
My task today is to invite you to join me and the staff and the 
vestry. Join us after this liturgy for table conversations about 
what excites you about SPR and where we as a community can 
be more faithful to our calling. And join us in pledging your 
financial support to the mission and ministries of St. Paul & the 
Redeemer. Think about it carefully, pray about it, and then 
write down on a pledge card or on the online form how much 
money you commit to give this parish in 2016. Our smallest 
pledges are 52 dollars a year. Our biggest pledges go well into 
five figures. There is remarkable generosity distributed right up 
and down the list. How much should you give? My wife Erin 
and I choose to give away about 10% of our income, of which 
SPR gets the lion’s share. We are influenced by the long 
Christian tradition of tithing. But there are many good ways of 
choosing how much to give. Pick a different percentage of your 
income: 1% or 5%. Or pick a good monthly amount, perhaps a 
multiple of your cable or telephone bill. Or increase by a few 
dollars a week form last year. But please, support St. Paul & the 
Redeemer financially in 2016 and commit to it by filling in a 
pledge card. You all are an incredibly generous people. I am 
reminded of that time and again. Thank you. 

But my task is not just to invite you to join us in pledging. It is 
also to encourage you, to implore you, to provoke you to 
support the church. I am deeply committed to the church. Here 
is why. Here is what is at stake. 

A world of peace and justice. A community that cares and is 
connected. Individual lives that are rich and meaningful. All 
grand notions, but the church is a community inspired to 
imagine alternatively.  A community that finds itself in God’s 
love and so can see a real future for peace, justice, care, 
community, and deep meaning. Those lofty things don’t just 
happen on their own. Good wishes of like minded people do 
not mingle in the air to create some cheery force of Raphael’s 
chubby angels. Community and care and peace and justice 
happen one small action at a time, in places like this parish. 
When someone sends a card of encouragement. When six 
people go to an anti-racism training. Where space is set aside 

for a small group to contemplate the thick meaning of life. 
When a choir commits to practicing each week to bring beauty 
to life. When a preacher reminds us of the uncomfortable fit of 
our bourgeois lifestyle with the Gospel. The church is a place to 
imagine alternatively and to do the thousands of actions that 
vivify that imagination. 

Our reading from the Gospel of Mark this morning is 
envisioning a world in which all of these little actions have 
come to fruition and justice, compassion, and beauty have 
merged. Jesus is calling on his disciples to imagine 
alternatively. And boy must they. This 13th chapter of Mark is 
often called the little apocalypse because it starts talking about 
the end of this world and the beginning of a new one. Wars, 
earthquakes, famine and the like are common images and 
themes from the Jewish apocalyptic literature that had 
developed in the few centuries before Jesus. Conservative 
biblical literalists make the mistake of looking for the specific 
fulfillment of Jesus' prophecies in our modern age.  They 
completely misunderstand this genre of literature. Don’t make 
the mistake of thinking the biblical vision is that God will whisk 
the faithful away. No. God invites us to imagine alternatively. 
The biblical vision is of this world where justice and 
compassion and beauty flourish. 

Mark 13 was written in the midst of real problems.  It is likely 
that this was written during the turmoil of the war between 
Jews and Rome in Judaea between 66-70 C.E. The Romans 
destroyed the temple and killed many Jews. Jesus is longing 
for a new world. Not one where Roman domination is grating. 
Not one where the peasants have no recourse against the 
powerful. Not one where religious authority is corrupt. Not one 
where a hemorrhaging woman is isolated. Not one where God 
is available only to the perfectly pious. Those are the stones 
that will be thrown down, the stones of oppression and 
corruption and isolation and religious purity. And a world of 
justice, compassion, and beauty will remain. 

The disciples—like us—want to know when? 2,000 years later 
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we can agree that Jesus was not offering a quick fix. Jesus’ 
vision of a world where all are valued, where violence is no 
more, where God is worshipped, is still a long way in front of 
us. But the imagination Jesus gives us and the strength God 
provides can inspire a local parish to live like its already here.  
When Mark was writing this during the Jewish-Roman war, it 
must have seemed like the world had gone off the rails, 
inspiring Mark to use descriptors like earthquake and famine. 
Our world too. Friday nights brutal terrorist attack in Paris was 
like an earthquake. The 417 murders so far in Chicago this 
year are like a famine. Racism. Isolation. Theft. Broken 
relationship like little wars… Jesus was familiar with that 
world, a world that has gone off the rails and is full of danger 
and betrayal. Jesus was also familiar with a world of care—Mary 
and Martha, of friendship—Lazarus, of healing—the 
hemorrhaging woman, of beauty—the transfiguration, of 
community—the disciples. We know that world too, don’t we? 
Beauty, love, joy, solidarity. Which narrative will nourish us? 
Let it be the one Jesus preached. The stones of oppression and 
violence will be torn down. And we don’t have to be like the 
disciples, sitting on their hands with their cheeky grins asking, 
“When?” Imagine alternatively now. Feed the hungry this 
week. Sing beauty into a broken world this morning. Rally 
around the ones who need your solidarity this month. 

I am not denying evil or selfishness.  I’m saying there is a 
vision beyond it. Sure, we know that it is impossible to love 
our neighbor as ourselves. Freud taught us that. But the 
commandment to do so reminds us that our neighbor is just 
as worthy of love as we. Marilynn Robinson points out that 
when we act on that fact we step “momentarily out of the bog 
of subjectivity” and acknowledge that the commandment “has 
greater authority than mere experience can refute. There is a 
truth that lies beyond our capacities.”  

We can imagine alternatively. We can be surprised. 
Possibilities will be revealed.  With God’s grace, the church can 
point people to beauty, justice, and compassion.  As a parish 
we can take the lofty words and incarnate them in so many 
simple acts. 

If the stones of oppression and violence are to come down we 
need people to pray together, to sing together, to rally to the 
side of the emotionally or physically needy, to confess our 
complicity in racism, to feed the hungry, to live it, day after day 

inspired by the grace and love of God, making present a 
community of love. 

AMEN.


