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MALACHI 4:1-2a; PSALM 98; 2 THESSALONIANS 3:6-13; LUKE 21:5-19

CHARACTER MATTERS

We are still six weeks from year’s end,
but in the church calendar, this is the
penultimate Sunday of the Church Year.
The Season of Advent begins two weeks
from today, launching us into a time of
preparation for our annual rituals of
Christmas, whereby we are reminded
of the beautiful truth that God has
chosen to dwell with us in this world. O

Come, O come, Emmanuel, come and be
born in our hearts anew.

For centuries, the three Sundays before
Advent were known as “Sundays of the
End Times,” so named because they
oriented those in worship to look
beyond the affairs of the day, however
dire they may seem in the moment, and
cast our sight downrange, to the hope
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that God will have the last word, and it
will be one of good news, healing and
hope.

Our lectionary retains vestigial
remnants of this ancient rhythm—with
last week’s gospel about resurrection
hope, and next week’s liturgy orienting
to the reign of Christ the King. And
today, we get to peel back the covers of
Luke’s “Little Apocalypse,” and glimpse
how Jesus is inviting us to keep
perspective as people of faith. It is a
timely exhortation given all that besets
our world these days. How do we orient
to God in the midst of so much strife

and turmoil?

To be clear, we are not the first
generation to face such troubled times,
nor do I expect we will be the last. But
today our scriptures invite us to cast
our sight downrange, to the hope that
God will have the last word, and it will
be one of good news, healing and hope.

The prophet Malachi uses imagery of a
refiner’s fire to seek the pure in heart.

The one writing to the church in
Thessaloniki is admonishing them to
keep the faith, avoid becoming idle
busybodies, which I take to mean not
giving too much energy to the wiles of
worldly power, and hang together in
community. Be part of the divine work

of healing, and do not weary in being
who you are called to be as followers of
Jesus.

And in the gospel, Jesus is asked how
long before the end times come. He
says, not yet, and don’t be fooled by
others who may claim that it is. Every
generation has seen its share of leaders
claiming messianic import, creating a
cultic sense of immediacy that can be
disorienting at best, overwhelming for
many. Do not go after them, he says.

And then he shares apocalyptic
imagery full on—wars and riots, nation
toppling nation, famines and plagues,
and you may be persecuted and
betrayed for orienting to the good
things that are part of God’s design. It
will test the mettle of your character,
like a refiner’s fire, but hope and the
actions that arise from it are what we
have to offer a world made cynical by
all that besets us.

The hope of resurrection life, healing
hope for the whole world, hope for
Christ coming anew. That’s what the
word Advent means—Christ coming
into the world and the advent of a new
reign of peace and justice. Do we really
believe that is possible and live as if it
does?

What we do matters.



How is the depth of your character
shaped by outrage over the cruelty,
injustice, and vengeance in these times?
Or more to the point, how is your
character shaped by these without
being consumed by them? There are
those who would have you believe that
this is the way, the truth, and the life.
Resist that, Jesus says. Do not go after
them.

Character matters, and as Christians, as
followers of this Jesus, who went to the
cross to show another way, we are
being called to a certain way of being in
these times.

How is the depth of your character
shaped by your move to compassion, a
nonviolent concern and dignifying
respect for others, and a full measure of
grace in the face of such terrible and
terrifying things that our world is
hurling at us? Can you embrace a
courageous hope in God even if it may
mean hard times are ahead for us?

Two weeks ago, I made an appeal to
support the children and families of our
nearby elementary school, many of
whom frequently go hungry. As you
may know, 25% of the children at
Lowell suffer from housing
insecurity—they live in shelters, in
their cars, or they couch surf with
family and friends. It’s not okay!

[ asked you if you could see Jesus in
these little ones. I asked you if you
could hear Jesus telling us, his
disciples—you give them something to
eat. And like the miracle of manna, or
the multiplication of loaves and fishes,
this community gave more than
$40,000 in the week that followed.
More is still coming in. God is making a
new creation through you! Thank you! I
thank God for you!

The school pantry is restocked, families
are receiving grocery gift cards, and
hope for another way is emboldened in
these troubled times. Thank you for
your faithfulness.

Next week, the alternative gift market
will afford us another way of holding
hope in the face of cynical powers and
principalities that would mock us and
our impulse toward generosity. It is an
opportunity to support our community
partner organizations and those they
serve, making gifts in honor of those
you love, sharing with them these
“alternative” gifts of hope as a part of
your Christmas giving this year.

It is designed to be an alternative to the
consumer-driven excesses of the
season, and an opportunity to unveil
the deeper meaning of Christmas—that
we see Jesus in this world, here and



now, and the depth of our character is
shaped by that truth.

Character matters, friends. The
Church—this cathedral church—is
desperately needed in times such as

these. So let’s hang together in
community.

Be part of the divine work of healing in
this world, and do not weary in being
who you are called to be as followers of

Jesus.

Luke 21: 5-9 [When some were speaking about the temple, how it was adorned with beautiful stones
and gifts dedicated to God, Jesus said, "As for these things that you see, the days will come when not
one stone will be left upon another; all will be thrown down." They asked him, "Teacher, when will this
be, and what will be the sign that this is about to take place?" And he said, "Beware that you are not
led astray; for many will come in my name and say, 'l am he!" and, "The time is near!' Do not go after
them. "When you hear of wars and insurrections, do not be terrified; for these things must take place
first, but the end will not follow immediately." Then he said to them, "Nation will rise against nation,
and kingdom against kingdom; there will be great earthquakes, and in various places famines and
plagues; and there will be dreadful portents and great signs from heaven. "But before all this occurs,
they will arrestyou and persecute you, they will hand you over to synagogues and prisons, and you will
be brought before kings and governors because of my name. This will give you an opportunity to testify.
So make up your minds not to prepare your defense in advance; for I will give you words and a wisdom
that none of your opponents will be able to withstand or contradict. You will be betrayed even by
parents and brothers, by relatives and friends; and they will put some of you to death. You will be hated
by all because of my name. But not a hair of your head will perish. By your endurance you will gain
your souls."]

Malachi 4:1-2a [See, the day is coming, burning like an oven, when all the arrogant and all evildoers
will be stubble; the day that comes shall burn them up, says the Lord of hosts, so that it will leave them
neither root nor branch. But for you who revere my name the sun of righteousness shall rise, with
healing in its wings. You shall go out leaping like calves from the stall.]

2 Thessalonians 3: 6-13 [Now we command you, beloved, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, to
keep away from believers who are living in idleness and not according to the tradition that they
received from us. For you yourselves know how you ought to imitate us; we were not idle when we were
with you, and we did not eat anyone's bread without paying for it; but with toil and labor we worked
night and day, so that we might not burden any of you. This was not because we do not have thatright,
but in order to give you an example to imitate. For even when we were with you, we gave you this
command: Anyone unwilling to work should not eat. For we hear that some of you are living in idleness,
mere busybodies, not doing any work. Now such persons we command and exhort in the Lord Jesus
Christ to do their work quietly and to earn their own living. Brothers and sisters, do not be weary in
doing what is right.
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