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It is no coincidence that the sermon is placed immediately following the gospel reading in 

Episcopal Church worship.  Putting the sermon right after the gospel, with no interruption, is our 

Prayerbook’s not-so-subtle reminder to the preacher that she or he is called to address people based 

on the gospel message.  I will do so, but I want to begin with the collect for this day that says, “Blessed 

Lord, who caused all holy Scriptures to be written for our learning,”  Listen especially to its admonition to 

“hear them, read, mark, learn, and inwardly digest them, that we may embrace and ever hold fast the blessed 

hope of everlasting life.” 

‘Hearing and reading’ are the ways we received the biblical message.  To ‘mark’ and ‘learn’ 

them goes further and implies study and careful contemplation.  But to ‘inwardly digest them’ conjures 

up images of swallowing, absorbing, taking into ourselves, and making the Bible our own, combining 

the words with our experience and making them part of us. 

This is probably an apt prayer for everyone of us, for Bible reading and Bible study are not a 

regular part of most people’s lives.  We may have the habit of never missing the daily newspaper, or 

listing to National Public Radio, or even watching Fox News, but for most of us, daily Bible reading is 

not part of our daily routine. 

I imagine that some of you may have, at one time or another in your lives, decided to read the 

whole Bible from cover to cover.  Yet somehow this project is rarely completed.  Oh, we can get 

through Genesis (with its interesting stories), and usually we enjoy the exciting parts of Exodus. But 

once past the Ten Commandments, the going gets a little tough.  One finds the details of the number 

of cubits in the frames of the tabernacle a bit boring, and our eyes usually begin to glaze over with the 

listings of people who constructed it: Bezalel, the son of Uri, son of Hur of the tribe of Judah, and 

Oholiab, the son of Ahisamach of the tribe of Dan.  And if all that hasn’t done you in, the 

innumerable laws and ritual ordinances in Leviticus, or the listing of tribal members from the census 

in Numbers, should do the job. 

 For most people, reading the Bible from start to finish isn’t the answer.  But just hearing the 

brief doses read each week in church doesn’t always help either.  One Sunday we’re listening to the 

Beatitudes, and one the next it’s some strange words from Jesus about signs of the end of time.  But 

before we’re able to get a handle on that, next week we will be hearing Jesus speaking from the cross.   

One can hardly be expected to read, mark, learn and inwardly digest the Holy Scriptures just from the 

Sunday readings, as they come to us too fast and in too small doses. 
 

 You may recall the expression “one can’t see the forest for the trees.”  Well, that’s the way it 

often is with us.  We hear the Bible in so many different snippets, that we can’t comprehend the 

forest, the whole of it.  But conversely, when we try to take on the whole in some sort of conscientious 

reading program, the sheer weight and volume of it overpowers us.   How can one possibly read, 

mark, learn and inwardly digest all of that?   And why should we?  Well, first I think it’s important, 

because the Bible is really our story.  It is the story of our roots. 
 

 Some of you may be fortunate enough to have the diaries that were kept by your parents or 

grandparents, or some other relative.  And in them one finds faded, but rich hopes and experiences, 

and sometimes the wisdom of another age.  To have such a record is more than just possessing an old 

book.  It is part of who you are and your unique past.  Well, that’s what the Bible is.  In one sense, it is 
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our family diary, a unique resource that gives us a glimpse into our past, our tradition, the roots from 

which we have grown.  But it’s more than that, for the Bible is also a source of truth. 
 

 Keith Miller once wrote, “things are not true because they are in the Bible, but things are in the 

Bible because they are true.”  And I think, as we read the Bible, we recognize that it does ring true.  

Oh, it’s often full of inconsistent history and scientific fallacy, but the people in it and the things said 

about them, we often recognize as valid.  There is literally no type of person left out of the Bible.  All 

are there: the wise and the foolish, the rich and poor, the faithful and the treacherous, the pitiful and 

the prosperous, the spendthrift and the miser, bad-mannered children and the nagging elderly.  We 

recognize them all.  And best of all, we can recognize ourselves, too.  For the Bible somehow speaks 

of us and to us.  And not only are the people real and true in the Bible, but so too is the message. 

 Sometimes, we think that only modern culture has a corner on the truth, and that the truths 

that we’ve discovered are unique to us.  Near the end of the last century, we discovered the word 

‘ecology’ and the concept of ‘sustainability,' and with that came a new sense of concern for the 

interrelatedness of the things in our world and the immense responsibility that we have for not 

polluting or destroying all of this.  Civilization, we came to understand, has been an ignorant glutton, 

devouring and polluting everything in sight    with no sense of its value or its irreplaceable-ness.   

That was a new discovery; but not so. 

 Reverence and concern for the world around us goes back to the first pages of Genesis.  Those 

stories, as we know, are hardly eyewitness reporting, but they do remind us that the insights of our 

ancient ancestors were not so different from ours.  The world is a gift to humanity, and in and of 

itself, the world is good.  But with that gift, with the dominion we have over the earth, comes 

responsibility.  And perhaps it’s not too late to discover the biblical concept of our stewardship of 

creation as we finally come to grips with the reality of climate change.  

So how are we to “read, mark, learn and inwardly digest” the reality and the truths found in the 

Bible?  Not by making Bible reading into an endurance contest. Rather when we read or hear some 

passage, to take some time to engage it with your mind, with your experience, and then to begin to 

ask questions of it: 

 What does what I’ve read tell me about God?   

 What does it suggest about humankind?   

 And what might God be saying today to me or about me?   

For  I believe that God can use its words and stories to help us to get in touch with our world and 

with the better sides of ourselves if we dare to read, mark, learn and inwardly digest it. 
 

OK, but what about today’s readings?  As the Church Year moves closer to Advent, our 

readings often turn to last things, to that time when the world will come to an end and God’s new 

creation will come.  On that day, the prophet Isaiah proclaims, there will be “new heavens and a new 

earth,” and “no more shall the sound of weeping be heard in it.” 

From today’s epistle we learn that the faith community in Thessalonica was so fixated on the 

end of time that some in the first century had ceased to contribute to the wellbeing of the community. 

Paul reminds them and us that, at any time, in any age, there is no place in the community of Jesus-

followers for idle, busybodies. 

Finally, in today’s gospel, Jesus gives some reassurance about the last days after a few of his 

followers remark how spectacular was the ancient temple of Jerusalem.  His message is simple: be not 
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afraid, and when disaster strikes or calamity occurs, see that as an opportunity to tell people about 

God. 

It’s hard for us to imagine just how spectacular, how imposing the ancient Jerusalem temple 

actually was.  In its day, the temple in all its glory symbolized the security, the pride, the continuity 

of the people of God. But Jesus said not so long from now, not one stone will be left standing.  Can 

you imagine how threatening that must have felt, how dangerous and subversive that talk was?  The 

temple was the heart of Jewish religious and national identity, and Jesus is saying that these religious 

and secular institutions will not last when they have lost their life-giving properties.  But then he goes 

on to say, do not be afraid.  Even when institutions that we think we cannot be shaken, suddenly 

crumble and fall, in that moment, fear not, for God will have given you an opportunity to tell people 

a greater truth. 
 

Fifteen years ago on September 11th, America’s enemies struck at the temples of our security, 

the twin towers and the Pentagon, modern day temples of financial and military might.  For many, 

911 was a moment of absolute fear, and many people still live in fear.   But do we put our trust solely 

in military might and economic strength?  Is that the only source of our security?  Or might our faith 

call us to look to greater source of strength and hope? 

Last Saturday, in our bishop’s convention sermon, he spoke of a drought that we have been 

experiencing in New Hampshire.  And he said, “that drought has been more than an absence of 

rainfall, but a kind of cultural, religious, spiritual desert.”  And this political season, he noted, “has 

left many feeling depressed, frightened and without hope,” 

This Tuesday, we saw the American public display an unexpected and overwhelming call for 

change.  And for some it may have felt akin to the Seattle football quarterback Russell Wilson, after 

throwing what he thought was going to be a last minute, one yard pass to win the Super Bowl, only 

to have everything reversed by Malcolm Butler's surprising interception.   

For some the election results were a cause for great joy.  But for others they were not.  In fact, a 

majority of voters cast their ballots for the person who did not win in the Electoral College.  And for 

them, there must surely be a time of distress and worry. For despite all the words spoken during the 

political campaign, there is no certainty about what changes might be forthcoming when a new 

administration will be making decisions. But with whatever those decisions are, and in whatever 

direction they may take us, one would trust that our choices would not be made out of fear, but with 

hope 
 

Jesus, in today’s gospel, gives a succinct reminder that the difficult and dangerous times will 

always come.  “Nation will rise against nation,” he is quoted as saying, “kingdom against kingdom…and 

there will be terrors and great signs from heaven…. (but) when you hear of wars and insurrections, do not be 

terrified” 

What does the Bible have to say to us?  What might we read, mark, learn and inwardly digest this 

morning?  Fear not.  Sometimes things happen that are beyond our control, but no matter what, God 

is still our strength, our hope, and our very present help in trouble. 

  Are we going to live in fear and anxiety?  Or, even in the midst of troubling times, will be 

recognize that in our day there is still the opportunity to witness to the truth of God’s love for one 

and all and to respond once again to God’s call for us to be people of hope, partnering with all of 

God’s people for the well-being of God’s creation. Amen 

 


