The 24th Sunday after Pentecost
November 15, 2009
Text:  Daniel 12:1-3; Mark 13:1-8
Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; your Word is truth.

We Lutherans have always called ourselves a Word & Sacrament Church.  It actually is the Lutheran definition of the church.  Listen to this, from our Augsburg Confession, Article VII:
The church is the assembly of saints in which the Gospel—[the Word] –  is taught purely and the sacraments are administered rightly.
So….whenever the Church gathers together, there is always the Word – the Scriptures and the sermon – and there are Sacraments:  Holy Communion, the repeatable sacrament, every worship service, and Baptism, whenever there is someone to be baptized.

Today, however, at first glance, it almost seems as if the Word and the Meal are on a collision course:

· The meal, of course, is a glad meal; it is a happy meal.  It is an eating and drinking of joy and celebration.

· But our Word today is all about trials and persecutions and suffering.

It almost seems, doesn’t it, as if today’s Word and the Sacrament of Holy Communion is on a collision course!?!

There shall be a time of anguish…wars and rumors of wars…earthquakes, famines, brother betraying brother.  Oh, yes, the Word spoken to us today is a disturbing word.  It is a word which was first spoken in a time of crisis, and it forces us to examine the crises in our own lives.
In the Word spoken to us from the Book of Daniel, this time of anguish was the rule of Antiochus IV Epiphanes, the Greek ruler of Israel, a Hitler before his time.  Antiochus was determined to wipe out every trace of Jewish religion and culture.  He desecrated the Jerusalem Temple, abolished the Sabbath, made circumcision illegal – and anyone who resisted was killed.

The Word spoken to us from the Gospel of Mark was also written in a time of crisis.  It was written down in 65 A.D.  The Jewish people were in revolt against Rome, a rebellion that would fail, leaving the Jerusalem Temple destroyed, “not one stone…left upon another.”

All of this apocalyptic talk about the end of the world…about trials and persecutions and sufferings…it somehow doesn’t seem to jive with the Sacrament of Holy Communion…the glad meal, eating bread and drinking wine in a spirit of joy and celebration.  But these words that we have been hearing here are so heavy; they threaten to overwhelm our celebration.

Yet, come to think of it, wasn’t that the same mood and atmosphere in which Jesus ate the Last Supper with his disciples?  We are reminded of it every Sunday when we repeat the words over the bread and wine:  In the night in which he was betrayed, our Lord Jesus took bread…  For Jesus and his followers, it was bread and wine consumed at a time of threatening crisis.

And do you recall that Jesus and his disciples had come together on that evening to observe the Passover, which itself was a meal eaten in a time of crisis?  After the angel of death had killed the first-born of every Egyptian family, Pharaoh finally agreed to let the People of Israel go.
Now certainly that was something to celebrate with a meal.  But still, danger hung in the air.  Who knows?  Pharaoh might change his mind.  So, Israel, you’d better eat this meal quickly, no time to let the bread rise, bake it and eat it flat, eat it standing up, with your coat on, your staff in your hand, ready to go at a moment’s notice.  A meal in a time of crisis.

What about you?  Have you ever eaten a meal in a time of crisis?  Those of you who are war veterans may remember all sorts of meals eaten when you were under fire.

I remember when I was 11 or 12 and our family was waiting for my Dad to come home for supper.  It was the day the bank Board of Directors was meeting to decide who would become the cashier of the bank.  And my dad didn’t get the promotion.  There was a cloud of heaviness over our meal that evening.  

Maybe you remember when a loved one died – a grandparent, a parent, a spouse? – and there was funeral worship at the church and then the graveside service, saying the final good-by’s, and then back to the church for a meal….a meal in a time of crisis.  Probably a simple meal…sandwiches, jello, cake….surrounded by your family and friends, people beginning to share stories and memories about the one who had died, retelling the favorite jokes of the one they had just buried – and out of all that community around a meal, in a time of crisis, the healing process began.

John Steinbeck, in his greatest novel, The Grapes of Wrath, tells the story of the Joad family, Oklahoma share-croppers forced off the land during the Great Depression, making their way to California where they hoped to re-establish themselves in what they thought would be a land of plenty.  One night they were tenting in a migrant camp, cooking a pot of stew over the fire, and a group of hungry children had gathered around, staring at the food:

[p. 267] Ma ladled stew into the tin plates, very little stew, and she laid the plates on the ground.  ‘I can’t send ‘em away,’ she said, ‘I don’ know what to do.’  She smiled up at the children.  ‘Look,’ she said, ‘you little fellas go an’ get you each a flat stick an’ I’ll put what’s lef for you.  But they ain’t to be no fightin’.’  The group broke up with a deadly, silent swiftness.  Children ran to find sticks, they ran to their own tents and brought spoons.  
Before Ma had finished with the plates they were back, silent and wolfish.  Ma shook her head.  ‘I dunno what to do.  I can’t rob the fambly.  I got to feed the fambly.’  She looked apologetically at the waiting children.  ‘There ain’t enough,’ she said humbly, ‘I’m a-gonna set this here kettle out, an’ you’ll all get a little tas’, but it ain’t gonna do you no good.’  She faltered, ‘I can’t he’p it.  Can’t keep it from you.’  She lifted the pot and set it down on the ground.  ‘Now wait.  It’s too hot,’ she said, and she went into the tent quickly so she would not see.  
Her family sat on the ground, each with his plate; and outside they could hear the children digging into the pot with their sticks and their spoons and their pieces of rusty tin.  A mound of children smothered the pot from sight.  They did not talk, did not fight or argue;’ but there was a quiet intentness in all of them, a wooden fierceness.

A family sharing food in a time of crisis.

What is it that we first experience when crisis comes into our lives?  Isn’t it a sense of abandonment, feeling all alone, wondering if God hasn’t forgotten us, or hidden himself away from us?  Isn’t that even what Jesus experienced at his time of greatest crisis…remember Jesus’ own words from the cross as he experienced that abandonment:  My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?

Whatever the time of anguish is in your life – unemployment or the threat of it….children in rebellion….chronic illness…a marriage relationship crumbling away before your eyes….parents who are aging and who will soon slip away from you in death…

Whatever the crisis, you, too, may feel that God has  hidden himself away from you.

That’s why today – before we approach the table to receive the meal – we need to hear once again the poetic words of one of the greatest theologians the Church has ever produced, St. Thomas Aquinas.  He wrote a communion hymn, Thee We Adore, O Hidden Savior Thee.

Thee We Adore, O Hidden Savior, thee

Who in thy Sacrament art pleased to be

Both flesh and spirit in thy presence fail,

Yet here thy presence we devoutly hail.

Yes, during times of crisis, it may seem that God has hidden himself away from us.  But listen to the good news from Thomas Aquinas:  God has hidden himself in this meal!  When God seems distant at a time of crisis, then come to the meal where God has promised the presence of his Son, hidden in the bread and wine.  Eat the bread and take the very grace of God into your body.  Drink the wine and believe the promise that God’s love is present there, for you, in the midst of your crisis.

The Eucharist is a meal especially for times of crisis.  Martin Luther had a beautiful phrase; he called the Sacrament the sharing of the misfortunes of the fellowship of Christ.  Isn’t that beautiful?  The sharing of the misfortunes of the fellowship of Christ.  Because, you see, not only is God hidden in the bread and wine, he is also hidden in your brothers and sisters who are gathered around the table with you.  Whatever your misfortunes, we are here to share it with you.

In The Grapes of Wrath, the Joad family arrives in California, but, of course, it is no paradise for them.  They are jostled around from one migrant camp to another.  Rose of Sharon, the daughter who was pregnant, gives birth to a stillborn baby – another in a series of tragedies for the family.
The last scene of the novel – and, in my mind, the greatest last scene of any novel I have ever read – the last scene finds the family huddled in a barn, seeking refuge from the pouring rain.  There is an old man lying in the hay, weak and starving, unable to keep down solid food.

What the old man needs, of course, is milk.  But there is none.  Except for….

Ma looked at Rose of Sharon huddled in the comforter.  Ma’s eyes passed Rose of Sharon’s eyes, and then came back to them.  And the two women looked deep into each other.  The girl’s breath came short and gasping.

She said, “Yes.”

Ma Smiled.  “I knowed you would.  I knowed!  …Rose of Sharon whispered, “Will – will you all – go out?”  The rain whisked lightly on the roof.

For a minute Rose of Sharon sat still in the whispering barn.  Then she hoisted her tired body up and drew the comforter about her.  She moved slowly to the corner and stood looking down at the wasted face, into the wide, frightened eyes.  Then, slowly she lay down beside him.  He shook his head slowly from side to side.  
Rose of Sharon loosened one side of the blanket and bared her breast.  “You got to,” she said.  She squirmed closer and puller his head close.  “There!” she said.  “There.”  Her hand moved behind his head and supported it.  Her fingers moved gently in his hair.  She looked up and across the barn, and her lips came together and smiled mysteriously.

Come to the meal that our God has prepared for us.  Oh, certainly a meal for any time in your life, but especially a meal for a time of anguish.  When God seems hidden from you, then come to the meal and you will find him hidden in bread and wine.  When you feel all alone and abandoned, then come to the meal and experience your God hidden in your brothers and sisters who are willing to share your misfortunes.
