world.  We have seen monuments destroyed as Pearl Harbor was bombed, or the World Trade Center destroyed.  We have seen leaders assassinated, territory invaded, guaranteed AAA investments turn to worthless paper.  We have seen the end of the world, or its close proximity, with the loss of a career, the collapse of a marriage, the death of a loved one.  We said we could not live without them, yet they are gone, and we are still here. 

            We know what the disciples are feeling as they listen to Jesus say that there is plenty of trouble ahead.  We have seen our share of it.

            But then he says, “Heaven and earth shall pass away.  But my words will endure.” 

             The Jews in far off Babylon made a great discovery, they found a spiritual secret to survival.  They began to collect the stories of their people.  They wrote down all the ways God had rescued, guided, fed, nurtured, and saved them in the past.  These became their sacred scrolls, the Torah, the beginning of the Bible.  They met weekly in little groups called a synagogue, to read the words, to say their prayers, yes, even to sing again.  And over time, they did learn to sing the Lord’s song in a strange land.  They said, “We preserved the Torah and the Torah saved us.” 

            Heaven and earth shall pass away.  But my words will endure.  When it comes to the temple, or Jerusalem, or the twin towers, or the preservation of some great institution, no set of stones is the guarantee of God’s presence.  No destruction of a beloved site is the proof of God’s absence.  The only thing that endures is our conversation with God.  Our relationship with this Jesus is the foundation of our future.

            Heaven and earth do change, and even pass away. But these words endure. 

            We, too, have discovered the secret to our spiritual survival.  We also gather weekly to worship, to read his words; to remember his message to us. 

            Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.

            Blessed are those that mourn, for they shall be comforted.

            Let not your hearts be troubled, believe in God.  Believe in me.  In my father’s house there is plenty of room. I go to prepare a place for you.

            We read these words not out of nostalgia; not for some brief reclaiming of lost days, or lost innocence.  We read them to get ready for where we are headed.  We read them to anchor our lives in the one foundation that does not move, crumble, rust, or erode away.  We read them to help ourselves look forward.  This Jesus who came to us once, is also in our future.  These words are our road map for where we are headed. 

            These are the words that are saving our lives. A teacher says, “I wish you were my little girl,” and save that child from despair.  Jesus says to us, “Let not your hearts be troubled.  In my father’s house there is plenty of room.”

            Thanks be to God.
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