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Living God, may your word be proclaimed and may we claim it with joy for our lives today. 
Continue to speak to us through my words or in spite of them. Amen. 

 
 

Luke 21:5-19 
 
"When some were speaking about the temple, how it was adorned with beautiful stones and gifts 
dedicated to God, [Jesus] 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.’ 
 
“They asked him, ‘Teacher, when will this be, and what will be the sign that this is about to take 
place?’ And he said, ‘Beware that you are not led astray, for many will come in my name and 
say, “I am he!” and, “The time is near!” Do not go after them. 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.’  
 
“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 from heaven. But before all this occurs, 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. This will give you an opportunity to testify. So 
make up your minds not to prepare your defense in advance, for I will give you words and a 
wisdom that none of your opponents will be able to withstand or contradict. You will be betrayed 
even by parents and siblings, by relatives and friends, and they will put some of you to death. 
You will be hated by all because of my name. But not a hair of your head will perish. By your 
endurance you will gain your souls.’” 
 
 
I took a quick trip out of town earlier this week. Flew down to Austin, Texas on Monday 
morning and then turned around and flew back on Tuesday. This was a trip for the church, 
meeting with folks at the Texas Methodist Foundation about some of the work they’re beginning 
with congregations like ours as we seek to better know and love our neighbors. That’s not the 
point of the story, though — that early morning flight down there is. 
 
It was a fairly normal flight to begin, one of those 7am Monday flights that’s way too early but 
still packed full of people. I managed to sleep for the first part. After that, I spent my time 



marveling out the window at the clouds over which we were flying. They were really incredible, 
creating the illusion of a beautiful, fantasy world constructed of never-ending cloud formations 
that looked like castle spires and mountains just begging to be explored. As I was ooh-ing and 
aah-ing over all that stunning beauty, I did have the foresight to remark to my seatmate, “You 
know, eventually we’re going to have to go through those clouds….” 
 
Well. When we were about a half-hour out from Austin, the flight attendant’s calm voice came 
over the loudspeaker. She gave us the expected ETA for landing and then warned us that it might 
get “a little bumpy” from here on out. Accordingly, she said, the pilot was asking us to go ahead 
and secure all of our belongings. Then, she nonchalantly continued, “And in the event we have to 
evacuate the plane, please don’t plan to return for anything you’ve stowed.” 
 
It took a minute for those words to sink in. Of course, I thought I’d misheard, but my seatmate 
confirmed that indeed she’d just casually given us our crash-landing instructions. Not what I 
expected on this early morning commute…. 
 
The next twenty minutes or so were, not surprisingly, rough. We were tossed to and fro as we 
flew through the storm hidden underneath the majesty of those clouds. And I made sure to grip 
my phone tightly in my hand the whole time. I took that flight attendant at her word: If we were 
going down and I could only walk off with what was in my hand, I wanted a phone. Luckily, her 
ominous warning wasn’t necessary, and we landed safely in Austin shortly after, with queasy but 
relieved stomachs. 
 
That may be the first time I’ve ever heard so clearly on a flight when preparing to land, “We 
might crash, but don’t worry. Everything’s under control. Just keep calm and carry on.” 
 
I feel like Jesus is taking a similar tone in our scripture reading this morning: “The world is 
ending, but don’t worry. Everything’s under control. Just keep calm and carry on.” 
 
Uh huh….. 
 
This passage from Luke’s gospel is the lectionary text today. I would think that’s obvious, since 
who would willingly pick such a text to preach on? It comes right after that short little vignette 
about the widow’s mites. Jesus saw an impoverished widow put two coins in the offering plate 
and noted that the meager amount was all she had — and how faithful that made her, as her gift 
was greater than those who gave many more dollars but had a lot more they could give in the 
first place.1  
 

 
1 Luke 21:1-4 



Then, he goes on to muse about the temple itself. We’re told the folks gathered around him were 
making smalltalk about how beautiful their church building was, how proud they were of all its 
dazzling grandeur — noting, of course, that it’s all for the glory of God. Jesus just has to be a 
killjoy, though. He can’t let them just enjoy their pretty church. No, he chimes in with that 
ominous warning: “All this you’re looking at? The days are coming when it will all come 
tumbling down….” 
 
Thanks for that, Jesus. 
 
Not surprisingly, people have questions. They start pestering him about the details. Exactly when 
is this catastrophe going to happen? And will we see it coming? Jesus replies in usual 
frustratingly obtuse way, not answering the question directly but warning that folks who say they 
know when it’s all going down aren’t to be trusted. 
 
He continues on in a manner I find to be really absurd. Jesus starts painting a picture much more 
horrifying than the already-alarming warnings about the destruction of their beautiful temple — 
he’s now bringing up war, insurrection, earthquakes, famines, plagues, “dreadful portents and 
great signs from heaven”! And then (this is the absurd part), he has the audacity to say, “Don’t be 
terrified.” Really? 
 
Jesus clearly doesn’t know how to read the room, so he keeps going, now making it personal as 
he’s telling all these people that they’re going to be arrested, persecuted, and imprisoned, but no 
need to worry about that either! When you’re on trial, you don’t need to prepare a defense 
strategy…. Jesus will just give you the right words in the moment. Oh, and by the way, you’ll 
probably be betrayed by those closest to you, and they may try to kill you. They’ll certainly hate 
you. But again, don’t worry. Everything’s going to be fine. 
 
(Did I mention no one would willingly pick this text to preach on?) 
 
There’s a temptation in a passage like this. It’s all too easy to get caught up in the “What?” 
question. It’s perhaps a little safer and less dis-comforting if we spend all of our time unpacking 
the historical references in this passage or musing on the apocalyptic predictions as if they’re an 
interesting theoretical exercise to explore. But in doing so, we run the risk of ignoring the real 
questions of “So what?” and “Now what?” I would suggest that we’re better off letting go of the 
notion that Jesus is offering us a roadmap for the end times here or giving us instructions for “in 
the unlikely event of a water landing,” and instead embrace this still-speaking Word from God as 
advice for a future that can be seen and felt in our lives today. 
 
Now hear me: I’m not suggesting we read this as speaking to the impending collapse of this 
church building. To my knowledge, it’s still standing strong. But perhaps we can read this as 



speaking to what feels like the temples of our life and world falling. Things are changing all 
around us. We may want to deny it, we certainly don’t like it, but the reality is our world is 
changing, the Church is changing, our lives are changing. In my day-to-day context of the 
church-world, I hear all the time much bemoaning that the Church — The United Methodist 
Church or even this congregation of Meridian Street United Methodist — is not the church folks 
remember. It’s not like it used to be. Things have changed. Perhaps it feels like the temple is 
falling.  
 
Or, if we look outside these still-miraculously-standing walls of the Church, we see those wars 
and famines Jesus talked about. We see the calamity of loved ones turning against each other, of 
violence and hatred. We see societal structures and institutions now failing to serve all people, 
seismic shifts in our own country increasing inequity and injustice. Temples are falling all 
around us. 
 
Or, perhaps we just need to look a little closer to home. We all have stories of pain and grief, of 
those moments we realized the life we’re living is not the life we wanted, of dreams and hopes 
that never came true. We tried to build temples for ourselves, the things in our life that give us 
meaning, identity, and security. At least, we think they do, until they fall too. 
 
Just like Jesus said, things are changing all around us. We could spend all of our time over-
analyzing how this came to be or seeking a scapegoat on which to cast blame so we temporarily 
feel better, but I think those are the very temptations we’re called to avoid. Instead, we must ask 
that question, “Now what?” 
 
Jesus gave us a place to start… 
 
He first said, “Do not be terrified.”2 I know I scoffed at Jesus earlier for the absurdity of this 
admonition in the face of all the horrors he was describing, but on second glance, perhaps there’s 
something here with which it’s worth sitting. After all, “do not fear” is a recurring mantra in the 
scriptures. Perhaps, even though it’s easier said than done, we’re called to try. Fear seems to be a 
place we know well, especially in times of change. We operate from a place of fear all the time, 
not realizing it only speeds up the destruction happening around us, but Jesus reminds us that 
Christians are called to something different, that God has something more for us. So as the 
temples of our life, our church, and our world are falling, what would happen if we took a breath 
and opt-ed out of that fear-based response we know all too well? Perhaps it’s worth trying. 
 
Then he goes on a few verses later, saying in the face of adversity and trial, “I will give you 
words.”3 This one is hard. Friends, I say this with love: We are a congregation of over-achievers. 

 
2 Luke 21:9 
3 Luke 21:15 



We are a congregation full of people who have known great success professionally and 
personally, people with so much wisdom and experience to offer. That is a remarkable asset in 
this church — and it can be one of our greatest weaknesses if we’re not careful. You see, there’s 
a temptation for folks like us here to think we have all the answers. It’s far too easy for us to 
forgo turning to God for guidance and discernment when we’re pretty sure we’ve already got it 
figured out. And yet, here Jesus reminds us that it’s not all on us, that we don’t have to rely on 
ourselves to solve all of the world’s — or church’s — problems.  
 
I appreciate what the Rev. Christine Chakoian (PCUSA) says in response to this passage: “Now 
[Jesus] again reminds believers that saving ourselves is not the point… We are reminded not to 
rely on our own wisdom, but to pray for Jesus to provide ‘words and wisdom’ that will prevail. 
When we take this twofold path — not to clutch our lives as possessions, and then to open our 
hearts patiently to God’s providence — we will find ourselves having gained everything.”4 
 
If we allow it, Jesus will give us the words to speak and the wisdom to make them matter. 
Perhaps, we need to let go a little and let God lead the way. 
 
And then finally, Jesus says the first somewhat-comforting words in the whole passage: “Not a 
hair on your head will perish.”5 Admittedly, it feels a bit disingenuous for Jesus to utter those 
words right on the heels of warning that some of us are going to die. But then again, this is the 
same Jesus who told us just a few chapters earlier that whoever finds his or her life will lose it 
while the one who loses their life will gain it.6 Perhaps Jesus is reminding us to put this all in 
perspective. That which we feel as the world around us crumbling into ruins is but a mere blip in 
the eschatological scope of our lives.  
 
Now, I’m not in any way suggesting we take on an escapist attitude that cares more about our 
afterlife than the life we’re living in the here and now. Jesus was clear throughout his life and 
teachings that this world matters very much — that we are absolutely called to make this world a 
better place, to care for the most vulnerable, to embrace the marginalized, and to stand against 
evil, injustice, and oppression in whatever forms they present themselves — in this life. But as 
we do so, we may find ourselves in turbulence, our lives as we know it in peril. And Jesus is 
saying, “Friends, take a breath. It’ll all be OK.” 
 
He closes with these powerful words: “By your endurance you will gain your souls.”7 It’s easy to 
give up and walk away, to write off the situation as hopeless and just opt-out. Jesus invites us to 
something different, though. Endure, he says. Be faithful. Persevere in the here and now. And 
perhaps, in doing so, we just might discover God-with-us, even in the rubble.  

 
4 page 234 in Feasting on the Gospels: Luke, Volume 2 (Westminster John Knox Press) 
5 Luke 21:18 
6 Luke 17:33 
7 Luke 21:19 



 
I suspect we all have stories to tell about when our temple was destroyed, but, friends: That’s not 
the end of the story. It could be, if we run away, get angry or fearful, or focus all of our energies 
on finding a scapegoat. But it doesn’t have to be. There’s a greater story to be told, one about 
finding God in the ruins and witnessing God rebuild what we cannot. One about gaining our 
souls through it all. 
 
I don’t know about you, but that’s the story I’m interested in. That’s the Good News. Thanks be 
to God. 


