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29th November 2009

The Escape Route

Reading:  

Mark 13

Signs of the End of the Age 

 1As he was leaving the temple, one of his disciples said to him, "Look, Teacher! What massive stones! What magnificent buildings!" 

 2"Do you see all these great buildings?" replied Jesus. "Not one stone here will be left on another; every one will be thrown down." 

 3As Jesus was sitting on the Mount of Olives opposite the temple, Peter, James, John and Andrew asked him privately, 4"Tell us, when will these things happen? And what will be the sign that they are all about to be fulfilled?" 

 5Jesus said to them: "Watch out that no one deceives you. 6Many will come in my name, claiming, 'I am he,' and will deceive many. 7When you hear of wars and rumours of wars, do not be alarmed. Such things must happen, but the end is still to come. 8Nation will rise against nation, and kingdom against kingdom. There will be earthquakes in various places, and famines. These are the beginning of birth pains. 

 9"You must be on your guard. You will be handed over to the local councils and flogged in the synagogues. On account of me you will stand before governors and kings as witnesses to them. 10And the gospel must first be preached to all nations. 11Whenever you are arrested and brought to trial, do not worry beforehand about what to say. Just say whatever is given you at the time, for it is not you speaking, but the Holy Spirit. 

 12"Brother will betray brother to death, and a father his child. Children will rebel against their parents and have them put to death. 13All men will hate you because of me, but he who stands firm to the end will be saved. 

 14"When you see 'the abomination that causes desolation' standing where it does not belong—let the reader understand—then let those who are in Judea flee to the mountains. 15Let no one on the roof of his house go down or enter the house to take anything out. 16Let no one in the field go back to get his cloak. 17How dreadful it will be in those days for pregnant women and nursing mothers! 18Pray that this will not take place in winter, 19because those will be days of distress unequalled from the beginning, when God created the world, until now—and never to be equalled again. 20If the Lord had not cut short those days, no one would survive. But for the sake of the elect, whom he has chosen, he has shortened them. 21At that time if anyone says to you, 'Look, here is the Christ!' or, 'Look, there he is!' do not believe it. 22For false Christs and false prophets will appear and perform signs and miracles to deceive the elect—if that were possible. 23So be on your guard; I have told you everything ahead of time. 

 24"But in those days, following that distress, 
   " 'the sun will be darkened, 
      and the moon will not give its light; 
 25the stars will fall from the sky, 
      and the heavenly bodies will be shaken.'
 26"At that time men will see the Son of Man coming in clouds with great power and glory. 27And he will send his angels and gather his elect from the four winds, from the ends of the earth to the ends of the heavens. 
 28"Now learn this lesson from the fig tree: As soon as its twigs get tender and its leaves come out, you know that summer is near. 29Even so, when you see these things happening, you know that it is near, right at the door. 30I tell you the truth, this generation will certainly not pass away until all these things have happened. 31Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will never pass away. 

The Day and Hour Unknown 

 32"No one knows about that day or hour, not even the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father. 33Be on guard! Be alert! You do not know when that time will come. 34It's like a man going away: He leaves his house and puts his servants in charge, each with his assigned task, and tells the one at the door to keep watch. 

 35"Therefore keep watch because you do not know when the owner of the house will come back—whether in the evening, or at midnight, or when the rooster crows, or at dawn. 36If he comes suddenly, do not let him find you sleeping. 37What I say to you, I say to everyone: 'Watch!'"

Back in September this year Arnold Palmer, the great golfer, celebrated his 80th birthday. And in the interviews he gave to journalists he told the story of a favourite birthday he’d had in the 1950s. Even by then he was rich and famous and his wife Winnie thought “What can I give to this husband of mine who has everything?” Then she had a brainwave: “I know. I’ll ask a very special guest!”
On the day itself Winnie had invited a few local friends round for a dinner party at their house. They’d all arrived and then the doorbell rang again. Winnie shouted, “Oh, Arnie, could you just see who that is?” Arnold opened the door and standing there was the President of the United States, Dwight D. Eisenhower. Of course Arnold was bowled over. He and Ike were great golfing friends and had played many rounds together. But for the most powerful man in the Western world to take time out to come to his birthday party – well....... And the president had simply driven up in his own car, parked it outside and walked up to the door.

Compare that to a conversation I had with a client of mine a couple of years ago. Tony is normally a very calm man but I noticed that he seemed a bit fidgety when I saw him that day. Now, normally I don’t have that effect on clients, so I asked him what the matter was. “Well, tomorrow”, he said, “I’m having dinner with a good friend of mine who’s also a great friend of President Bush. And the President is joining the group of us for dinner!”

Two months later I saw him again and asked how it went. “It was amazing,” he said. “First we saw two motor-cycle outriders arriving at the house, closely followed by three long black stretch limos with two more motor-cycles behind them. Ten armed guards jumped out of the cars. Five went round the back of the house while five stayed in front. Two guards came inside with the President and stayed there, rifles poised throughout the meal. And all the time we were eating, a helicopter was circling overhead.”
What a difference 50 years can make. Two totally different arrivals of men in the same important position – one arrival very modest and the other which could hardly be more overstated. 

This Sunday is the first day of the Christian year - Advent Sunday.  “Advent” simply means “arrival” and today we celebrate two different arrivals of the same man: one in the past and one in the future. The first arrival, the first Advent, was extremely modest, embarrassingly so; embarrassing for Bethlehem. I can’t imagine the Town Council would have been well pleased when they found out that no-one in their town could provide a room for a heavily pregnant girl and her husband. And not a great start to life, being born in a cold and smelly stable where you had to be careful where you put your feet!
That was Jesus’ first Advent but this chapter, Mark 13, talks at length about his second Advent, his Second Coming. The whole subject is kick-started by an innocent comment by one of his disciples when they were in Jerusalem: “Look at those magnificent stones, Teacher. What a fantastic building”. The disciples were in fact looking at a building nearing completion. It was about to be the most stunning building ever created – Herod’s Temple. It was the size of York Minster and was made of huge stones (so big you could only squeeze two of the largest of them into this whole church). Those stones were made of solid white marble and decorated with gold. Just think what it must have looked like in bright sunshine – dazzling. 
But Jesus said, “These stones, these magnificent buildings around us will all be destroyed, will be thrown down.” Was he right? Well, in AD 66 the Temple was completed. In AD 70, just four years later, it lay in ruins, utterly demolished. And in talking about the future Jesus never got it wrong. You remember that he predicted exactly where the disciples would find a donkey for him to ride on into Jerusalem. He predicted that Peter would deny him three times before the cock crowed. And of course he predicted so accurately his own death and resurrection.

I had an Irish friend who once said to me “Wouldn’t it be great to have tomorrow’s papers in our hands now?” Being a bit slow, I asked him why. “Because you’d make a fortune. You’d know the football results so you could win the pools. You’d know the lottery numbers. You’d know where your stocks and shares were going”.

But we simply don’t know what’s going to happen even tomorrow. Horoscopes claim to; but of course they don’t. Weather forecasters try to predict the weather 24 hours ahead, but often get it wrong.  I’m sure the Prime Minister wished he could have foreseen the financial crash a year ago, but he couldn’t. Only one person in history has been unerringly right about the future – Jesus Christ himself.

“But” you say, “From the examples you gave, he only saw a few days ahead”. You’re quite right, but in this passage before us he clearly saw a catastrophe that was to happen 40 years ahead. AD 70 was one of the blackest years in human history. That year the Romans surrounded Jerusalem and starved the people into submission and death.

To illustrate what happened, just imagine, a reporter from the Judean Daily Mail has found his way from the outside, through the Roman lines, into Jerusalem. This is what he would have emailed back to his head office:- 

“When I climbed over the wall it was pitch dark. Thankfully I know the city well. I edged my way along a familiar street and hid in a corner until the sun began to rise. My first sensation on entering the city was the smell – the smell of death, of rotting flesh. But even this didn’t prepare me for what I saw at first light. Emaciated bodies lying in the street – wild dogs picking at their bones. Cries and moans coming from inside houses. I caught sight of a painfully thin man slumped against the wall of a house. He explained that he was one of the luckier ones. ‘My family had more food than most but even so three of my five children have already died. It all started 6 months ago when the Romans surrounded our city. For a time they let people come and go as they pleased. That’s when I made my big mistake. I decided to stay. My next door neighbour, Joel, took his family out. He belongs to that new sect. They call themselves Christians. He begged us to come with him. He said that their founder had prophesied this disaster. The key for him was when the Romans came to the Temple, put their flags around the altar, placed a statue of Zeus on top of it and sacrificed a pig beside it. This “monster of desecration” was exactly what their founder had predicted. That was when all the Christians left. For a time there was an escape route and they took it. They were the clever ones. But, mad as it sounds now, at the same time as all the Christians left, lots of my fellow Jews came into the city from the surrounding hills, farms and towns believing that Jerusalem would always be safe! How wrong we were.  Now the rest of my family and I are just here waiting to die!’”
We now know that eventually 97,000 Jews were taken prisoner to Rome and that 1,100,000 died by the sword or starvation. This is truly terrifying stuff, stuff that we can’t really imagine, the stuff of nightmares.  Why did Jesus tell the disciples all this and what possible relevance could it have for us way off in the 21st century? 
Firstly, he said it as a warning and to all who became Christians in that generation – a warning which thankfully they heeded. His words became an escape route for them.

Secondly, as proof that he could look accurately into the future – and that is very relevant to us today.

Thirdly, Jesus used what was to happen in AD 70 as a visual aid for what will happen when he comes back – his Second Coming, the Second Advent.

If we believe that Jesus will return, then a number of our attitudes will change. We realise the World we live in will not be here forever. It’s rather like living in a house that’s going to be demolished. 
In April this year the Church of England published a booklet called “How Many Light Bulbs Does it Take to Change a Christian?” instructing believers they have a moral obligation to look after God’s creation. The Archbishop of Canterbury stated this: “For the church of the 21st century good ecology is not an optional extra but a matter of justice. It is therefore central to what it means to be a Christian.” Of course looking after the World, which is our home for the moment, is extremely important but we must hold that in careful balance with Jesus telling us that this planet of ours is only temporary.   

Taking Jesus’ words seriously about his return should also give us a new urgency.  It should crystallize our thinking and our whole lives. A couple of weeks ago many of us were thrilled when we heard back from those who went to Russe to see how the Friendship Church was working. That church’s love and joy and willingness to share everything, just like the early church, was inspiring to hear. I asked John Buckle what the single most important aspect was that he noticed. He said it was their drive, their urgent ambition to work for Jesus, to do his will, to let everyone know the great news of new life that Jesus can bring into people’s lives. They are the living embodiment of what Martin Luther King once said: “We should live our lives: as if Jesus died yesterday, as if he is alive today and as if he will return tomorrow”.
At first sight the chapter in front of us this morning is full of tragedy, death and disaster and there is no doubt from what Jesus says that there will be tough times for everyone, including Christians, before he comes again. But if we scratch the surface we see a strand of good news running through this passage. Just as in AD 70, there will an escape route for those who listen to him.
In the parallel passage to this in Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus tells us that when he comes again two women will be playing tennis. One will be taken, the other left, two men in the pub – one taken, the other left, two young people playing computer games – one taken, the other left, two people side by side at work – one taken, the other left.  Just as in AD 70 there will be a chance to be rescued. We should pay close attention to all his words and act upon them. From them alone we will be  able to find our escape route, to be “taken” out of the trouble that is to come.  
Here in this benefice we have a course called Alpha, which teaches us about what Jesus said.  It’s been run many times before and Robin says he’d be delighted to run it again if there are people who are not clear about Jesus’ words. 
Jesus’ last words in this chapter are “keep awake”. On Thursday I had a cup of coffee with a young man who has only been a Christian a few years. It was wonderful to see how keen he was to go forward in the Christian life, to live and work for Christ. He was “awake”. As I listened to him I felt as if I was asleep. Listening to him was a wake-up call to me.  

Even more so than the two presidential arrivals I mentioned earlier Jesus’ two arrivals, his two advents, are totally different. The first almost unnoticed, the second “every eye will see”.  Are we ready? Are we listening and obeying his words? Do we know that escape route? We ought always to be awake and we ought always to remember, “We should live our lives: as if he died yesterday, as if he is alive today, and as if he will return tomorrow”. 
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