
A World of Questions: What Do You See?

Mark 13:1-8

Mystery. That’s what the author of a book on responses to suffering pleads for. He writes:

It would seem that our very human need for sure, objective answers rises in proportion to the extent to which our world becomes increasingly unsure, and even unsafe. We observe the rise of religious fundamentalism worldwide, not to mention the myriad of new-found, personality-centered cults here at home, and can conclude that there is a spiritual hunger around our globe today that is reaching an almost epidemic proportion. People are willing to submit themselves to anyone and anything as long as the charismatic leader at least promises to deliver formulas, if not answers, for the world’s woes. Our fears and insecurities tend to drive us to such a vulnerable position.


Suffering yields a similar kind of dynamic. The security structures sway; the foundations of stability begin to crumble; our hopes and dreams die (or worse, dissipate); and faith itself takes it “in the neck.” In the throes of such an experience people languish, desperate for something concrete—for something they can stake their lives upon.


While we might be tempted to try to provide just that—something certain, something concrete—this author makes a plea for mystery. “For,” he explains, “theodicy is mystery; suffering is at its core mystery; God is mystery.”

The author was my friend Jeff Zurheide. Jeff was probably the best pastor I’ve ever known. I worked with him while I was a student in divinity school. He was part of my ordination service, and I officiated at the dedication of his son. We served as references for one another.

Jeff died at the end of October—much too young. After learning of this loss, I pulled Jeff’s book down from one of my shelves.


I hadn’t remembered the chapter on mystery. In that chapter, Jeff points to the Scottish theologian John Macquarrie’s assertion about the demise of mystery:

To write nowadays on mystery and, still more, to suggest that mystery has indispensable value and can provide a way to truth, is to invite the charge of being hopelessly out of touch with contemporary thought. For the history of modern science and philosophy could be interpreted as the steady elimination of mystery. Clarity and intelligibility have been the goals of that history, and there has been a truly remarkable measure of success in attaining these goals.

 
Despite that success, Jeff still argued for mystery. As he put it, saying the words “I don’t know” can be not only an honest response, but also one that’s categorically true.


“With all of the seeming emphasis today upon getting down to ‘answers’ and searching for and ‘claiming the promises of the Bible,’” Jeff writes that he could discern only three foundational perspectives that we have to offer.


“The first,” he explains, “speaks of the fact that we live in a broken world. . . . If indeed something has occurred in history that has introduced an ‘alien factor’ into our world, then pain and tragic suffering are more the result of the environment in which we live than direct assignments from God’s ‘Daily Planner.’ The ‘bad things’ in life can then be viewed as the random effects of what has become a sick world, a world in which we have no choice but to ‘live and move and have our being’ amidst these very painful realities. . . . This is indeed our experience. Bad things happen to good people; good things happen to bad people; all kinds of things just plain happen to all people because we live in a broken world. . . .”

The second perspective to which Jeff points is a “faith affirmation that the tribulations that we experience in this life are not the end of the story, but that an additional and rather significant chapter remains. This is a chapter, or better, a dimension that is typically termed ‘heaven’ or ‘eternity’—an experience that might be compared to a journey back to the One in whom we all began.”

Jeff acknowledges that affirming that we have a destination or final “place” with God doesn’t completely rid us of our “in the meantime” fears and woes. But he contends that it can inform the present—that knowing the end of the story can offer a “fair degree of peace and solace in the here and now.”


The third perspective Jeff believed we have to offer has to do with two divine promises. One is that the divine presence will never leave us alone. The other is that God’s grace will always be enough.


As I read Jeff’s words, I was surprised how much them seem to echo the reading we heard today from Mark’s gospel.

Jesus and his disciples have come to Jerusalem. As they leave the temple, one of the disciples points out how grand and impressive the structure is.


One commentator notes, “Mark routinely shows that the disciples do not quite get the point of this Jesus. They are still impressed with the ‘big things’—temples, crowds, and important people. While Jesus talks to them about an upside down kingdom of mustards seeds, children, and crosses.”


And here Jesus tries to refocus what his followers see.


In response to the disciple’s amazement over the temple, Jesus announces the temple’s destruction. Then a bit later he explains the meaning of that announcement to the inner circle of his followers.

The apocalyptic images and language Jesus uses most likely sound odd to us. But they would have been familiar to Jesus’ followers.


Perhaps it would be helpful for us not to hear Jesus’ words as a prediction about the future, but rather as addressing the issues that confronted Mark’s community. As another commentator writes: “The events depicted in the chapter do not come out of the crystal ball of a divine soothsayer, but are the stuff of the community’s everyday life. The violence of war, the impending (if not already completed) destruction of the temple, the perilous existence of the church under persecution, the enticing voices of false prophets and false messiahs were urgent concerns for the Christian community.”


This commentator finds three clear notes in these verses from Mark’s gospel.


First, Mark’s community will be forced to develop a spirit of discernment. “In the midst of opposition from without, there is also the threat from within, from voices that speak ‘in my name’ but seek to lead members astray.”


Second, the community’s precarious situation demands incredible patience. Believers shouldn’t get excited about this or that event, this or that voice, and assume that such events or voices point to the end of time. “Instead of being frantically alarmist, the church is to take the long look, to be patient.”

Third, in spite of everything, the community is invited to be hopeful. “Wars, threats of wars, earthquakes, and famines represent the worldly chaos in which the Markan community finds itself.” While there is “little objective data to warrant optimism about the future,” all this chaos is to be understood as “the beginning of the birthpangs.”

This striking image of birthpangs, the commentator explains, “takes seriously the reality of the present sufferings. There is no Pollyanna denial of pain. But in the economy of God the sufferings have a purpose. They signal the end of a long time of waiting and the coming birth of new life. The sufferings do not lead to despair, but to hope, to the anticipated dawn of God’s new day.”

Jeff’s words and those of Mark’s gospel seem to encourage us along the same path. One that involves living with patience in a broken world. One that entails trusting in divine promises of companionship and grace. One that requires balancing between the “already” of the present and the “not yet” of the future.


Homiletics professor Wesley Allen compares traveling this path to “driving at night down a country road that has no street lights. As you climb a hill you can see the headlights of a car coming toward you. This is the already. But actually meeting the car is still in the future. This is the not yet. Driving in the already-not yet, one dims the headlights and moves a little to the [side]. In other words, in the present we live toward the future.”


Traveling this path also asks us to do one more thing—to see in a different way.

The Greek word for mystery is derived from a verb that means “to close the eyes.” Maybe it’s only by closing our eyes to the things to which we normally look for security or certainty that we can see in a new way and nurture a spirit of discernment.


It’s what Jesus tried to help his disciples understand that day at the temple. It’s also a lesson that Susan Cosio has learned.


Susan, a chaplain at a medical center in Sacramento, California, admits that sometimes she feels as though she doesn’t have a real sense of direction. And at age forty-five, that can be a little scary.

Susan believes that her lack of direction has to do with the variety of roles she plays and her tendency to try to please others. She recognizes that much of her day is spent responding to requests: “Mommy, will you. . . .” “Susan, can you. . . .” Her world is full of spoken and unspoken expectations that she tries to live up to as a parent, as a person, as a friend.


She writes:


I believe I have to remove myself from the voices that barrage me in order to find my true compass. This includes a daily walk just to listen. The guiding light of my life is the still, small voice of the Holy Spirit. In our hectic, noisy world, I have to slow down or withdraw in order to hear it. Prayer, I have discovered, is less about what I say and more about what I hear.


Time set apart with God is like a hike to a peak from the middle of a dense forest; it gives me perspective and some ability to see where I’ve been and where I am going.


Discerning God’s voice is not so hard when I make time to listen closely. Sometimes I hear it as a sudden insight when I step back from a situation. Other times, it’s a deep sense of my priorities or a conviction about something I should do or say. . . .


My pursuit of spiritual truth is not about religion as much as it is about relationship. It is not about intellectualizing God’s commands, but about internalizing [God’s] truth within my heart as well as my head—an understanding so deep and intimate that it affects not only my thinking, but my behavior as well. On my daily walks, I’ve recognized how to parent my children through difficult situations, been prompted to call a friend I hadn’t heard from in a while, and felt compelled to reach out to strangers who soon became my friends.


I believe in a daily walk to listen because that is when I am close to God; that is when I find my way. I am most at peace when I tune out the voices of the world long enough to hear the still, small voice of God directing me.

It is my hope that each of us will find the daily walk we need to take. One along which we will be able to close our eyes and discover the mystery of God’s presence even in the midst of a broken world. And one that will allow us to travel in faith from the “already” in which we live toward the “not yet” that lies ahead of us. Amen.
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