
The readings today are confusing to say the least.  We have in Daniel the prophecy of “a time unsurpassed in distress since nations began,” and the consignment of people to “everlasting horror and disgrace.”  Mark in his turn warns of a time when the light of the sun, moon, and stars will fail, and when “heaven and earth will pass away.”  Yet in the same brief passages, Daniel – in one of the earliest biblical statements about personal immortality – foretells that “many of those who sleep in the dust of the earth shall awake” and “some shall live forever.”  And Mark likens the signs of the end times to the tender branches and sprouting leaves of a fig tree, which foretell the return of summer and the promise of luscious fruit.  So… are we to hear these readings as good news?  Or as bad news?  The answer, of course, is “Well, that depends…”


I have recently begun reading a novel co-authored by the brother of a parishioner.  The writer is, by training, a recognized expert on sustainability and renewable energy; and the novel deals with the very real conflict which is ongoing in our world between the “oil drillers” and the “tree huggers” – a conflict which keeps the health of our ecosystem, and perhaps even the future of our species, hanging in the balance.  

I was struck, early in the book – which I have yet to finish – by this quote:  “There are only two kinds of people in the world – those who are alive and those who are afraid.  Our world has come to a place now… -- largely as the result of some terrible things that we ourselves have created – where the majority of people are afraid.  Those of us who are alive…know what is going on and what needs to be done.  But the problem is so big now that we cannot do it alone.  We need the help of those who are afraid.  And it is hard for us to ask them, since that could involve looking at the very things they are afraid of.  So we must convince them that there is still hope and persuade them gently to come forward from their hiding places and join us in this work…”  


The quote continues – and I think this is the clincher, sisters and brothers: “We know that every human being who walks and breathes on this Earth of ours is alive, somewhere deep inside.  Our work is to connect with that living person who waits to be discovered in every one of us, and offer friendship and support to them, and ask them for their help…  If we can succeed in energizing the vast resources of humanity, then there is still tremendous hope” (Siegel & Saillant, Vapor Trails, p. 28).

In the novel, of course, the speaker’s immediate problem and project is the “greening” needed to save the health of our planet; but when I read the passage with today’s Scriptures in mind, it seemed also, to me, to describe God’s ongoing project of salvation – a wider and more far-ranging project of which eco-spirituality is only a small part.  Fear versus love: it is the story of our race; and it is the story of each one of our individual lives.  

It started in the Garden, where the Adam and Eve, our first parents, were used to walking with God in the cool of the evening.  A poignant verse recalls our primeval innocence when it says, “The man and his wife were both naked, yet they felt no shame.”  That changes – indeed, all of creation changes – with the eating of the forbidden fruit.  Recognizing and feeling their nakedness for the first time, Adam and Eve feel the need to stitch together fig leaves and make loincloths for themselves.  And when God calls out to them, Adam replies for them both: “"I heard you in the garden; but I was afraid, because I was naked, so I hid myself.”  

And so begins the tragic-comedy of God’s love striving to conquer and overcome human fear.  Noah must overcome fear of being ridiculed by his neighbors and trust God’s instructions to build the ark.  Abram must overcome fear of the unknown to lead his people into the desert when the promised land is no more than a promise; and later, having been renamed Abraham by God, he must overcome his fear when God asks him to slay his miracle son, Isaac, born to him and Sarah in their advanced old age.  Moses must overcome his fear when he encounters God in the burning bush; and he must pluck up the courage – with no more than God’s promise to back him up – to challenge the mighty Pharaoh.  Through it all, time and again, God speaks words of reassurance.  “Don’t be afraid.  Trust me.  I am with you always.”  And nowhere is God more explicit than when he speaks into human history his living Word – the only begotten Son, Jesus, the Christ.  More than a dozen times in the Gospels, Jesus himself tells people – often enough lepers, tax collectors, and prostitutes – to trust and not to be afraid

The cosmic drama of human fear versus divine love – of death versus life – plays itself out in each of our lives daily, sisters and brothers.  We are continually tempted to seize control – to be driven by our fear to take matters into our own hands, and to place our trust in, as the novel I cited earlier put it, “things that we ourselves have created.”  In our panic, we seek the comfortable distraction and oblivion which cigarettes, alcohol, prescription drugs, rich foods, promiscuous sex, or mass media and internet entertainments seem to promise us.  Striving mightily not to acknowledge our own nakedness, vulnerability, and shame, we seek to secure for ourselves more than what we need, driven by our fear that there may not be enough of whatever we crave for everyone.  In a world of rampant materialism, individualism, and pluralistic uncertainty, it can seem harder than ever to trust the promises of an invisible Deity who was revealed in ancient texts to an alien people in a vastly different cultural matrix.

But the alternative to this trust in God has been tried and found seriously wanting.  Ever since our expulsion from the Garden of Paradise, we human beings have been experimenting with this darker, more selfish, fear-driven path.  Dickens summed it up well when he described Ebenezer Scrooge – and there is one lurking in each of us – as “squeezing, wrenching, grasping, scraping, clutching, covetous… hard and sharp as flint… secret, and self-contained.”  

Yet our mission as baptized followers of Jesus is clear; we are to show the world another way.  We are to choose life, to embody hope, to model trust.  We are to bear witness to human freedom, to embrace the path of loving, to live and to give with generosity.  To return to my novel, we are to “connect with that living person who waits to be discovered in every one of us, and offer friendship and support to them, and ask them for their help.”  Yes, thank God, balancing off our inner Scrooge – whose fiancée tells him that he “fears the world too much”  - is an inner Tiny Tim, who hopes that “people [see] him in the church, because he [is] a cripple, and it might be pleasant to them to remember…who made lame beggars walk, and blind men see.''.  As I described in my “From the Pastor” in this week’s bulletin, we are invited and challenged to respond to the call of Christ, the servant-King, whose feast we will celebrate next Sunday.

We strengthen and fortify ourselves along the way by re-presenting here at the Lord’s Table Christ’s “one sacrifice for sins,” as alluded to in today’s reading from the letter to the Hebrews.  It is here that we share in the “allotted portion and cup” which we sang about in Psalm 16 – the portion and cup which our faith tells us is our Lord and God.  

So… are today’s Scriptures good news?  Or bad news?  If we are daily choosing the path of life – the path of trust and hope in God, as expressed through our love of God and neighbor – then we have no need to fear.  Michael, the fiery warrior angel, will arise as our champion and defender, and we will escape “the great distress” and live forever.  If we look with eyes of faith, then the second coming of Son of Man – of the divine Savior who is also, astonishingly, one of us – will be a sign of rescue and liberation.  

Dominican sister, Barbara Reid, writing in the November 9 edition of America magazine, reminds us that “cosmologists tell us that our bodies are literally stardust made flesh; they are made of particles that were present in the primeval fireball at the beginning of the universe.”  Thus, the prophet “Daniel’s image of righteous people becoming stars is, in a sense, inviting us to be true to what we actually are.”  The question we must wrestle with is: are we brave enough to shine, and to light the way of life and liberation for others?  Are we brave enough – or rather, do we trust and love God enough – to become all that God intends us to be?  If so, then what seems like conflict and turmoil to others can become signs of hope for us – harbingers of an eternal spring filled with new life.  And then we will be able to sing with joy the beautiful words of the old traditional spiritual: “My Lord, what a morning!  When the stars begin to fall…”
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