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By Your Endurance in Sticking with Him You Will Gain Your Souls
Luke gives us the key to understanding the story in the first lines.  “When some were speaking about the temple, how it was adorned with beautiful stones, and gifts dedicated to God, he said, As for these things that you see, the days will come when not one stone will be left upon another; all will be thrown down.”  The temple, that place where animals were sacrificed, and some people were allowed in while others were excluded; the temple, that place which was at the very heart of Jewish culture, the hub from which everything else radiated out, and whose radiating spokes held it all together, that whole structure would soon be cast down.  
This magnificent building, with its rich history, will not topple over, erode away slowly or crumble from within, no, it will be thrown down.  Human beings, using pry bars and leverage points will disassemble it stone by stone and cast those stones to the ground.  There will be aggression to it, emotion in it and all of it will be done violently.  And it won’t be God’s violence doing it; it will be human violence like we see in Syria and Afghanistan and a thousand other places on our earth.  This temple standing before you in its grandeur and solidness will be thrown down with malice, deliberation and force.
Can you understand why Jesus’ listeners were alarmed?  “Teacher, when will this be, and what will be the sign that this is about to take place?”  Jesus’ comment has made them very anxious.  Their fears, usually hidden, have been brought to the surface.  Why did Jesus say these alarming things?  
He doesn’t seem to answer their question.  Instead he speaks to the kind of behavior anxiety gets going.  Did he deliberately make them anxious so that he could then give them tools for coping in anxious times?  Do we live in anxious times?
He begins, “Beware that you are not lead astray.”  Anxiety leads us astray.  It’s so hard to hear clearly and think sensibly when the static of angst is buzzing in our heads.  We take a deep breath, we go for a walk, we pray, “God help me to see what’s going on here and to not allow my fear or anger or confusion to interfere with deciding what’s best.”  
Anxiety gets rumors going.  When things are shifting about and the old certainties, dysfunctional as they may be, no longer hold sway it’s easy for untruth to spread as though it were truth.  Anxious people catch each other’s anxieties and stories that common sense would ordinarily suppress no longer do so and spread like wild fire.  
Anxiety produces environments conducive to charlatans; pseudo-leaders who play on people’s fears and vulnerability to their own gain.  In anxious times opportunists, exploiters, and sociopaths use our anxiety to bind us to themselves.  They falsely interpret the times and purport to know when and how history will unfold.  “Beware that you are not led astray; for many will come in my name and say, ‘I am he!’ and, ‘The time is near!”  “Don’t go after them.”
In two different ways he tells his followers to refrain from going after flashy people with dazzling ideas evoking adoration and blind obedience. He says this twice because he knows the power of human contagion.  He will see it soon enough when the crowd shouts “crucify him.”  When almost everyone is for something, it is very difficult to not go along.  Even Pilate went along.  It is hard to argue with “everyone is doing it or everyone wants it.”  The lemming impulse, the pied-piper’s march, is strongest when things are changing and we are afraid.  “Beware that you are not lead astray.  Don’t go after them.”
Jesus’ instruction on remaining calm continues.  “When you hear of wars and insurrections, do not be terrified; for these things must take place first, but the end will not follow immediately.”  Wars and insurrections; nothing new; same old same old; they will come.  There is not special meaning in them or to them.  Don’t be terrified, nothing cosmic is going on, they are not infused with God’s wrath- just humans doing what they do.  As Shakespeare said, it is all “sound and fury signifying nothing.”  When these things happen “the end will not follow immediately.” These events may have something to do with the march of time but it is not of immediate consequence.  So it seems that Jesus sets up anxiety and then sets about installing a structure to contain it.
“Then he said to them, ‘Nation will rise against nation, and kingdom against kingdom; there will be great earthquakes, and in various places famines and plagues; and there will be dreadful portents and great signs form heaven.”  Things will happen in history.  Natural disasters, contagious diseases and weird things that we don’t understand; expect them, they will happen.  And humans not operating in the way of Jesus will always be at each other’s throats—it’s just how it is.  
By saying these things will happen Jesus is actually removing them from events of cosmic significance.  This is important because humans infuse events with meaning they don’t really have and this has terrible consequences.  In the late Middle Ages Christians saw Jews as the cause of plagues and so thousands of Jews lost their lives.  Some in this country said hurricane Katrina was God’s wrath on New Orleans for being so tolerant of gay people.  Ancient pagan cultures projected their fear of divine retribution onto their gods with such intensity that they believed it necessary to sacrifice humans to bring the sun back when it threatened to disappear on the winter solstice.  
And then Jesus pulls his anxious listeners back one step further from their worry about the future.  He tells them that before all this dire stuff even begins to happen “they will arrest you and persecute you; they will hand you over to synagogues and prisons, and you will be brought before kings and governors because of my name.”  Now this isn’t the stuff of distant anxiety.  This is real and what we can all expect in our lifetime.  We can expect push-back when we make following Jesus, in the way of Jesus, our deepest desire.  And some of this push-back is very close to home.  “You will be betrayed even by parents and brothers, by relatives and friends; they will put some of you to death.”  The administrators of prohibition, those who don’t want to live in a world of compassion and forgiveness and don’t want us to live in it either, will be against us.  They can rightly see that if people catch our vision, their world built on force, power and exclusion is done for and so they must stand against us.  
But even this is not negative.  “This will give you an opportunity to testify” Jesus says.  In situations where people call you to account on account of Jesus you will be able to communicate why you think as you do.  And don’t worry about that communication; trust yourself to God in the moment.  Allow yourself to abide in God’s Spirit and let your speech come from that place of being connected.  And then Jesus says, “I will give you words and a wisdom that none of your opponents will be able to withstand or contradict.”
How does that work?  How does Jesus give us words of wisdom that can’t be withstood or contradicted?  In a concept I find very compelling, Rene Girard says humans are “interdividual.”  It is a new word and the only word he invented.  He invented it because the popular word “individual” does not adequately describe us.  We are not modules moving in space and occasionally bumping into each other, each self- contained and ultimately alone.  No, we are constellations of relationship in constant flux and supremely pliable.  I am all the relationships that form me and without relationships I dry up like an old prune.  You are a part of me and I am a part of you.   
Now, let me ask you what happens when we make Jesus, being his follower, the most important relationship of all in that constellation of relationships that we are.  We massively allow him to take us aboard and be joined to him?  Well, it changes what we have to say and we discover ourselves speaking words of wisdom that none of our opponents are able to withstand or contradict.  In fact, it is not our words anymore but Jesus speaking through us.  
But the world of “self-sufficient people” doesn’t like this very much.  As Jesus says, “You will be hated by all because of my name.”  You may find yourself a minority of one but you can deal with that because in the bigger picture you are not alone.  You have Jesus as your friend.  “By your endurance in sticking with him you will gain your souls.”  Amen.
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