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             Isaiah 65:12-25, Luke 21:5-19


I missed the movie “A Mighty Heart” when it was in the theaters this past summer, but when it was released on DVD last week I rented it immediately, in large part because I’m thinking of using it in a class on evil that I plan to teach again during Lent.  The movie tells the story of the kidnapping of Wall Street Journal reporter Daniel Pearl in Pakistan during the winter of 2002, and his wife, Marianne Pearl’s search for him over the course of a number of weeks.  Much of the movie is styled as a documentary, reporting how the search for the kidnappers unfolded.  But the movie also lets the viewer glimpse into the thoughts of Marianne Pearl, and the longer the search goes on, the more time she spends replaying memories of her life with her husband.  She remembers their work together, trips they took together, their first meeting.  Then, after she hears that her husband has been killed, she remembers their wedding.  She replays in her mind her entrance, their vows, his smile, and then she remembers a Jewish custom the couple observed:  Daniel drinks wine from a glass, then wraps the glass in a napkin and stomps on it, smashing it to bits.


I also married a Jewish man, and we observed that same custom at our wedding.  There are a number of explanations for the custom, and the most common one is that it is a reminder of the destruction of the temple in Jerusalem, the event that Jesus predicts in this morning’s passage from Luke.  Why include that at the center of a Jewish wedding?  Well, some rabbis say it is because we need to remember that the joy of new life always comes attached to the pain of the loss of the past.  I think that point was mostly missed on me at my own wedding—I was too focused on the joy part to really think that much about violence and destruction.  But “A Mighty Heart” made me see the ritual in its deeper meaning.  Their wedding brought Marianne both joy and great pain, and there was some way in which that was predicted at the outset, a prediction rooted in the knowledge, preserved by the Jewish community for generations, that the great temple in Jerusalem lies in ruins. 


What do we know about the temple in Jerusalem?  It’s a monument of such towering importance that even though the Gospel of Luke was almost certainly written after its destruction, not a word of explanation needs to be included when Luke relays this story of Jesus’ prediction of its destruction, probably about 40 years before the Romans laid it to waste.  But since it hasn’t existed since 70 AD, we’re going to have to do our best to quickly bring ourselves up to speed if we have any hope of making a connection between this story and our own lives.  We need to consider not just the religious function of the temple, but its social function, its emotional function, if we’re going to understand the meaning and impact of Jesus’ prediction that it would be destroyed.  So what do we know?


Well, the story starts way back with Moses and the Ten Commandments.  Along with the tablets, the God gave some pretty explicit instructions about how to carry the tablets around in a thing called the Arc of the Covenant.  It was a beautiful thing, but moveable, and although David wanted to build a permanent structure for it in Jerusalem, God wouldn’t let him do it.  So it fell to David’s son, Solomon, to actually build it.  That first temple lasted a little less than 500 years before the Babylonians, led by Nebuchadnezzar, destroyed it.  The Second Temple was built about 100 years later, and that was the one that was around in Jesus’ day.


Now, you probably know a little about the religious function of the temple.  Back when the temple was around, Judaism had priests who were in charge of temple rituals, and one of the key elements of those rituals was animal sacrifice.  So, on important holidays and on important occasions, people came to the temple and brought animals that they offered to the priests for sacrifice.  Next week, we’ll read a passage from Deuteronomy about bringing the first fruits of the harvest to the temple.  When a person did that, they also recited a summary of the story of how God had led Israel out of captivity in Egypt and brought them into the Promised Land.  So, the temple is the end of a long story.  We’ve had hard times, the people say, but the temple is the proof that God brought us through those times and stuck with us.  


But what about the social or political function of the temple?  Clearly, the temple was key monument testifying to the power of the nation and God’s support of the nation.  When it is destroyed by the Babylonians, it’s a blow to the confidence of the nation.  The exile is a time of deep spiritual crisis for the nation of Israel—has God abandoned us, they wonder?  But when the return from exile, they rebuild the temple and declare to themselves and to the world, God is still with us!  By the time that Jesus is alive, the temple has been there a long time.  Herod has elaborated it, so that it is extremely ornate and beautiful.  So when people look at it, they feel assured.  God favors our nation.  God has been with us for a long time.  We are secure and stable in our place in the world.


So when Jesus stands outside the temple and predicts its destruction, he’s attacking more than just a building.  He’s attacking a story about how God relates to Israel.  The temple represents a certain kind of story, a story that the person who offers a sacrifice of first fruits re-tells.  The story goes like this:  we used to be in an uncertain and unstable place, but God led us out of that place, and brought us into a land of plenty, and we established ourselves in that place and will live in it forever.  We live now in the happily ever after, we live now in the place where everything worked out, and God has taken up permanent residence with us there.


Then Jesus comes along, stands outside that same temple, and predicts a future where the evidence of God’s support of Israel is destroyed, a future of chaos and uncertainty.  He’s predicting more than that the building will be ransacked.  He’s predicting that the story that has been at the core of his people’s national identity, their personal identity, will fall apart.  But then he says that God will be present to Israel through this time—that the period will be one when Israel gets to know God better.  He tells them that God will be more alive and more present to them than when the temple, the place where God was housed, where God was embodied, stood at the center of the city.  He tells them, in short, that there is a different story of who God is, and in that different story, stability is not the sign of God’s presence.


Now, it’s important to note that Jesus is talking about moving away from a temple-based religion and identity.  Because his prediction did come true, because the temple was destroyed, the entire Jewish community had to make that shift.  Contemporary Jews have their own story to tell about that shift, because they too had to adapt to the loss of the temple.  But Jesus isn’t talking about contemporary Judaism here—he’s talking about temple-based Judaism.


So Jesus tells his disciples that forms and structures can perish, but there is a Spirit that can live through destruction because it does not reside just in one structure.  He’s talking about a change in our understanding of who God is, an understanding rooted in the experience of resurrection.  Standing in front of that temple, he’s predicting more than its destruction, and he’s reassuring everyone as well.  We can live through something that feels like death.  We can be destroyed and find, on the other side of that destruction, new life.


Christianity enables us to tell that story, even today.  Future is not just a story of deepening stability.  God is not just housed in the structures of stability.  God can, in fact, lead us back out into the wilderness.  And that story gives us bravery in the face of what we know will happen.  In the end, Jesus didn’t have to be a clairvoyant to predict the fall of the temple.  We know that all the containers that we build around the Spirit atrophy and fall.  But we don’t have to see that as abandonment by God.  We can, instead, see the death of forms as a kind of release into the freedom of new life, an opportunity to step into a new story.  The Spirit leads us into instability, but the Spirit also leads us into freedom and newness and birth.


I’ve been at KC for a couple of years now, and during that time, I’ve heard a number of different versions of the story of this community.  There’s a version of our story which focuses on this building—how it was first purchased, how it was slowly remodeled, how the roof was replaced.  And that’s an important story to tell, especially since we’ve been raising money this fall to build an elevator.  It’s important to remember and reconnect with the story of the physical home of this community, to remember what has made this place possible and what it has meant to so many people.  


But in the end, KC is not a community of temple builders, and our story isn’t really the story of the construction of a temple.  Our story isn’t a temple story—a story of how we’ve traveled from instability to stability, a story of how we have now arrived and established ourselves, once and for all.  We could tell the story that way, but I have a feeling that if we did, Jesus would come alongside us and say, “This temple too shall fall.  But I have something better for you—a better story.  My story tells of people who have been led out of places of stability, security and comfort in order to follow my call into new life.”


That’s a story that’s been in the KC community from the start as well, even before we had a building.  This is a place where people have heard unsettling calls, a place that has encouraged risk and growth and instability.  I love to tell that story, because in the end, I want to be more than a builder of temples.  I want to follow Jesus with you, even if, even when, he calls us out of stability into new life.
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