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I wonder which of the two readings today you liked the better?  Isaiah's vision of peace or Jesus' warnings of
trouble?

The prophet Isaiah had a grand vision, a dream, a hope a belief in a future which would be unspectacularly
perfect.  I can't imagine anyone hearing his words who wouldn't sigh and say "Yes, that's what we would like
it to be like."  It's a vision of peace, where everyone has enough, not too much, but enough: a house and a
vineyard to work in and live off; we might say each has their own wee croft.  Health and security so that to be
a centenarian is a normal thing, and death, when it comes, comes only after a long and fulfilled life, so is not
tragic, but normal.  No weeping, no fear of having your livelihood taken away, no children being born into
pain and suffering.  That's a good picture of peace.  I wonder if it has ever been?  I don't think so.

On a day of remembrance, Isaiah's picture is what everyone who goes to war hopes to achieve, at least for his
or her own community.  The First World War, which was so terrible that this day of remembrance was
instituted after it, was actually spun as "The war to end wars", as though you can end something by doing it.
On a day of remembrance, we know that it hasn't happened yet, peace has not come over the world, humanity
is still as violent and war-like as ever.  So when we read Isaiah's words, do we deal with dreams or reality?
What has this vision to do with how we remember our own dead, the dead of our community, if not of our
families; how we remember those who still fight and die, and the homes they leave desolate?

Maybe to us what Jesus had to say to his followers seems more appropriate.  He talks of wars and insurrections,
of nations rising against nation and kingdoms against kingdoms; he mentions earthquakes, famines and
plagues.  Then he goes on to talk about religious persecution - this is a picture of the world with which we are
pretty familiar.

But when Jesus talked about these things, what was his message?  Was he wringing his hands and saying "This
is terrible"?  No, his message was that when these things happen we are not to be afraid.  Not to be afraid,
when the world is so uncertain, when human nature is so flawed and selfish?  Not to be afraid?  Why not?

Jesus was talking to his disciples, and the context was that they were in the temple at Jerusalem.  That was a
pretty impressive place to be, full of gold and silks and fine carved wood and stone; smelling of roasted meats
and incense.  It was quite a contrast to the simple homes which most of his disciples came from; which Jesus
himself came from.  It would have seemed to be a world away from the open roads on which they had walked,
a solid lasting marker of the majesty of God.  After all, that is why it was built.  And some of the disciples
were inclined to marvel at the beauty and workmanship.  To them it symbolised stability in an uncertain world.

But Jesus didn't want his followers to put their hope and trust in stones and human beauty, or in anything
which human strength and skill can build.  They were to trust in God, not in the temple built in his honour.
And so he tells them about what will happen (and what did happen in 70 A.D.): the temple will one day be
destroyed.  And the challenge is : what will that do to your faith?  When the seemingly rock-solid symbol of
your faith is raised to the ground, how will you react?  Will you still have a God to trust in?

And then he goes on to tell of these other undesirable things that will happen, which will undermine the things
on which we base our lives: family, community, health.  If these are taken away, will we still have faith?

On a day of remembrance, when we recall that for our parents and grandparents, and for some of us and some



of our contemporaries, life has not been peaceful, life has included war and insurrection, violent death and the
fear that goes with love in such times, we are asked to remember too that difficult times are the norm in this
world.  We are asked to remember that the faith we have in God, and in Jesus as our Saviour is not one which
promises peace and security in human terms.  Instead it is a faith which is at its most active when we are up
against it.

Jesus, you see, was talking at a time of relative peace.  Yes, the Romans were occupying Palestine, but
Palestine had been occupied by one power or another, almost continually for the past several hundred years,
and the Romans were not the most oppressive of the occupying forces.  On the whole, if you respected them,
they respected you - at least at this time.  The temple was not under any sort of threat at this time, and so the
temptation was to put one’s faith in it, and forget to look beyond it to the God to whom it pointed.  In times
of relative peace - and even though this country is at war, for most of us, this is a time of relative peace - we
need to test our faith, to remember that peace in this world is not what it guarantees.  We need to ask ourselves,

“What would I think, believe, do if the worst should happen, that worst which I see happening to so many
others?”

Jesus is not trying to unsettle his hearers, but to drive deeper the basis for their faith. However appalling the
crisis, his followers, if we are truly his followers and have allowed his good news to really penetrate our lives,
will be able to testify to a caring, loving God. Many today who pick their way through the rubble of their cities
need to know this truth: that God will give words and wisdom, protection to those unjustly persecuted, strength
to endure, leading to true life.  And in many of the war zones and disaster zones of the world you will find that
faith is strongest.  Jesus is saying: these things, dreadful as they seem, are not necessarily the sign that all is at
an end but, rather, part of living in an imperfect world.

But Isaiah was speaking to a people who were not living at peace.  He spoke to a people actively threatened
with invasion, with deportation, with all the human misery that is encompassed in these terms.  His striking
vision of a people at peace, secure in their homes, living in plenty, and in tune with creation, was in stark
contrast to the condition of the people at the time: the Exile from which they had just returned burned on their
minds. When would it happen again?  If they rebuilt their shattered homes and town and cities, how long
would they be allowed to live there?  What kind of uncertain world was this to bring children into?

Here was vision to lift them into a new possibility, a glorious new creation – no weeping, no distress, the lamb
and wolf living in amity, universal peace. For people who live as we do, with terrorism, homelessness, hunger,
epidemics, this is almost too good to be true.  For we live in this global village of a world, where we can
witness suffering that used to be thought of as far away, where happenings across the world can have an
impact on us faster than we realise.  And because of this, even when things are going well for us at home, or
in our communities or nations still we know and realise that our world - our world is troubled.    And yet
Isaiah’s vision is not something ‘invented out of nothing’.  It is not mere wishful thinking.

Last week, looking at the words of a different prophet we saw how our hope is not just something that we long
for, but if it is a real hope, then it is something for which we work.  We order our lives to bring our hopes to
pass, and when the hope is also God’s plan for us, God’s ideal for his creation and his beloved children, then
we know that he will work with us.  Jesus tells us how things are, and challenges us to have faith anyway.
Isaiah tells us how God wants things to be.  And we know that it is how we want things to be as well.  And so
the challenge is to live in such a way that we promote this vision, not the violent reality which may yet
overwhelm us.

The challenge is to take the opportunities which are raised by wars and insurrection, by earthquake and famine
to speak of the love of God.  To speak and more, to act as though we believe in the love of God, for everyone.
When we see people displaced and bereft of home and livelihood, for whatever reason, the challenge is not to
say "That's what happens sometimes," but to act to do what we can to help.

And if at times we feel overwhelmed by it all, then we need to remember the parable of the starfish.  You don't
know the parable of the starfish?  It's not actually one of Jesus'.  It goes something like this:  Two men were
walking along a beach one day and noticed that the out-going tide had left a lot of starfish washed up on the
sand.  Lots and lots of starfish, hundreds and thousands of them: more than you could count.  One man said



"What a waste, all these starfish going to die, and nothing we can do."  But the other man, as they walked,
picked up starfish after starfish and threw them back into the sea.  His friend said to him: "Why do you do
that?  There are too many.  What sort of a difference can you make?"

But the other man stooped and threw another starfish into the sea.  "Well," he said, "I made a difference to that
one."

We too are called to live out the faith that we have in a God who loves us and who, knowing our violent
tendencies, and our selfishness, still wants us to live in peace and sufficiency.  It may be that in this world
there will always be wars and rumours of war, but still we can show our faith in God's love by seeking to bring
peace, seeking to make a difference to this one and that one wherever and whenever we can.

Amen


