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Isaiah 65:17-25; Canticle 9; Thessalonians 3:6-13; Luke 21:5-19

Have you ever tried to make a really definitive prediction or absolute pronouncement about something, and later feel foolish about it?  Seemingly, when we make a profound statements from our limited, personal knowledge base, we are often surprised, and maybe even a bit embarrassed.  
The following illustrations are predictions from the past, and from people who were well-trusted and knowledgeable people or credible institutions.

Thomas Watson, chairman of IBM, in 1943 said, "I think there is a world market for maybe five computers."  An inventor by the name of Lee DeForest claimed that "While theoretically and technically television may be feasible, commercially and financially it is an impossibility."  The Decca Recording Company made a big mistake when they made this prediction:  "We don't like their sound, and guitar music is on the way out." That was their prediction in 1962 concerning a few lads form Liverpool. Their band was called the Beatles.

And on a more lighthearted note, I recently watched the 2004 version of the old classic “Around the World in 80 Days” with a friend’s children.  (This one features Jackie Chan, the Karate King.)  Well, in the movie, set in Victorian England, the whacky scientist Phineas Fogg predicts that he will circle the world in 80 days.  In that era such a feat was considered absurd.  The Lords of the science institute wrote him off as a nut.
In today’s gospel, Jesus makes an unbelievable prediction that actually comes true, in more ways than one.  As he and the disciples walk out of the Temple in Jerusalem he pauses, looks back at the Temple and predicts, "Do you see all these great buildings. Not one stone will be left on another. They will all be thrown down." 

What’s the point of this prediction, Jesus?  This is crazy!  The temple was bedrock to the disciples’ faith and religious life practices.  Nothing could bring down these walls. "Look, teacher! What massive stones!  What magnificent buildings!"


The smallest stones in the structure weighed 2 to 3 tons. Many of them weighed 50 tons. The largest still existing stone is 12 meters in length and 3 meters high, and it weighs hundreds of tons!   The stones were so immense that neither mortar nor any other binding material was used between the stones.  Their stability was attained by the great weight of the stones.  The walls towered over Jerusalem, over 400 feet in one area.  Inside the four walls were 45 acres of bedrock mountain shaved flat.  During Jesus' day a quarter of a million people could fit comfortably within the structure.  

You can then understand the disciple's incredulity.  Jesus' prediction that a structure so immense would be leveled to the ground seemed implausible.  They wanted to know when.  What would be the sign that this was about to take place?  In their voices was fear of the unknown, fear that their lives were about to change forever.  Jesus had not made any predictions like this one. This was different. This, they could not ignore.

Forty years later Jesus' prediction came true.  In 70 AD the Temple was destroyed by Rome.  And, the bedrock of faith practice and religious life as they knew it would be changed forever as well.  So, what are we to learn from Jesus’ prediction and its fulfillment?
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First of all, the bedrock of our faith is not in Temples.  Place yourself in first century Jerusalem. From anywhere in the city you can look up and catch a glimpse of the Temple.  The 45-year project of King Herod was the third such Temple.  
It had been the center of their national life for a thousand years.  In the Temple the Jews sacrificed, confessed their Sins, and gave their first fruits of the harvest.  Yearly, they sacrificed a lamb for the nations' sins.  It was here that Passover, Pentecost, Day of Atonement, Feasts of Tabernacles, and Feast of Weeks were celebrated.  With the Temple so central to their life and worship as Jews and as the new fledgling church, this major question then arises:  How would they worship God without the Temple?  It was a question for which the Disciples had no answer. 
People understandably get tied to things.  We can even develop sentimental attachments to them.  But the Temple was unique.  God himself is said in Deuteronomy to be the architect, giving the exact dimension of the Altar, the grounds, the Walls, the doors, down to the very size of the stones.  This was God's building. With the Temple so central to life how would they worship God without it? 

What Jesus was, in essence, telling them is that their confidence was not to be in buildings, and the workmanship of human beings.  Their confidence was to be in the God that the building was erected to glorify.  The Romans would eventually tear down the massive, seemingly indestructible structure, but no one and nothing can take away or destroy God and God’s power, grace, and presence in our lives.  

In our own church, we are doing all we can to make and keep our physical structure sound and attractive and get caught up with deferred maintenance, but if we neglect the spiritual structure of our lives and relationships with God and one another, this building becomes nothing more than a  secular museum, a historical piece of architecture.  Not a place where God’s presence is experienced and people see and experience Jesus Christ.

Material manifestations of human beings’ achievements, whether they are medals, or education degrees, awards, or spectacular edifices erected in honor of one’s greatness in this life, or great financial wealth and a huge portfolio—all can be torn down in a moment’s time.  The past two years of economic decline is evidence.  If one’s faith, confidence, or self esteem is built on such things, one can be utterly devastated when the temple he or she worships is torn down.

Many of us can tell of desperate times in our lives when everything we knew and loved was stripped away and God became everything to us.  And hopefully, we were able to cry out with the Psalmist, “Though all should be taken away, yet you are with me.”  And with Job, “The Lord gives and the Lord takes away—blessed be the name of the Lord.”

The Second important lesson in Jesus’ prediction is that the bedrock of faith is not in Signs.  The disciples ask Jesus, “When will this take place, and what will be the sign that this is about to take place?”  
They were most likely wondering if there would be some great cosmic occurrence in the sky that would warn them.  Or perhaps they were looking for a miracle like that in the story of God parting the Red Sea for the children of Israel, so that Moses could lead them through and away from the Egyptian army.  They would have known the story or read about it in the Torah.

People turn to signs when their faith is weak and all of their props are ripped away.  We want to see some tangible evidence that God is still in control.  Sometimes signs manifest themselves, and other 
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times we are simply in the position of waiting for God.  This is difficult.  We have a cause and effect mentality.  If I do this, then this will happen.  

The disciples must have been thinking, “If something as life changing and unthinkable as the destruction of the temple is going to happen, surely the God of that temple will somehow warn us!”  
What they didn’t understand, and what we often don’t understand, is that many times the signs are present, but our focus is misdirected; and we might not see or hear or understand the sign that is right before us.  
Such was the case with the disciples.  Jesus was the sign!  Jesus was to become the new temple of their faith.  Yet they were looking for the kinds of signs that had once defined when and how God would act.

Which brings us to the third and most important lesson in Jesus’ prediction, and that is that ultimately the bedrock of faith is in Jesus Christ.  Someone comes to see me because they are in the midst of a crisis.  They have lost their job, had a marital crisis, a problem with a child, or found themselves in serious financial trouble. They are anxious.  It seems as if the world as they know it is caving in on them.  They feel lonely and afraid.  They can't see any way out of their predicament.

Something I’ve noticed is that when people are desperate, they tend to run, quit or act in haste.  I do not mean to discount their pain or minimize the crisis.  But often stress reactions and perceptions can exaggerate the crisis.  Or, they might have a distorted perception of reality, perhaps due to the high emotional state they are in at the time, or perhaps because they have been traumatized because their props have been knocked out, or just maybe because they had grounded their faith in the temple or in signs…or, maybe, just maybe, God simply wants to do something new in their lives…

I’ve found in my own life that sometimes God allows certain things to happen so that God can get my attention and show me a new way of living, loving, worshiping, and being…a new way of living into the Kingdom.  
Sometimes, we need to quiet ourselves, stop talking, stop actively seeking signs, stop pushing, and quietly wait and listen for God to reveal what it is God is trying to teach us.  And, no matter how chaotic everything around us becomes—people seem to betray us, all we believe in or believe about ourselves is called into question—in effect, our temples are torn down—it is then very often that God is able to finally get our attention.  Then God is able to reveal God’s self in a new way without the distractions of the grandness of our own temples.

Jesus came to show us a new way, and not just once.  Life is forever and continually new in Christ.  He was for the disciples and is for us, a new temple of faith not made by human construct.  Rather, Jesus was and is God’s revelation that God is doing something new in the world.  
We find Jesus powerfully cast in the bedrock of our faith in the scriptures, in our personal relationship with God in prayer, in those around us who love, support, and teach us.  In ways that don’t look like the signs we are used to looking for, they show us that God is doing something new. When we embrace God action, life as we know it will never be the same.
