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        Pentecost 25
Standing tall:

facing the fear of gathering doom
In the beginning…
“What fear keeps you from living life to the fullest?”

That has been a favorite question of Lloyd Ogilvie.

He especially liked to ask it in Washington DC,


where he served as chaplain to the US Senate.


Ogilvie not only wanted to know what terrifies common folk like you and me;

he also wanted to understand what worries the people in power – 

those who shape our future.
“What fear keeps you from living life to the fullest?”

The answers Ogilvie received prompted him to write a book.

He published it three years ago.
It’s entitled Facing the future without fear.

That’s right!  It’s fear of the future…worrying about what’s going to happen – 
that’s what keeps a few politicians, and many people like us,
from living life to the fullest.
We thought things were getting better.

We fought “a war to end all wars”.

We believed more education would mean less problems.

We were promised “better living through chemistry”.

What happened?

We’re still fighting international terrorism…


and now face nuclear proliferation.

We haven’t cured the common cold;

who knows what we’re going to do with avian flu?

Our “better living” may have raised some standards;


but the chemistry may have raised the temperatures;


just what does “global warming” mean for our planet?

Look ahead…

and you can see the clouds of gloom forming on the horizon.
Listen to the experts…

and you can sense the doom they’re prophesying.

A recent book by Harvard professor Samuel Huntington predicted

“an unprecedented phenomenon, a global Dark Ages, descending on humanity.”

No wonder a recent report by researcher George Barna reveals
that we in America no longer have any sense of security;

we live in fear of the future.
Thank God for Jesus.

Thank God that the One who dealt with our failures in the past

comes to tell us how to deal with our fear of the future.

Thank God that Jesus assures us 

that you and I can stand tall in the face of gathering doom and gloom…


if we look in the right direction.
We can face – and face down – our fear of the future, says Jesus,

if we look in three different directions.

Facing gathering doom and gloom
1)  Look at…
First of all, we need to look at…


look at the world – and what’s happening in the world – realistically.

We like to think – we often say – that “things are getting worse”.

But I wonder…
Jesus tells us:

There will be strange events in the skies…  Down here on earth, the nations will be in turmoil, perplexed by roaring seas and strange tides.  The courage of many people will falter because of the fearful fate they see coming upon the earth.
[Luke 21:25-26 NLT]
When did Jesus say all of this?

Yesterday?


Before we invaded Iraq?  

Before the hurricanes hit the Gulf coast?

Actually, it was two days ago…


if we remember that – in God’s reckoning – 

one day is the same as one thousand years.

Yes, 2000 years ago, Jesus told people like you and me
some of the bad things they can expect on planet earth.

And for almost 2000 years, 

one generation after another has believed 
that they were living in the “worst of times”.
I have a theory about all of this.

I contend that you and I are forever thinking “things are getting worse” 
because we are always expecting the world to get better.

We forget that we are living on a broken planet.

As I prepared this message, I recalled a song by Bob Dylan.
Just listen to his description of our world:


“Everything is broken.


Broken bottles, broken plates;  broken switches, broken gates.


Broken dishes, broken parts;  streets are filled with broken hearts.


Broken words, never meant to be spoken;  everything is broken.


Broken bodies, broken bones;  broken voices on broken phones.


Take a deep breath, feel like you’re chokin’;  everything is broken.


Broken treaties, broken vows;  broken hands on broken plows.


Broken pipes, broken tools;  people bending broken rules.


Everything is broken.”

Can you remember the words Bob Dylan sang?
They can help you look at the world more realistically.

You and I live on a broken planet --

a broken planet, populated by broken people…just like ourselves.

Alexander Solzhenitsyn, in his classic book The Gulag Archipelago, writes this:
“If only there were evil people somewhere else committing evil deeds; (it would be easy) to separate them from the rest of us.  But the line dividing good and evil cuts through the heart of every human being.”

Let’s never forget that 

– even though we like to see ourselves as part of the solution –



we actually are part of the problem.
We, too, are broken;


we bend the rules, we also break them.

Our tempers are bad…our mouths are mean…our minds are dirty.

What we say can hurt others;


what we do can harm our environment.

“Everything is broken” sang Bob Dylan.
“Everyone is broken” claimed Alexander Solzhenitsyn.

So “look at the world realistically”, says Jesus.

The world -- it ain’t getting worse…but it ain’t getting any better either.
2)  Look up…
Jesus, though, goes on…

He not only tells us to look at what happens in the world before the end;


he also urges to look at the end itself.

Look at the end of the world, says Jesus,…and look up –


look up…expectantly.

Listen to the words the Son of God and Son of Man once spoke:
Then – at the end – everyone will see the Son of Man arrive on the clouds with power and great glory.  So when all these things begin to happen, stand tall and look up, for your salvation is near.  [Luke 21:27-28 NLT]
All the bad days on planet earth, Jesus tells us --

all those bad days point to one last good day…



that day on which he comes back.
And whenever we look ahead to that day, says Jesus,


we can “stand tall and look up”

Stand tall and look up.

That’s just not happening in the Twin Cities these days.

I think you know what I mean.

You know how all the people stand up and cheer wildly 

when their team scores the winning touchdown.

That’s not going to happen 

if you’re looking at the end zone during a Vikings’ game.

But it can happen if you’re looking at another end: the end of world –

that day when the game is over…


the day when the victory party begins.
Why is that last good day such a great day?

Why does it make people want to stand tall, look up and shout?

I suspect there are several reasons, but one is this:

it’s the day when all our broken lives get fixed.

Gregory Fisher is a teacher at a Christian school.

One day, as he was lecturing on the return of Christ,

a student asked him what Christ will say when he comes back.

Fisher began to speak of all the suffering in the world:


starvation in Africa…AIDS in Asia, 

homelessness in America…terrorism around the world, 

despair in individual lives.

The student thought the teacher had ignored her question.
She repeated it: “What will Christ say when he comes back?”

“Enough!” said Fisher. “Jesus will say ‘Enough!’…
“Enough suffering.  Enough starvation.  Enough sickness.  Enough indignity.  Enough terror.  Enough death.  Enough lives trapped in hopelessness.  Enough time. Enough!”


Stand tall and look up, says Jesus, 


for when I come back here, your salvation is near.
That’s the day when Jesus tells us,


I make everything new. [Revelation 21:5 NIV]
That’s the day when we can find ourselves in a new home…
a new heaven and a new earth – John calls it – where the old order of things has passed away. [Revelation 21:1,4 NIV]
That day…that last good day can help us 

get through all the bad days here and now.

In other words, it can help us remember that Sunday comes after Friday.
Yes, “It’s Friday, but Sunday’s comin’!”

That phrase has become Tony Campolo’s trademark;

but he says he learned it from an African-American preacher 

whom he simply calls Reverend Tucker.
Tony is a white pastor at a black church in Philadelphia.

Tony has attended many revivals at that church -- even preached at some --

but fondly remembers one led by the Reverend Tucker.

Before the pastor began his sermon, 

he turned to Tony and said “Boy, watch this.”

This, says Tony, is what he saw and heard:

“Jesus died on Friday, but he rose again on Sunday.

In case you didn’t hear me, ‘Jesus died on Friday, but he rose again on Sunday’.


For some of you, today is Friday…but remember: Sunday’s comin’!

I said today is Friday for some of you because you lost your job.


Today is Friday, because your son is in prison.


Today is Friday, because the landlord wants money and you ain’t got it.


Today is Friday, because your husband left you for another woman.


Yes, today is Friday…but Sunday’s comin’!

I said: ‘Today is Friday, but Sunday’s comin’!’

So don’t be discouraged; don’t be down-hearted.


Don’t look like you just sucked a lemon.


Sunday’s comin’!

Jesus rose again on Sunday…and he’s coming back!”

Reverend Tucker lowered his voice and said ever so sadly:

“Yes, for you and me, today is Friday...”

Then he paused;


guess what happened?

The place went wild;

all the people stood up and shouted, “But Sunday’s comin’!”

Today is Friday for you and me as well.
We may have lost in love…


been let down in life.

Maybe we have failed to pass the test…

failed to get the job…

failed to make up with a good friend.
Perhaps we can’t get through the grief we’re feeling…


can’t get over the sickness we’re fighting…



can’t get out of the debt we’re facing.

Yes, for you and me, today is Friday too…


(“But Sunday’s comin’!”)

Let’s try that again:


For you and me, today is Friday…



(“But Sunday’s comin’!”)

We may never have the enthusiasm of an African-American congregation,


but could we – at least – get excited about this?
Could we stand tall and look up


because we know that – even though the world won’t get any better – 
the day is coming when we will?
3)  Look in…
All the bad days on planet earth, Jesus tells us,

point to one last good day.
For many that last good day will be the best of all;


but for some it will be the worst.

Why?  Because that day of jubilation is also a day of judgment. 

No wonder we need to take one more look.
No wonder we need to look in – look into our hearts – critically.

Jesus says:

Stand tall and look up…for your salvation is near! [Luke 21:27-28 NLT]
Can we, however, claim that the salvation which Jesus provides is yours…or mine?
Let me ask you this:


if today were the last day of the late, great planet earth…



if today were the day you stood before the Father in heaven…




if today were the day he asked you, “Why should I let you in?”,





what would you say?

I suspect that you may feel that you’re better than most.
I know that you try to love God with all your heart.

I am quite sure that you even try to love one or two others as much as you love yourself.

I believe that you’ve done more good than bad.
But is that what you’re going to tell the Father?
Are you going to highlight your accomplishments?

If you’re inclined to do that, incline your ears to these words of Jesus


I am the way – he said – no one comes to the Father except through me  [John 14:6 NV]
Why does Jesus say he is the only way to the Father…and the Father’s house?
That question is easy to answer.

You see, we may be good…but we can never be good enough;

God, you remember, requires perfection.

And even though we may suffer on planet earth, we can never suffer enough;

God, after all, demands hell as the punishment for imperfection.

But Jesus did what you and I could never do;


he suffered what you and I should never suffer.

Jesus lived the perfect life God required;

he experienced the awful hell that God demanded.

He did this, of course, for everyone

and anyone… whoever believes in him –he said – 

will not perish, but have eternal life. [John 3:16 NIV]
Let me ask the question again:


if today were the last day…



the day you stood before the Father in heaven…




the day he asked you, “Why should I let you in?”,





what would you say?

There are only two answers to that question;


and you can give each without uttering a word.

You can answer simply by pointing.

You either point to yourself…and what you’ve done.

Or you point to the cross…and what Jesus has done.

To those who point to the cross…


to those who embrace the One on the cross as their Savior,



a man called Peter writes these words:

What a God we have!  And how fortunate we are to have him, this Father of Jesus.  Because Jesus was raised from the dead, we’ve been given a brand new life and have everything to live for, including a future in heaven. … The Day is coming when you’ll have it all – be healed and whole.   … You still don’t see him, but you trust him…  Because you believe, you’ll get what you’re looking for: total salvation. 
[1 Peter 1:3-9 MSG]
At the end…

What Jesus says helps us face the future.
What Jesus does, though, makes us fit for the future.

If you trust this Jesus, then,


you can look at the future,

not with a question mark, but with an exclamation point.

If you trust Jesus, you know how it’s all going to end;


you know where you’ll be at the end.

Knowing where we’re going frees us…allows us to make two lists.

That, by the way, is the final assignment in this series: make two lists.

The first list can help you focus on the future.

I got the idea from our study guide.

This week, take time to think of that last good day when Jesus returns.
Then make a list of what will thrill you on that thrilling day.

I know I will be overjoyed to see Jesus –


to meet the One who loves me as no other.

I also will be delighted to see my mother again.

And I suspect I may be pleasantly surprised by my new body.

What will thrill you?
The first list helps us focus on our fabulous future.

The second list, though, gets us to focus on our lives today

I got the idea for this list from a movie entitled Groundhog Day.
If you saw this 1993 film, 

you know that Pittsburg weatherman Phil Connors was assigned 

to cover Groundhog Day every year in Punxsutawney.
Connors hated this assignment…

and couldn’t wait to leave town at the end of the day.

One year, however, a blizzard prevented Connors from leaving.
When he awoke the next morning, 

he discovered that it was still February 2, Groundhog Day.

He, in fact, had to repeat that day 34 times.

At first, Connors parties;

he knows that he won’t have to pay for his “sins” the next day.

After all, when he wakes up, Groundhog Day begins anew.

Later, though, Connors becomes depressed;

he tries to kill himself several times.

But he always awakes to a new day on February 2.

Finally, Connors realizes that 

– because he knows the future…knows what’s going to happen on Groundhog day --



he can intervene -- and change people’s lives – before the day ends.
As a result, he saves a man choking on food,


catches a boy falling from a tree,



prevents a couple from breaking their engagement.

Because he knew the future,


Connors made a difference in the lives of people each day.
We know where we’re going, don’t we?

If we don’t have to worry about our future,


can’t we, too, focus on today?
So take the time to make a second list this week.

Make a list of people you can help along the way.

Make a list of people in whose life you can make a difference.

“Knowing where you’re going…”

– says Ann Graham Lotz in a book called Heaven: My Father’s House – 


“Knowing where you’re going takes the uncertainty out of getting there.”

You’re free from worrying yourself to death…

free to help others live.
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