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A Homily by “Are we the beginning of a new beginning!”
The Rev’d Jo Popham         Eleventh Sunday after Pentecost

August 8, 2010
Hebrews 11:1-3, 8-16

Luke 12:32-40

“Do not be afraid, little flock, for it is your Father’s good will to give you the

kingdom.” Do not be afraid! Is that not cause for fear, true fear. Just hearing Jesus say not

to be afraid evokes fear. So often in the Bible angels and prophets preface the most

frightening announcements and claims by saying “don’t be afraid.” Today’s caution to

“be not afraid” is followed by Jesus teaching his followers to sell their possessions and

put their money where their hearts are and to be always on guard, be ready “for the Son
of Man is coming at an unexpected hour.” Isn’t that cause enough for fear?

Jesus the good shepherd instructed his little flock that they – and we – cannot gain

anything by our own merit but by the grace of God – the free gift from God the Father –

for God already has given them the kingdom. It pleased God to extend to them – and to

us – God’s kingdom. Luke used the Greek term “Basileia tou Theou” that we commonly

translate in English to be “Kingdom of God.” But in Matthew it is translated as

“Kingdom of Heaven.” Does it mean that we experience God’s full presence – that we

experience heaven here and now? To me in this day and time it means that we are given

the gift of living in a world where God’s love rules – where God is in control. Jesus came

to teach us what God’s love was and is and will be for our future. Amen. Full stop.

What are we to make of Jesus’s caution to be watchful, be awake, be ready “dressed

for action” and his teaching that the Son of Man would be coming at an unexpected time?

Many have interpreted this to mean the second coming of Christ. Dispensationalism is a

theory that arose in the 1830’s and was considered by many to be absolutely historically

correct. There has been a resurgence of that philosophy recently with the left-behind

stories that feed on our fears. And those fears are fed by warnings about the second

coming – of Jesus coming like a thief in the night – that would lead to the rapture when

certain Christians would be evacuated to heaven and the rest of us Christians would be
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left behind to live a nightmarish apocalypse.

Part of my summer reading has been Brian McLaren’s new book entitled A New Kind

of Christianity. The author grew up in a faith based on dispensationalism, and he

describes an afternoon when he came home from school and found himself locked out of

his house. All the doors were securely locked, and no one was home. He wrote of an hour

of concern that grew into dejection into fear then into panic as he came to understand that

the rapture might have occurred and that he was a child left behind. Imagine that sort of

unwarranted fear in a third grader all alone on his front steps of his own home. I had a

very dissimilar experience as a young teen. I grew up in a household of five children that

felt like grand central station most of the time, so only once in my youth did I come home

to an empty house. I had none of the fears that Brian McLaren had for I had not been

steeped in the fear of the rapture. Yes, I had seen bumper stickers that read “if  this car is

empty I have been gathered into Heaven by the rapture.” I thought the people with those

messages on their cars were a little strange for I had not been taught to be afraid of the

rapture in Sunday School in the Episcopal Church. No, I did not live with that cloud of

fear hanging over me. So instead of crying, I enjoyed the gift of peace and quiet of an

empty house and did my homework and then started dinner, for the future held hope for

me, not fear and dread.

Now I can understand better why dispensationalists might interpret the state of the

modern world as leading up to the end times. In my life I have seen world leaders who

might be seen as the anti-Christ, people that the dispensationalists might interpret as

leading us into a time so dark that the only way for God to save creation is to destroy it

and begin anew. And I wonder about policy makers and individuals who appear to care

nothing about the environment, or global poverty, or justice. If we believed that God was

about to destroy the planet why would we care about these issues, or peace, or diplomacy,

or seeking a healthy dialogue with people of other religions? Why indeed? (Passim, B.

McLaren, A New Kind of Christianity, especially “The Future Question” pp.191 – 206.)

But after the flood when Noah’s family was left to rebuild humanity didn’t God promise
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never to destroy creation again. God set a rainbow in the sky as a reminder of that

promise. So I am reminded every time I see a rainbow that I am safe and have hope that

God’s kingdom can come on earth.

What if the end of the world was the end of the world as we know it? And the end of

the world as we know it is indeed the beginning, the beginning of a new beginning, a

“new spiritual-historical age or era?” Modern Biblical scholars, including N.T. Wright

suggest that the New Testament writers were speaking of this new age (Ibid, p. 197. See

also N.T. Wright, Surpirsed by Hope.). Isn’t our calendar is based on this new era,

beginning with the year of the incarnation of Christ, set by a learned monk in the 6th

century (Dionysius Exiguus was a mathematician who reset the beginning of time as a

means to set the dates of Easter.). We live in the year of our Lord, 2010. 2010 AD,

meaning not “After Death” but Anno Domini – the Year of Our Lord – although BC does

mean Before Christ. So the new era began with the conception of Christ.

The second coming of Christ is never mentioned in the Bible. However, the Greek

term parousia is used throughout the New Testament, parousia meaning the “full arrival,

presence, and manifestation of a new age in human history.” Rather than “the end of the

end” could it be the arrival of the “beginning of a new beginning?” It is clear that the

writers of the New Testament believed that the parousia was coming in the immediate

future. (Ibid, p. 198.) And with the coming of Jesus the Christ, with the year of the Lord,

the old era before Christ came to an end. Sacrificing in the Temple was to be passé. With

the new era, Jesus made a new covenant with the people – and with us. And we, my

friends, are called to be full participants in this new era, we are to be the fulfillment of the

new time, a time that is filled with hope for the future. We can be hopeful not fearful

about what lies ahead because if the end times are the beginning of the new times – and I

wholeheartedly believe they are – then we can have hope, hope for a great future and a

great future for all humanity. But our future is determined by anticipation and full

participation in Christ. My brothers and sisters, we are to anticipate a new world, in this

year of the Lord, as full participants of Jesus the Christ’s ministry here on earth and thus
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we can create heaven on earth – the kingdom of God. So we need not be afraid. The Son

of Man, God who took on our humanity, already has come. And through us Christ comes

back, again and again. Are we ready to make Christ known, to bring Christ back, through

His ministry working in us? If we are, there is no need to be afraid.


