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Luke 21.5-19
2 Thessalonians 3.6-13
November 16th, 2025

Buildings Speak

Lord God – our prayer is that the written word will point us to Christ, the Living Word – so in his name we pray and for his voice we listen.  Amen.

I wonder what are your thoughts when you see a redundant church, or one in ruins?  Perhaps they were once vibrant centres of preaching and singing, yet today the only evidence of conversion is their transformation into flats.

For a number of years some of us took part in the sponsored walk Christian Aid regularly held in London’s Square Mile called Circle the City.  In one afternoon, we’d call at up to 20 churches and get our card stamped.  Most were living and vibrant communities who gave us a warm welcome, but some were ruins, now turned into tranquil places of reflection in a bustling city, and others, like All Hallows by the Tower may have seemed old, but look at little closer and it becomes clear that much was a 1950’s rebuild to restore the immense damage done by the Blitz.  And all these churches said something, something about the communities that serve in them, or are served by them.

Even ruins speak.

And that, I suspect, is the jumping off point in Luke chapter 21 and the beginning of today’s gospel: Some people were talking about the temple, and the beauty of its fine stones and ornaments.

This is a passage both written and read years after that Temple had in fact been destroyed and now lay in ruins. Only its foundation layer remains and is today called the Wailing Wall.

The Temple had a chequered history.  The First Temple was built by King Solomon in the 10th century before Christ.  It lasted about 500 years before being raised to the ground by the Babylonians.  It lay in ruins for 70 years and was then rebuilt from 516 BC, the Second Temple.  In 20BC Herod enlarged it; a nifty move that he thought would make him loved, indeed some around him even started calling it Herod’s Temple, and then in AD70 it all came crashing down, smashed to pieces by the Romans.

So, Luke and his readers knew all this, even as he tells a story of Jesus preaching at the Temple fifty years earlier.  And you’ll see from the heading in the church bibles that Luke 21’s description is Warnings about the end, with descriptions of wars, earthquakes, famines and plagues.  For many the destruction of Jerusalem’s Temple really did feel a bit like the beginning of the end.

There was a type of literature back in those ancient days called Apocalyptic.  When Simon Woodman, the Minister of Bloomsbury Central Baptist Church took our Bible Teaching Day on the last book of the Bible, Revelation the other year, (and Simon got his PhD through his work on that book), he reminded us that Apocalyptic literature was Top of the Pops in those days.  People couldn’t get enough of these highly embellished narratives of struggle, natural disasters and supernatural interventions.  And in our Bibles the books of Daniel and Revelation are written in the Apocalyptic style.  They were never intended to be taken literally; nobody would have read them like that originally, ironic then that today, some parts of the Church pour over them with their calculators trying to get a date for the Second Coming.  

However, Apocalyptic stories were often used to describe, poetically, what the end of the world might look and feel like.  An obsession that seems to have somewhat gripped the early Church.  

So, Chapter 21 is not the cheeriest in Luke. And perhaps we have a choice in which way we read and interpret it this morning.

One the one hand, we could just read it as a warning issued in the Apocalyptic tradition about End Times.

Yet some commentators are not too sure and say perhaps it’s just possible that Jesus was actually playing with this genre.  In other words, he was using the language of apocalypse but actually saying ‘Don’t panic’ – these things are not necessarily going to happen any time soon – and even if they do you will be given strength to get through them one day at a time.

So Luke attributes these words to Jesus: Take care you are not misled – many will come claiming my name – do not follow them. Quite an explicit warning.

It’s as if Jesus is saying there will always be wars and the rumours of wars – but that doesn’t mean the end is nigh – that’s life, that’s the world in which we live – and that’s the world in which we are called to ground our faith and live with trust.

These were stories of struggle with people surviving and winning through.  If they had one message it was this – however bad life seems, don’t give up or give in.

One commentator I read this week makes the point that all of us, even religious people – perhaps especially religious people, can be panicked into irrationality.

So, perhaps Jesus is using the Apocalyptic style of Luke 21 subversively, using the language but actually saying life is going to go on and these are not the end times.  And if hardship comes our way, and if suffering becomes part of the story of the Christian Church, or part of our personal stories, then my followers will be strengthened and enabled to get through that hardship and face that suffering.

Indeed, perhaps the most precious words of today’s passage are these: I myself will give you such words and wisdom as no opponent can resist or refute. 

It's as if Jesus was saying God is not to be found in the cause of suffering, but in the response to it.

Now, today’s other reading, the one from the second letter to the Thessalonians, also touches on the idea of the Apocalypse – you see this was a big issue in the days of Jesus and Paul.  In Paul’s time he was conscious that some in the churches he had founded were now idling their time away because they believed the Second Coming was just around the corner.  This mentality made them so heavenly minded, they were of no earthly use.  Beware of such people, says Paul – in fact he says this: follow our example, you never saw us idling!

Instead, he urges the Thessalonians to, verse 13: never tire of doing good.

You see it’s like this.  There is this idea in the Bible of The Kingdom of God.  And you can think of that in terms of tomorrow and the future, to think of God’s Kingdom as an End Time.  Or, and I think this is the message of both Luke and Thessalonians this morning, we can understand God’s Kingdom as This Time, today, here and now.  There might be wars and earthquakes.  We might have big issues and struggles in our lives.  And it’s in this everyday context that faith in God’s love and light needs to take root and make a difference.  God isn’t far away in our hopes for tomorrow, but close at hand, making a difference to our experience today.

Living with Kingdom values, discerning God at work in our world, striving not just to pray for this kingdom but to play a part in its manifestation in my family, down my street, at my office and here at church – this demands the sort of faithfulness and commitment which we may feel is beyond us – so Paul whispers in our ears this morning: Brothers and sisters, do not weary in doing what is right., and Jesus says, don’t be anxious about your struggles, I will be with you and give you the words to say.
       
This is the second time I have served in this part of the world.  In the 1990’s I was minister just over the county boundary in Hertfordshire at Hitchin.  On days off we would wend our way to St Albans, and I remember our first guided tour around the Abbey.  Standing in the choir the guide told us of the day, chronicled in cathedral’s archives, when the tower caved in.  The medieval monks seemed to instantly revert to type.  So, half of them, the record says, set to work propping up the falling pillars, whilst the other half sank to their knees in prayer.

Your kingdom come – on earth as it is in heaven. How does that happen?

 Is it through work or by prayer?  The answer is both.

John Wesley’s words come to mind: Pray as if everything depended on God and work as if everything depended on you.

We began with the question: what are your thoughts when you see a church ruin?

That’s a question that every visitor to Coventry Cathedral is invited to address as they move from the ruins of the medieval cathedral into Sir Basil Spence’s 1960’s one.

After the bombing of Coventry and the destruction of its cathedral in 1940, in a Christmas Day broadcast from its ruins Provost Howard made a commitment not to revenge, but to forgiveness. 

So began the Cathedral’s Community of The Cross of Nails which today works in over 40 countries advocating reconciliation.

And as magnificent as the great architect Basil Spence’s new cathedral is nothing speaks with deeper eloquence than the inscription on the altar on the ruins of the Medieval one: Father Forgive.

Buildings speak – and Coventry’s ruin was a call to never give up working for peace, even in the midst of war.

Our readings today call us to live truthfully, humbly, prayerfully and hopefully, praying in the words of the Lord’s Prayer, may your kingdom come, on earth as in heaven.  

Faith is for now, for this week, for this situation to be lived out in these times.

May such hope be the hallmark of our days this week, in the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  Amen.
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