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A homily preached by          “The Letter to the Hebrews addresses the ‘Nones.’”
The Reverend Jo Popham         November 18, 2012

Daniel 12:1-3
Psalm 16

Hebrews 10:11-25
Mark 13:1-8

My brothers and sisters, “nones are on the rise.” And I don’t mean women who have

taken vows and as members of religious orders. By “nones” I mean those who identify

themselves as having no affiliation with any religion. This year when asked by the Pew

Research Center for the People and the Press about their religious affiliation, nearly 20%

of people responded “none.”1  What is frightening is that 88% of those who have

identified their religion as nothing in particular are not looking at all. If we were to break

out the “nones” by age, the results are that 1/3 of the people under 30 have no religious

affiliation what-so-ever, 20% of people from 30 to 49 have no affilation with religion,

while only one in ten of those 65 and older are part of the “nones.”

Commitment to a religion, or lack thereof, is also evident in studies done for those

who are actually practicing their religion. In 2007 60% of people who identified

themselves with a particular religious tradition said they seldom or never attend services.

The only encouraging piece of data is that in October of this year (2012) 50% reported

they attend services of their preferred religion. That is a 10% rise in worshippers in just 5

years. Or, it could be that infrequent church-goers in the last surveys now are more

inclined to identify themselves as “nones.”2

I do not know how much store you all put in polls, but there this recent study frightens

this priest – and all priests, I dare say. But how does this new data relate to the readings

for today?

My friends, God has spoken to God’s people throughout history. In times long past

God spoke through the prophets, but, thanks be to God, God has spoken to us by the Son.

In the Letter to the Hebrews, we heard that the means of worship known to the ancient

people of God were unworthy. There was no more need for the remembrance of sins…no
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more need for sacrificial offerings on their behalf by the Temple priests…because their

great high priest – Jesus Christ had come. They and we have the new covenant. It is

already in place. And the benefits of the new covenant are ours for the taking.

The Jewish priests already should have known how ineffectual their meager offerings

were, yet they continued to offer sacrifices to God. We hear in the sermon that is the

Letter to the Hebrews that “Every priest stands day after day at his service, offering again

and again the same sacrifices that can never take away sins.” We see clearly the contrast

between the priests and Christ, because Christ “offered for all time a single sacrifice for

sins.” Instead of the day-after-day ineffectiveness of the Temple priests offering their

sacrifices for the people’s sins, we see Christ who sat – and still sits patiently – having

offered himself as a single offering – waiting for his work to come to fruition.3 Christ’s

work is done, and God and Christ Jesus are waiting for us to complete that work. We

move ever so slowly sometimes. And the church shrinks as more and more identify

themselves as “nones.” This has been the ebb and flow of Christianity since the

beginning. Christianity has been reinvented over and over as we believers have tried to

find ways to make the church relevant in different points in history. So we can take

comfort in the fact that we are a work in progress. But that in no ways should be

interpreted to be an acceptance of inaction.

Christ waits. He waits for us to accept his forgiveness. He waits for us to live into the

new covenant. God is speaking to us today through an ancient letter written to encourage

– and hold accountable – the new believers of the 2nd century. And here we are in the 21st

century, still keeping Christ waiting – still keeping God at arms’ length.

The Letter to the Hebrews was written as an exhortation meant to encourage the

second generation of believers. The writer’s name is not known to us. Modern scholars

agree that Paul is not the author as many believed in the first few centuries. Many have

come to think the letter was written by Luke or Clement and the recipients were the

Romans.4 This letter is really a sermon addressed the Christian Jews of Rome. The Letter
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to the Hebrews urged these new Christians to action. The advice was Scripturally based –

from the Septuageant  – the Greek translation of the Hebrew Bible.

This sermon interprets Psalm 110 and clearly identifies Jesus as the great high priest

who sits at God’s right hand. The author of this portion of the Letter also uses Jeremiah

31 to make clear that the new covenant is from God, and from Christ, and from the Holy

Spirit and it is intended for the recipients of the letter – and for us. The new covenant is

already in place; we are a forgiven people. Period. Full Stop. End of statement.

Does this 21st century priest need to explain this any further? Maybe yes, maybe no. I

don’t think we can hear it enough. It is my duty and honour to feed my people with word

and sacrament. And so I have chosen to interpret the Letter to the Hebrews today.

Obviously, the 2nd century believers needed encouragement for the author said “let us

consider how to provoke one another to love and good deeds, not neglecting to meet

together…” How can it be good news that the church is waning not waxing?5 Perhaps the

frightening polls about religious affiliation reflect the need for us here in the pew to be

more pro-active just as those to whom the Letter to the Hebrews was addressed needed to

be more faithful in meeting together for worship, in “acts of mutual support” for the

church,”6 and encouraging others to come join them.

My friends, God is speaking to us through the Scripture – today through the Letter to

the Hebrews. And God wants us to know that Christ waits. He waits at God’s right hand.

He waits for us to embrace and live into the new covenant. May we remind one another

that we are already forgiven. May we encourage one another to worship often. May we

pray continuously for the growth of the church. May we offer our support to the church

as we are able. And may we bring some “nones” into the church to experience God

through Jesus and the Holy Spirit.

Lord, may it be so.

Amen.
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1   Precisely 19.6% of people responded “None.” This is an increase in the last five years
alone of nearly 5%. 13 million in the US are self-described atheists and agnostic (that is
nearly 6% of US adults), and 33 million say they have no particular religious affiliation (a
whopping 14%).
2  “Nones” on the Rise: One-in-Five Adults Have No Religious Affiliation, The Pew
Forum on Religion & Public Life, released October 5, 2012. A copy of the report is in St.
Andrew’s library.
3  The New Interpreter’s Bible, Vol. XII, p. 115.
4   The People’s New Testament Commentary, M. Eugene Boring and Fred B. Craddock,
p. 684.
5 Just as the church today is perceived to be crumbling, Jesus predicted that the Temple in
Jerusalem would fall – that the great stones would be thrown down. Of course he was
speaking of the temple that was his body. But the Second Temple would crumble as well.
Throughout Jesus ministry on earth the Temple in Jerusalem was under construction. His
ministry was formed in the setting of Second Temple Judaism. But let us go back and
gain some perspective into the Jewish setting.
The first Temple was built by King Solomon in 957 BC. The Temple was the sole place
for Jewish sacrifice, which as their primary mode of worship. Solomon’s Temple
replaced the portable one of Moses time, and it came under siege and was partially
damaged  by the Egyptians and reconstructed. The Syrians stripped the Temple. And then
in 586 the Babylonians destroyed it completely. After the Jews returned home from their
exile (after doing time in Babylon) in 520 BC, the Second Temple was built. Compared
to Solomon’s Temple, it was a modest structure, but it was the Jew’s principal place of
worship. It was Jesus’s place of worship. He prayed there. He revered the Temple as the
holy site. We know how much he treasured his Father’s house and even chased away the
money changers for desecrating this sacred of al all places. So we can imagine Jesus’s
outrage when Herod’s renovation that were begun the 20 BC became more and more
extravagant. The Temple was constantly under construction. The stones that the disciples
pointed out to Jesus were 11m (35 feet) long by 5.5 m (18 feet) wide by 3.6 m (12 feet)
high. Herod meant to transform the Second Temple into a monstrosity, a secular tribute to
himself, not to God.
Herod’s garish additions to the Temple were not completed until three decades after
Jesus’s death. Herod the Great began his rebuilding of the Holy Temple in Jerusalem
around 20 BC. Construction would not be finished until the year 63 – some 30 years after
Jesus’s death. And the 2nd Temple was destroyed 7 years later. So when Jesus first took
the disciples to Jerusalem it was near the mid point of the great construction. The stones
that Jesus speaks of were indeed large, 11 meters long, 5.5 meters wide, and 3.6 meters
high (35 feet by 18 feet by 12 feet). To say that the Temple complex was massive is a
gross understatement. Jesus predicted that the massive Temple complex would be
destroyed. The historian Josephus reported a prophetic figure who spoke of the demise of
the city in the years before the outbreak of the Jewish rebellions against Rome. Other
prophets had made similar predictions about the FIRST temple.  The Old Testament
prophet Micah (3:12) foretold the destruction of the 1st Temple (607 BCE) and spoke
harshly of the rulers, priests, and prophets saying that “Zion shall be ploughed as a field;
Jerusalem shall become a heap of ruins…” and the prophet Jeremiah (26:6,18) said that
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God would “make this house like Shiloh” – like the city Shiloh that was destroyed in the
11th century BC.
The destruction of the 1st temple in Jerusalem and later the fall of the 2nd Temple were
true turning points in the faith of Jews and Christians. How Jews and Christians lived out
what they believed was tied to a particular place for many centuries. And since the
destruction of the 2nd Temple, Jews have prayed for the 3rd Temple – an unrealized place
of worship.
6 The People’s New Testament Commentary, M. Eugene Boring and Fred B. Craddock, p.
703.


