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We are now in the run up to Thanksgiving 
 and near the end of this week most of us will have the chance 
  to sit at table with our families or with friends 
   and perhaps a new friend or two into the bargain. 
It is a week for telling stories  
 about what’s happened to us in the past year  
  and about the things for which we give thanks to God.  
If you’re not feeling hopeful about the future at present, 
 practicing thanksgiving for the past year is wise. 
  It can remind you of all that is good and the many ways  
   in which God has been faithful. 
Yet neither of the stories we this morning  
 seems to quite fit the Thanksgiving bill. 
  In fact both of them are a rather dark as stories go, 
   though Hannah’s story at least has a happy ending. 
 
In our culture, western culture, good stories almost always go a certain way. 
 There is a hero or perhaps an antihero. 
  Some kind of conflict occurs with which the hero (or heroine) has to contend.   
   He/she struggles through the conflict, resolves it, or dies trying.  
    There is resolution either way. End of story. 
I know that's simplistic, but the point is  
 that if there is not a clear conflict,  not a winner and a loser,  
   we tend to think that what we are dealing with is  
    not a “good” story or isn't being told well. 
 
Lately, for reasons I’m sure the sociologists could explain 
 we are in an era when stories and movies in particular  
  tend to end in a partial cliff hanger, with some questions still open-- 
   in no small part so that there can be yet another  
    opportunity to make money on yet another movie. 
  But even so we are usually given enough satisfying resolution 
   to hold us over until next time. 
You’ve heard me say before that this unrealistic need for black and white 
 spills over into the way the news gets reported nowadays, 
  and how little tolerance we as a culture have for complexity as a result. 
 
We have been trained not to deal with complexity. 
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There are at least two problems with the way we’ve been trained  
 to want stories to go.  
       The first is that real life does not happen in resolvable bits,  
   with clear good and bad, clear heroes and villains. 
Life is complicated, often difficult, and usually unclear. 
 Because the stories we entertain ourselves with  
           are often simple, escapist tales, exciting and fun,  
   they don't really teach us much  
    that is useful about how to live in the world.  
So perhaps it’s good that for this Thanksgiving week  
 we are hearing stories that are more like real life, 
  and we are being asked to look for the good in ways that 
   require some effort on our part. 
The first story, from Samuel, fits fairly well into the model we are used to. 
 Hannah, the heroine, is childless in a culture  

 that honors women for becoming mothers,  
  especially the mother of male children. 

She is taunted by her husband's other wife, 
 and her husband, who sees himself as sufficient for any women, 
  doesn’t understand or doesn’t care  
   about her inner emptiness. 
After what may have been a decade of this suffering 
    Hannah has reached a breaking point. 
  She is either so despairing or so fed up  
   that she takes matters into her own hands. 
    She goes to the temple and prays directly to God for a son. 
The priest at the Temple, Eli, is suspicious.  
 He calls her a drunk and would send her away. 
  It’s a remarkable little detail all by itself  
   that deepens Hannah’s humiliation. 
Having Eli’s suspicion that Hannah is drunk in the story also tells us  
 that not only does Hannah have an unsympathetic family,  
  her religious leaders are against her. 
 
Think for just moment about these obstacles, 
 how long Hannah has been hurting 
  and how hopeless she probably feels by almost any standard.  
Though we know how things turn out, 
 let us slow down enough to see that  
  this is a story for anyone who has ever felt hopeless about something 
   and who it is who can change hopelessness into hope. 
Hannah will not be dissuaded, not even by Eli’s cruel dismissal. 
 She pleads her case to him, even though Eli is not the one  
  she means to impress. 
Eli is impressed anyway,  
 and he sends her away with words of encouragement. 
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Even so, you get the impression that Eli matters not at all. 
 What matters is Hannah's own determined prayer to God.  
God is disclosed as One who cares about people like Hannah. 
 People whose pain and longing has been ignored by others 
  are not ignored by God. 
 
Ultimately, Samuel is born, and dedicated to God. 
 He will be God's hands when God anoints 
  David as King over Israel. 
God will tell Samuel on that day not look on people with the eye   
  but to look as God looks—on the heart. 
That will be the word a few chapters on  
 for this child whose mother prayed for him in her heart   
  and God heard her prayer. 
 
There are hints in this story of another infant birth, 
 a birth longed for by an empty, hurting world; 
  A birth we will begin looking toward in a few weeks’ time. 
   but that lies ahead.  
For now we have conflict, struggle, and a satisfying resolution,  
 the way we like stories to be. 
 
The situation before us in Mark, however, is not satisfying.  
 It’s a story that doesn't fit our categories. 
I hope everyone will go home today, take a moment and read 
 the whole 13th chapter of Mark.   
  It's a short book that has been dubbed the "little apocalypse"  
   and it presents us with some challenges. 
 
If you look the word "apocalypse" up in a dictionary 
    the result is not very satisfying.   
The definitions usually refer you back to the Bible, 
 saying that apocalyptic literature is "prophetic disclosure" 
  such as you find in the last book of the New Testament, Revelation. 
Unfortunately the use of the word “prophetic”  
 makes it sound as though apocalyptic story  

actually predict the future, but that’s not true.  
 Prophecy really means poetry. Not prophecy. 

 
You’ve heard me say before that apocalyptic stories  
 were the action movies of their time. 
  They were a very popular kind of literature 
   that was always filled with mythical beasts, creatures, 
    strange predictions and portents of upheaval. 
The writer of the Book of Revelation  
 used this popular and recognizable form 
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  to send a comforting message to other Christians of his day. 
The visions and beasts are stand-ins  
 for the names of surrounding nations 
  that allow the writer to mock the Roman empire  
   and its celebrity array of gods and goddesses  
    without getting himself thrown in jail. 
Though the language of Mark 13 is full of warning, 
 Jesus intends to be comforting too, and to give his disciples 
  sound advice about how to remain faithful in the coming years. 
 
Jesus also has the benefit of a co-author in the writer of Mark,  
 who was alive and well when the Temple was destroyed in the year 70 AD. 
“That was a time of persecution, war and disaster.   
 Israel warred with Rome.   
  People hanging on crosses lined the streets.   
   There were false prophets and pretend messiahs.   
    Josephus even recorded an earthquake in Palestine in 67 CE.”i  
Thus the writer of Mark has Jesus, at an earlier time, tell a small group of disciples 
    about things that were indeed taking place at the time that Mark was writing.  
     The church was assailed from all sides 
      by both the Romans and the Jews, 
     and Christians were being thrown out of the synagogues. 
He warns that there will be false prophets  
 even inside the church. 
  Church people will have to be discerning,  
   even among themselves. 
The writer does not, in fact, get all of the details right.  
 But he is accurate in that the good guys don't come out on top, 
      the church was persecuted and people were hurt. 
 
This is not the kind of story we want—and that is the point. 
 In Christ we are invited to participate in God’s story, 
  to play a role knowing full well  
   that the ending is not ours to determine. 
Beloved, that deserves thanksgiving. 
 
Jesus’ speech makes four points for disciples that are still helpful  
 when we find ourselves in times of upheaval today. 
First, be discerning, Jesus says,  
    there will be false prophets among you 
  so you will have to listen and decide who is speaking for the Lord, 
   and not give credence to every silver-tongued  
    front man or woman who comes along. 
I have to confess this ancient advice  
 seems designed precisely for us today 
  as competing voices accuse anyone who disagrees with them 
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   of being not just wrong, or unwise, but being evil!  
Be discerning, says Jesus, and ask of any seeming prophet 
 whether he or she is speaking for the Lord. 
 
Second when difficulties come, don't despair. 
 Such things must happen,  
  but it does not mean that the end has come. 
What an amazing word that is for all the Hannah’s of our day 
 for anybody who has been in difficulty, 
  or who is despairing about the future.   
 
Third, and even more uplifting, is the promise 
    that whatever needs to be said or done to get through difficulty, 
  the Spirit will provide it:  
   you don't have to come up with the answers on your own. 
    “Do not worry about what you are going to say,” says Jesus. 
     “When the time comes, say what is given to you then." 
 Dear ones, those who learn to trust in that will have many, many burdens      
  lifted from their lives. Do not worry about what you’re going to say or do, 
   when the time comes it will be given to you. 
 
Finally comes the word that when you are faced with seeming disaster, 
 hold on; hold on. 
     That, too is an amazing word when you think about it. 
Jesus doesn't say "Overcome" 
 He doesn't say "Win out." 
  He doesn’t say attack. 
   He doesn't say "Triumph"   
    He simply says “Hold on.” 
How many of us know and admire someone  
 who survived a time of trial by holding on. 
Holding on is not a passive response. 
 It takes tremendous effort, and discipline  
  not to spin apart or grab for easy answers in the midst of suffering. 
Abraham Lincoln is almost universally regarded as our greatest president. 
 During the Civil War again and again he was served, say his biographers, 
  by an ability to hold on and not give in  
   to urgent requests from all sides 
    to act in this or that way immediately. 
This ability, says one historian, is part of what made Lincoln  
 by far the greatest asset to the nation in time of war.ii 
Despite all the portents of disaster in Jesus’ speech, 
 It is not a speech about endings.  
  It is about a beginning, and the beginning of a beginning at that. 
Jesus refers to the frightening historic events around the church 
 as “the beginning of the birth pangs.”iii  
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“A birth is a wonderful event, but the birth of a child is also excruciating.    
 Women are willing to go through this pain  
  in order to have a child.  
A child is a wonderful and hoped for gift.  
 Jesus tells us we have something wonderful to hope for,  
  and that it’s not ceaseless persecution and disaster, violence or fires. 
We are to look not toward the “end times”  
 but toward the Kingdom of God,  
  not to tribulation or destruction but to nothing less than a new world, aborning. 
   Not to the destruction of our enemies,  
    but to justice and redemption.   
This message gave early Christians hope  
  for a better and more just world,  
   not more despair, tribulation, suffering, destruction, or war.”iv 
 
As we all move into our various Thanksgivings this week 
 There may be things toppling your city gates 
  or besieging your walls.   
   But I am sure that whatever it is,  
    how it turns out is not something you have to determine. 
There is a story in which you are a character 
 and you do not need you to be that stories hero. 
You have a hero already,  
 and he has already won the day. 
He did not win by being crafty or strong. 
 He won by determining not to fight. 
  Every time you face what looks like defeat, he will be with you 
      and he will not be defeated and he will carry the story on.  AMEN. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

i “THE LITTLE APOCALYPSE: Hope or Tribulation?” by Rich Procida, posted on the Blog “Modern Lectionaries, 
Commentaries on the Sunday Bible Readings,” found at http://modernlectionaries.blogspot.com 
ii I heard this statement in a documentary on Lincoln broadcast on the History Channel on Nov 17, 2012, and will 
add the citation when I get a chance to see the documentary again! 
iii Mark 13:8 
iv Op.Cit. 

                                                 


