Enduring—Lk 21:5-19


At this point in our liturgical year, each year, we behold, with Jesus’ disciples, the Temple in Jerusalem, the focal point of the city, the focal point for worship on earth.  I do not doubt that that Temple surpassed in excellence anything those disciples had ever seen.  When Herod rebuilt the Temple, he spared no expense.  I suppose, not unlike the ongoing renovation project in Springfield, the Temple elicited wonder as well as grumblings about burdensome taxation.  We get so caught up in the material that we lose sight of the spiritual.  We get so caught up in the details of everyday life that we lose sight of what this life is for.

Jesus calls us back to our true focus.  It would have been unimaginable, and unimaginably painful, for those disciples to contemplate a time when that magnificent, soaring, gleaming Temple would be a heap of rubble.  At the same time, they knew enough of their history as Jews to know that the Temple in Jerusalem, and Jerusalem itself, had been demolished several times.  Each time was a disaster . . . and an opportunity.  Beloved, Jesus Christ is living proof for us, living testimony, that the greatest opportunity imaginable comes out of the greatest disaster imaginable.

“By your endurance you will gain your souls” (Lk 21:19), Jesus tells us.  In this life there is much to endure, so much that we never thought, never imagined we would have to endure.  Life can take dreadful turns.

Death takes loved ones from us.  We find ourselves living more and more among strangers, and sometimes we even find that we are living together in the same house as strangers.  Diabetes eats away at our bodies, so, too, cancer, high blood pressure, high cholesterol, arthritis, and all the other diseases that we never thought about, right up until the day the doctor told us the news.  We sometimes live long past the point when we can perceive any usefulness in our lives.

“By your endurance you will gain your souls.”  Endurance is no easy thing.  Truly, it is the work of a lifetime.  I think many people, on that day, will have just one question they want to ask God: why?  Why did I have to endure so much?  Yes, it was by God’s grace that they endured, but why?  Why so much?
In this world, in this age, good people seem to go unrewarded, unrecognized, and the ones in our society who are recognized and rewarded seem to tap into our worst impulses and basest appetites, whether celebrities, politicians, or the businesspeople who make money by feeding us the filth our society seems to demand despite our supposedly knowing better.  Knowing better has never been the same as doing better.  There is not much in our society or culture just now that paints a very pretty picture of our soul.  Our economy is not really geared for building up the soul; rather, this world seems bent on polluting the soul.  Brothers and sisters, this world is bent on polluting the soul.  That’s why Christ came, to deliver us.
Please don’t mistake me—there is much on this earth that is breathtakingly beautiful, and I think that America probably has about the best system on earth for fostering the conditions in which human life can flourish—I wouldn’t really want to be a citizen of Greece, China, Egypt, or Venezuela.  Overall, though, there is some cutting truth in the English novelist Thomas Hardy’s assessment that life is a “drama of pain.”  Anyone who ages can, I think, attest to that truth.  I think the most blessed people in this life are those who, through it all, hold fast to God in the midst of the pain.
There was an elderly woman.  You don’t know her, but you know people who have been through some similar things—maybe you have been through one or two of these things, too.  When this woman was about eight years old, her mother poisoned her father.  I guess they had an unhappy marriage.  The little eight-year-old girl was the youngest child: just about all of her older brothers were already working on farms in the area.  Her mother was sent to prison, and none of her brothers were able to look after her.  There was no family near—no uncles, aunts, or grandparents.  There was a Pawnee reservation nearby, though, and they took her in.  That’s quite a first chapter.

Eventually she married, right out of high school.  Her husband was ambitious and focused mainly on one thing in life: himself.  It wasn’t long before she was pregnant,

but he didn’t want any children complicating his plans in those years, so he forced her to get an abortion or two.  Ultimately, they had five children who lived.  He may have had one or two others by various mistresses, but that was all speculation.  She loved him terribly.  Just before their twenty-fifth wedding anniversary, he died of a massive heart attack, leaving her to raise their five children.  The eldest had just graduated from high school, while the youngest was just starting the sixth grade.

Her husband, a lawyer and owner of several small businesses, had made good provision for his family, but she knew that now she would have to work.  She polished up her skills and worked, and enjoyed it immensely, enjoyed the work and enjoyed the un-looked for independence.  She was in a good place.  Then, in about 1974, one of her sons was catastrophically injured while in the army.  She took early retirement in order to care for him.  About twenty years later, she lost her oldest son to a freak gun accident.  A couple of years after that, on Christmas Eve, her youngest son died at home of a heart attack.  A few years later, the son for whom she had provided care all those years died.

As she grew older and less able to look after herself, her daughter assumed more and more of the responsibilities of looking after her mother.  When the elderly woman could no longer reasonably live on her own, her daughter moved her from one place to another,

wherever she thought she could get the best care for the least money.  At the same time, having some needs of her own, the daughter asked her mother to give her money, a lot of money, most of what the elderly woman had left, around seventy-five thousand dollars.  This being her only daughter, the elderly woman was especially tender towards her, and couldn’t bring herself to say no.
The elderly woman, for the last few months of her life, was living in a bedroom in a home of a woman who made her living looking after several elderly people.  She lived in a suburb distant from the elderly woman’s family.  The elderly woman didn’t have much left, some clothes and one or two keepsakes, no money, her memory and her eyesight failing her, unable even to lift herself out of bed.
Through it all, all those years, all those disasters, God was her constant companion.   This was a woman who thrived upon friendships, and who always seemed to have many friends, to have friends over, or to be over with friends.  By the time she died, she was nearly the only one left of her circle of friends, but there was one friend always with her, and this was great comfort for her.


  Our Savior tells us, “By your endurance you will gain your souls.”  I have to believe, beloved, that that woman has gained her soul.  Looking over her life, it seems as if she had to endure more than the average person, but I suppose, really, maybe it was no more than other people.

Though you all have been with each other for many years, I suspect there are still some things that you have had to endure, or are even now enduring, about which no one else has any real idea.  May God bless you, as you endure.  May God bless you with the blessing of endurance.  When it feels as if you cannot possibly endure any more, may God make clear to you just how He bathes you with His mercy, just how He embraces you with His love, and just how He feeds you with His grace.

That elderly woman was never reluctant to talk about God’s love for her and her love for God.  God had taken her many places in life that she hadn’t expected to go, and a few places where she had not wanted to go, and God was with her and led her through all those places.  It’s truly a deep mystery why things happen the way they do.  Hold that thought together with this, though: God has called you for salvation.  Yes, it truly is a mystery why things happen the way they do.  What a wonderful revelation that salvation is happening for you.

This world is fallen: I hope that much is clear to you and has been long clear to you.  Yes, we do catch glimpses of beauty in this life, and these glimpses are just that: glimpses into the world to come, the life to come.  That age, that world, that life, is what we await.  We endure because we have faith that the wait—and all that comes to us in that wait, however long it may be—the wait is worth it, worth what will come when Christ comes again, worth what we will gain, then, enjoy, then, for eternity.

We well may have doubts.  We all have fears.  Our faith is not always as strong as we would like it to be, not always as strong as we pray for.  Oh, beloved, how many of our prayers seem to have gone unanswered, yet I believe that we have one another for the time that we do because, through each other, God is telling us that we are answered prayer: as we love one another, stand by one another, wait with one another, pray with one another, weep with one another, rejoice with one another, praise God with one another, and await the coming kingdom with one another.

Beautiful as this world can at moments be, the greater beauty by far is the heavenly beauty we detect in our life together.  Temples topple, cities are crushed to dust, and relationships endure, faith endures, love endures.  Maybe that’s part of what God is planting in our thick heads, our dull hearts, and our feeble souls.  In Christ, we have what endures.  Let us endure, in Christ.  By our endurance, we will gain our souls.
And to Jesus Christ, who loves us and freed us from our sins by his blood, and made us to be a kingdom, priests of his God and Father, to him be glory and dominion forever and ever.
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