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“When; when is it going to happen?”  Jesus has just told the disciples that the massive and very beautiful temple in Jerusalem will be destroyed, reduced to rubble, and the disciples are stunned.  Of course they are stunned.  Remember what that particular temple meant to them, to every faithful Jew back then, including Jesus.  It wasn’t to them just a building.  Nor was it just one temple among numerous synagogues and other places of worship.  The temple in Jerusalem was the bedrock of faith, THE temple to which faithful Jews came from every direction, making their pilgrimage to worship there, because there, in the temple in Jerusalem, was the abiding place of the Ark of the Covenant, the living presence of Yahweh, Almighty God.  Therefore, if the temple in Jerusalem was going to be destroyed, it could mean only one thing:  everything was going to be destroyed, the cataclysmic destruction, the absolute end of the world.


The question about when it would happen would not have been asked casually, in idle curiosity.  Nor would it have been asked in calm objectivity, as if from a safe distance, an interesting phenomenon to study and ponder.  The question would have been asked in the way we question a doctor when a prognosis is terminal:  How long does my loved one have to live? Or, how long do I have to live?
The disciples asked, “When will this be, and what will be the sign that all these things are about to be accomplished?”  Imagine their tension as they awaited his answer.  But Jesus couldn’t answer their question about when.  A few verses past this morning’s passage, we hear him saying it outright:  “But about that day or hour no one knows, neither the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father.”

And as to the question about a sign which will signal that the end is upon them, he didn’t answer that question either.  He did describe things which will occur in the meantime, but he didn’t name any one definitive sign, something new, perhaps something supernatural.  Wars, famines, earthquakes, families in which there are terribly broken and terribly dangerous relationships, people who come along claiming to be the Messiah or claiming to know the exact day and time of the apocalypse or of “the rapture,” there’s nothing new or supernatural about any of that, is there?  All of that was going on in the centuries before Jesus was born, and it was going on while he was living, and it’s continued to go on over all the centuries since.
Jesus didn’t answer the disciples’ question, but he did answer a question they didn’t ask.  Apparently Jesus thought this was the better question, a question about the meantime, about life before the end.
The question - “What should we be doing, how should we be living in the meantime?” - that question he did answer.  In the meantime, he said, we must spread the gospel to every nation.  But, why; why do that?  Is it so that Christianity may become the one, the only religion on the face of the earth?  Well, that’s the way some folks understand what Jesus said.  Spreading the gospel, to them it means making planet earth a Christian world.  All other religions must be abandoned, all people of all other religions must be converted to Christianity, so that when the end comes, whether the cataclysmic end or their own death, all of them can be saved.  Now, of course, they aren’t suggesting that anybody can survive, can be saved from the cataclysmic end or from one’s own death.  But, when they hear Jesus using the word “saved,” immediately they hear him referring to life after death, salvation having to do with being saved from eternal damnation.  And, to their way of thinking, you have to be Christian for that, and oh my goodness the atrocities which have been committed over the centuries by those attempting to convert everybody to Christianity.  In the hands of some people, Christianity itself was converted to something no less than terrorism, causing lots of God’s children to suffer hell on earth.  And it’s still going on.  Even when it doesn’t employ physical violence, violent prejudice and hatred is directed at people of other religions.
In fact, sometimes it’s hard to see that what these prejudiced people are doing has anything to do with salvation into heavenly life.  Sometimes it seems that they want to see non-Christians burn in hell.  And these days atrocities committed under the rubric of “conversion” don’t befall only people of other religions.  Sometimes other Christians are perceived as not Christian enough, and that prejudice leaves them suffering hell on earth.

Well, yuck!  Can you imagine Jesus of Nazareth promoting prejudice and hatred toward people of other religions?  Likewise, can you imagine him encouraging conservative Christians to attack Christians who hold “progressive” beliefs or encouraging progressive Christians to attack conservative brothers and sisters?  Surely this isn’t what he called “spreading the gospel.”  This certainly can’t be what it means to “spread the good news.”  Obviously, there’s a problem here, and maybe the root of the problem has to do with our propensity to make things too small.  Especially when it comes to things Jesus said, we have this tendency to reduce them to a size we can better grasp and, yes, better manage.

Maybe we’ve done that to the concept of salvation, reducing it to the domain of one “right” religion, and reducing it to refer only to salvation from future hell.  Thing is, Jesus of Nazareth seemed much more concerned about humanity’s skill in making hell on earth.
He really spent very little time preaching salvation from eternal fires, while he spent a lot of energy preaching against hellish societal systems and practices, including the way his own religion had been twisted to leave the widow, the orphan, the poor to suffer hell on earth.  Eternal salvation – Jesus didn’t spend a lot of time and energy preaching about how to get from here to there.  See, Jesus didn’t draw a hard and fast line, separating here from there.  When he preached salvation – eternal well-being – he was at one and the same time preaching shalom – present well-being.
Now of course there’s a difference between eternal salvation and present shalom.  In eternity, there’s complete well-being, complete wholeness of life, complete peace.  In the present, well-being is not complete, to say the least.  Yet, salvation and shalom are together; the incompleteness of shalom nonetheless shines the light of eternity’s complete into the here and now.  It’s what you experience, that sense of well-being you can experience midst every dark valley.

It’s what you experience when finally you get it, that the arms of love which will hold you in the future are holding you now.  It’s that peacefulness you experience, even as the storm howls, a peacefulness born of believing in and trusting God’s love.  See, shalom doesn’t save you from suffering, it saves you from despair.  But what if you didn’t know that God was holding you, loving you right now?
Some people don’t, so in the meantime, as we live toward the end, we are to be doing what Jesus did, spreading the gospel, the good news of God’s love, that all may experience shalom-salvation.  Trouble is, spreading the gospel can cause you to suffer.  Why that is so, why there are people who will resist, even hate you for promoting the ways of love and peace, of justice and equality, that’s another sermon.  For today suffice it to say that Jesus didn’t whitewash the reality of gospel-spreading.  To the contrary, he warned that gospel-spreading has difficulties of its own, and you have already discovered how true that is.  You already know that it can spawn trouble not just with strangers, but in your own personal relationships.  So, why live gospel-spreading despite its hardships?  Some would say that Jesus commanded it and so, if you want to vouchsafe your place in heaven, you better do it.  But some of us do it because we don’t want to be selfish, hoarding the goodness of shalom to ourselves.
We care about people who are suffering; we want them to know God loves them; we know what a differences that knowledge makes in our lives; we want them to experience that sense of well-being, too.  And we believe that knowing God loves you and allowing that love to shape your living into the ways of love, with more and more people also knowing that God loves them and allowing that love to shape their living, can make a huge difference in this meantime world.
Gospel-spreading, it does indeed have to do with salvation.  But it’s not just future salvation; it’s shalom now.
When will the end come, whether the cataclysmic end or one’s own death – Jesus said we should be asking instead, what should I be doing, how should I be living in the meantime?  I guess we could fill our meantime worrying about where we’ll land in the next life, worrying about our loved ones, where they’ll spend eternity, worrying about non-Christians and what’ll happen to them, maybe worrying about whether or not there’s any eternal living at all.  But all that worry, it’s such a waste of time for people who believe in a loving God, whose love includes all of God’s children.  We hear Jesus saying, “O ye of little faith, do not worry.  Be not anxious or afraid; let not your hearts be troubled.”  We hear him saying, “Remember, troubles and travails, endings and deaths are like birth pangs, painful, yet preparing the way for new life.”  We hear him saying, “Await the birth; watch for the birth.  And in the meantime do not worry but go spread the gospel.  Go show it, go live it; go spread the really good news.”
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