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If you want something to remember this 
morning, here is a short sentence that you 
could scribble on the side of your bulletin.  
Sometimes, in order to see the stars, you 
have to wait until it is really dark.  This is a 
sentence that applies to all of us who feel 
humbled in the midst of having what we 
think is valuable assaulted by sheer 
humility. 
 
They saw the problem and honestly wanting 
to be helpful two pastors, one Lutheran and 
one Presbyterian stood by the side of the 
road holding up signs. It wasn’t that they 
were anticipating Reformation Sunday that 
they did this, it was just that they wanted to 
be helpful.  The Lutheran’s sign read, “The 
End is near!” 

The Presbyterian’s on the other side of the 
road, held up a sign which read, “Turn 

before it’s too late!” They held up their signs 
to each passing car. 

“Get a job,” The first driver yelled at them 
when he saw the sign. 

The second driver, immediately behind the 
first, yelled, “Leave us alone you religious 
freaks!” 

Shortly, from around the curve, these two 
clergy heard screeching tires and a splash 
followed by more screeching tires and 
another splash. The Lutheran looked over at 
the Presbyterian and said, “Do you think we 
should try a different sign?” 

The Presbyterian responded thoughtfully, 
“Perhaps our signs ought to say simply 
‘Bridge Out.’” 

It may not be the end that is near, but it 
might be the unthinkable that happens.   
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“Vancouver! Vancouver! This is it!” said the 
voice over the radio. It was the voice of 
David Johnston from his monitoring station 
on the North flank of Mount St. Helens. It 
was May 18, 1980. What Johnston had 
witnessed, as he called in his warning, was 
the largest landslide in recorded history. A 
magnitude 5.1 earthquake had caused a 
wave of earth and ice to rush down the side 
of Mount St. Helens at 150 mph. By the 
time it petered out, the landslide had 
entombed 24 square miles of forest. 

This landside in effect left the mountain 
which contained a volcano with no cap. 
Without a cap of earth to keep it sealed 
under pressure, Mount St. Helens then 
exploded, sending a 100 story high mixture 
of ash, magma, rocks and sand spreading a 
path of destruction 10 miles wide as it 
plowed down valleys and over ridges at 
speeds near 700 mph. There were 57 
fatalities that day--including David 
Johnston. Neither he nor his trailer was ever 
found, both presumably hurtled into the next 
valley and buried in debris.1 Such 
destruction as the eruption of Mount St. 
Helens produced was unthinkable . . . until it 
happened. But it did happen as the 
unthinkable so often does. 

Let’s consider another unthinkable event. 
On the morning of August 28, 2005, the 
National Weather Service issued this 
ominous alert, “Devastating Damage 
Expected.” 

Hurricane Katrina had morphed from a 
relatively weak Category 1 hurricane to a 
Category 5 tropical monster--and was 
spiraling straight toward New Orleans. The 
city would be “uninhabitable for weeks . . . 
perhaps longer,” the weather service 
warned. Half the houses would lose their 

                                                 
1http://www.popularmechanics.com/science/environ
ment/natural-disasters/4219883. 

roofs. Commercial buildings would be 
unusable, and apartment buildings would be 
destroyed. Residents should expect long-
term power outages and water shortages that 
would “make human suffering incredible by 
modern standards.” The prediction was right 
on target as was the hurricane. 

Many of us have etched in our brains a 
picture of the Louisiana Superdome where 
20,000 people sought refuge from Katrina. 
Conditions inside the dome were 
insufferable due to heat and humidity. There 
were reports of crimes within the dome as 
well. At the nearby New Orleans 
Convention Center, where another 30,000 
people had fled, reporters interviewed 
people who had waded through “chin high” 
water, and who told of friends and families 
vanishing in the flood. Hurricane Katrina 
affected 90,000 square miles in Louisiana, 
Mississippi and Alabama. Well over 1300 
people were killed across the region, and 
bodies were still turning up in condemned 
homes eight months later.2  Again, such 
destruction was unthinkable . . . until it 
happened. 

During these times of crises we set celebrity 
aside.  During times of crisis like this, we 
begin to recover what is truly valuable and 
important.  Sometimes we wonder if God 
permits disaster to exist so that humility will 
again overtake us, that community will 
again be forged.  For we live in a time where 
there is a great celebration of celebrity.  
Celebrity is public attention in the media.   
Celebrity status is commonly associated 
with wealth or successful careers in sports 
and the entertainment industry.  
Occasionally political leaders become 
celebrities often because of their lifestyle or 
controversial actions or connections to 
someone else who is famous. The search for 

                                                 
2http://www.popularmechanics.com/science/environ
ment/natural-disasters/4219861. 
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celebrity stands in stark contrast to humility 
and in today’s texts it is the humility that 
gets the star billing. 

Have you noticed how we seemed to have 
lost our way a little.  Politicians talk about it 
in accusatory tones.  I think that columnist 
David Brooks has put his finger on 
something when he describes a shift in our 
culture, a shift from a culture of self-
effacement that says, “Nobody’s better than 
me, but I’m no better than anyone else” to a 
culture of self-promotion that says, 
“Recognize my accomplishments.  I’m 
pretty special.”   

For many of us our childhood contained no 
message T-shirts, no exclamation points on 
typewriter keyboards (you had to backspace 
to create an exclamation point), no 
sympathy ribbons for various diseases, and 
no bumper stickers with personal or moral 
declarations.   

Of the 23 men and women who served in 
Dwight Eisenhower’s cabinets, only one, the 
secretary of agriculture published a memoir 
afterward, and it was so discreet as to be 
soporific.  By the time the Reagan 
administration rolled around, 12 of his 30 
cabinet members published memoirs, almost 
all of the self- advertising. 

In 1950 the Gallup Organization asked high 
school seniors if they considered themselves 
to be a very important person.  At that point 
12 percent said yes.  The same question was 
asked in 2005 and this time it wasn’t 12 
percent who considered themselves very 
important.  It was 80 percent.   

Psychologists have a narcissism test.  They 
read statements and ask people if the 
statements apply to them.  Statements such 
as “I like to be the center of attention . . . I 
show off if I get the chance because I am 
extraordinary . . . Somebody should write a 
biography about me.”  The median 
narcissism score has risen 30 percent in the 

last two decades.  93% of young people 
score higher than the middle score just 20 
years ago.   

Along with this apparent rise in self-esteem, 
there has been a tremendous increase in the 
desire for fame.  Fame used to rank low on a 
life’s ambition for most people.  In a 1976 
survey that asked people to list their life 
goals, fame ranked 15th out of 16.  By 2007, 
51% reported that being famous was one of 
their top personal goals.3 

Our popular culture is teaching the message, 
“You are special.  Trust yourself.  Be true to 
yourself.”  Movies from Pixar and Disney 
are constantly telling children how 
wonderful they are.  Commencement 
speeches are larded with the same clichés.  
Follow your passion.  Don’t accept limits.  
Chart your own course.   

As Ellen DeGeneres put it in a 2009 address, 
“My advice to you is to be true to yourself 
and everything will be fine.”  In her mega-
selling book Eat, Pray Love, Elizabeth 
Gilbert wrote that God manifests himself 
through, “my own voice from within my 
own self . . . God dwells within you as you 
yourself, exactly the way you are.”  Really? 

We can even see the shift in our culture 
from the words that flow from the pulpit.  
Joel Osteen, one of the most popular 
megachurch leaders today, writes from 
Houston, “God didn’t create you to be 
average,”  he says in his book Become a 
Better You.  “You were made to excel.  You 
were made to leave a mark on this 
generation . . . Start believing ‘I’ve been 
chosen, set apart, destined to live in 
victory.’” 

 

We have been throwing out humility.  The 
humble person is soothing and gracious 

                                                 
3 David Brooks, The Road to Character, (New York:  
Random House) 2015, p. 7. 
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while the self- promoting person is fragile 
and jarring. Humility is a freedom from the 
need to prove you are superior all the time, 
but egotism is a ravenous hunger in a small 
space – self-concerned, competitive, and 
distinction-hungry.  Humility is infused with 
lovely emotions like admiration, 
companionship and gratitude.  It leads to 
wisdom.  It is an awareness that there is a lot 
that you don’t know.   

Our self-centeredness is leading us in some 
unfortunate directions.  It is taking us to 
selfishness and a desire to use other people 
as means to get things for ourselves.  We 
rationalize our own imperfections and 
inflate our virtues.  We are becoming a 
people who focus on self-confidence and 
self-esteem while ignoring self-respect.  
Self-respect is not based on IQ or any of the 
mental or physical gifts that help us get into 
a competitive college.  It is not comparative.  
It is earned by being better than you used to 
be, by being dependable in times of testing, 
straight in times of temptation.  It emerges 
in one who is morally dependable.  Self-
respect is produced by inner triumphs, not 
external ones.  I can only be earned by a 
person who has endured some internal 
temptation, who has confronted their own 
weaknesses and who knows, “God will help 
me overcome that.”   

If there is anything that we need to recover it 
is our self-respect.  But in a time of celebrity 
star wars, this is a quality that can hopefully 
become rediscovered in scripture and used 
to reshape our lives so as to bring them 
meaning, satisfaction that will last, and joy 
that will nourish. 

“Good is the enemy of great. And that is one 
of the key reasons why we have so little that 
becomes great." Thus begins Jim Collins' 
management book Good to Great. Collins 
tells how 11 great companies overcame the 
mediocrity of being merely good and dared 
creatively to launch out and be great.  

 
Yet Collins could have as well said that the 
Christian faith with its stress upon goodness, 
particularly humble goodness, is arch enemy 
of great. It is not only that Christians are 
called to be good rather than great, called to 
be saints rather than heroes, but also there is 
built into the faith a deep suspicion of those 
who would be great.  The New Testament 
seems to renounce "selfish ambition." 
Perhaps the stress should be on the 
adjective. It's the selfish ambition that seems 
to be wrong.   
 
The coaching staff at Central High School in 
Clermont, Florida, was having a little 
problem. The football players were stealing 
the jerseys used in football practice. The 
coaches thought they could solve the 
problem by printing on the jerseys the 
words, “Stolen from Central High School.” 
Do I need to say to you that this did not 
lessen the popularity of the jerseys? The 
thefts continued.  
 
But then the coach had a brainstorm. He 
ordered new practice jerseys printed with the 
words, “Central High School 4th String.” 
Not a single one of the new jerseys was ever 
stolen.  
 
That is not surprising. None of us wants to 
be fourth string. We want to be winners. We 
want to be people who have life figured out. 
And the good news is we can be. Winners. 
Achievers. Successful in every meaningful 
area of our lives. We want celebrity even to 
the cost of our own pride and self-respect.  It 
can come out as pride that insinuates itself 
even into our praise of humility.  
 
We get only a sip from the book of Judges. 
A sip may be all we want; a big gulp of the 
book might be more than we could take.  
Most of us have heard of only two 
characters in the whole book: Samson and 
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Delilah. Even as fascinating as that story is 
with the flawed athletic hero and the 
cunning temptress, we usually wonder what 
spiritual insights we might gain from it. 
Samson lets us know that a person can be 
physically strong, but morally weak, so it is 
not without value, but the story is not one of 
the profound parts of the Bible. So, we are 
not clamoring for more than our 
recommended sip from the book of Judges. 

The background of the story is a time of 
conflict, as we might expect. The best 
stories always involve conflict. We prefer 
times of peace ourselves, but a story where 
everybody got along wouldn't catch our 
attention. The Israelites are being oppressed 
by their long-time enemies, the Canaanites. 
Throughout the book of Judges, the 
Israelites find themselves at war with 
someone. The Lord punishes their 
disobedience by sending an army to defeat 
them. They suffer under the defeat for some 
years, and then a warrior or judge will come 
along and lead them to victory. This victory 
will provide a stretch of peace and 
prosperity, but, inevitably, the people will 
fall back into their sins and God will need to 
get their attention all over again. 

In Judges 4, the attention-getter is King 
Jabin of Canaan. The Israelites are at his 
mercy, and mercy is not his thing. The 
narrator tells us that Jabin "had oppressed 
the Israelites cruelly twenty years" (v. 3). 
Cruel oppression for twenty years is more 
than enough punishment for any sins the 
people had committed. It was time for some 
freedom, peace, and prosperity again. 

Deborah comes to the rescue. Deborah is a 
prophetess and judge in Israel. She is one of 
two heroines in this story, along with Jael. 
Long before Buffy the Vampire Slayer, 
Xena the Warrior Princess, Lara Croft, or 
even Charlie's Angels, Israel had women 
champions. Deborah is the voice of 

inspiration, the motivational speaker who 
lights a fire under Barak, the soldier. 
Deborah inspires Barak to go to war against 
Sisera, Jabin's general. Deborah is so 
important that Barak will not go to war 
without her. 

Deborah predicted that although Barak 
though he would be victorious, the honor of 
victory would not go to him, but to someone 
who was unexpectedly used by god . . . To 
whom the honor ultimately belonged.  
Chapter 5 is a song about that victory and 
the women who made it happen. 

The narrator lays out the build-up to the 
battle. At Deborah's direction, Barak 
summons 10,000 troops to Mount Tabor. 
Sisera gets wind of what he considers an 
insurrection and prepares to subdue the 
upstart Israelites. Sisera calls out all 900 of 
his chariots, his version of weapons of mass 
destruction. The battle itself receives only 
scant attention from the narrator. Besides 
10,000 troops, the Israelites have the Lord 
on their side. The Lord causes a panic 
among the Canaanite troops, who are all 
slaughtered. The once-feared Sisera runs off. 
He's not so brave without his army behind 
him. 

Now the really interesting part of the story 
begins. Sisera flees the battle and runs to the 
tent of Jael, the wife of a Kenite named 
Heber. We don't know much about Jael. She 
is the mystery woman who saves the day for 
Israel. Sisera has every reason to think he 
will be safe in Jael's tent. He and his king, 
Jabin, have no quarrel with the Kenites. Jael 
puts him at ease, telling him to have no fear. 
So, with a belly full of milk, and a feeling of 
false security, Sisera lies down for a nap, 
with Jael on guard duty. 

The narrator tells us what happens next, but 
leaves us full of questions. Instead of 
protecting Sisera, Jael tiptoes over to him 
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and, quiet as a mouse, drives a tent stake 
through his head. Very few people could 
bring themselves to kill another human 
being in such a gruesome way. Did she have 
to talk herself into it? Did she flinch when 
the blood spurted out of Sisera's head? Did 
she hold her breath and close her eyes as the 
tent stake plunged into Sisera's soft temple? 

An even more important question is why she 
did it. Her husband's tribe was not at war 
with Jabin and Sisera. If her name is really a 
Hebrew one, it translates roughly as 
"mountain goat," not the most flattering and 
we wonder what her parents would have 
been thinking or drinking.  If she was an 
Israelite, she killed Sisera out of loyalty to 
her own people. If she wasn't an Israelite, 
did she kill Sisera because the suffering of 
others got to her? In any case, she was not 
directly affected by the oppression of Jabin 
and Sisera, and she committed this messy 
murder to help others. Whatever her exact 
reasons, the narrator leaves us guessing.4 

In any case, the Lord comes through again 
and overthrows Israel's oppressors. The 
celebration is boisterous, with a big song 
and dance. Chapter 5 that we read is the 
bragging and dancing after the event. 

Despite making our skin wince, we think 
that this story would make a great action-
adventure movie. The actress who played 
Jael could work with a personal trainer so 
that her arm muscles would flex as she 
drove the stake into Sisera's head. Even with 
such box-office potential, how does it help 
heal our spirits and souls?  

We know that God opposes injustice; God 
wants what is right and fair. We know that 
God allows us to participate in the fight 
against injustice. If we read Judges in the 
right way, seeing the evil characters as 
                                                 
4Clinton McCann, Judges (Louisville: John Knox 
Press, 2002), pp. 18-19. 

symbols of oppression, and remembering to 
love our enemies, we can learn to join God 
in the fight against injustice. Both Deborah 
and Jael can serve as role models for us. 

When we face situations of oppression and 
cruelty, especially when we are not the ones 
being oppressed, we sometimes have an 
initial feeling of righteous indignation, but 
we usually get over it. Our problem often is 
that we don't translate our righteous 
indignation into action. If we are tempted to 
turn away from an example of injustice, to 
go on with business as usual, Deborah's 
speech to Barak may become the word we 
need to hear. Deborah implores Barak to 
take action, to trust in God's deliverance, 
even though the odds seem against him. 
Perhaps we even can be Deborahs ourselves. 
Maybe we know someone with the resources 
to tackle a social problem and we can find 
just the right words to get the ball rolling. 
We may not see ourselves as eloquent 
enough to persuade someone, but we never 
know until we try. 

Sometimes, like Jael, we have to take 
matters in hand, so to speak. We probably 
will never be called to kill a man in his 
sleep, but we may be called to take some 
strong stands in the name of justice.  It may 
give us the willies to get up at a city council 
meeting and speak out against some outrage. 
Heading up a committee on environmental 
racism may be out of our comfort zone. 

There are many unthinkable events recorded 
in history. There are some recorded in the 
Bible. One of them is recorded in today’s 
lesson from Mark’s Gospel. 

As Jesus was leaving the temple at 
Jerusalem, one of his disciples said to him, 
“Look, Teacher! What massive stones! What 
magnificent buildings!” 
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And they were magnificent buildings. The 
historian Josephus said that much of the 
exterior of the temple at Jerusalem, which 
was constructed under Herod the Great, was 
covered with gold that reflected the fiery 
rays of the sun. Moreover, he said that, from 
a distance, the temple appeared like a 
mountain covered with snow. This was 
probably because those parts that were not 
covered with gold were made of white stone. 

And the temple was enormous. The outer 
court was nearly a quarter of a mile long and 
three football fields across. It was bordered 
by walls. On top of those walls were 
magnificent, covered cloisters or walkways, 
with richly carved wooden ceilings. 

The temple was a huge undertaking which 
required an enormous amount of labor and 
money. It was said to be larger and more 
beautiful than the temple that Solomon built. 
It was quite a sight for all to behold--an 
architectural wonder of the ancient world. 

As the disciples stared with wonder at this 
magnificent edifice, Jesus brought them 
back to earth as he said, “Do you see all 
these great buildings? Not one stone here 
will be left on another; every one will be 
thrown down.” 

What was he saying--that their precious 
temple would be destroyed? That was 
unthinkable to the disciples. The temple 
represented God. The temple represented 
their identity as God’s people. Yet Jesus told 
them that one day it would lie in ruins. And 
what he predicted came true, within the 
lifetime of some of them. Herod’s temple, a 
magnificent structure of awesome 
proportions, four years after its completion 
was totally destroyed and wiped from the 

face of the earth.5 That was in 70 A.D., 
approximately 40 years after Christ’s death. 

In the Gospel of Mark this morning, Jesus 
addresses the forthcoming destruction of the 
temple and then uses this opportunity to talk 
with his disciples about the end of time. This 
is the content of Mark 13, one of the so-
called apocalyptic chapters in the Bible, a 
chapter that has been used to strike fear in 
many hearts. The end of time is still a 
subject of speculation in many Christian 
churches, and many pastors and teachers are 
still using it to keep their fearful 
congregations in line. 

Jesus said several things about the end times 
that could be helpful to us. 

The first concerns false teachers. Jesus said 
to them: “Watch out that no one deceives 
you. Many will come in my name, claiming, 
‘I am he,’ and will deceive many . . .” 

There is a popular misconception that has 
been spread in recent times about the end of 
life on earth known as “The Rapture.” 

As Marcus Borg points out in his 
book Speaking Christian, most Christians 
throughout history never heard of the rapture 
. . . and with good reason. The word and the 
notion it embodies are a modern innovation, 
going back less than two centuries. Nobody 
even thought of the rapture until the 1800s. 
“Because millions of Christians think that 
the rapture is ‘biblical teaching’ and thus has 
the authority of the Bible behind it, it is 
important to know that it is neither biblical 
nor ancient,” says Borg, “but was first 
proclaimed by a British evangelist named 
John Nelson Darby” in the first half of the 
19th century. 

                                                 
5http://www.bibleresearch.org/articles/a11pws.ht
m. 
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Darby concocted his vision of the rapture by 
his interpretation of a few passages in the 
Bible that speak about the second coming of 
Jesus and the end of the world. According to 
Darby’s imaginative scenario, the rapture 
begins a series of events that will unfold 
seven years before the second coming of 
Jesus and the final judgment. More 
specifically, it refers to an event when true 
Christians, as he would term them, will be 
raptured, that is, taken up to heaven, before 
Jesus’ coming. Those who are raptured will 
be spared the “tribulation”--the horrific 
suffering, wars, and devastation that face 
those who are “left behind.” 

As you have probably guessed the rapture is 
the premise of a series of novels 
appropriately titled “Left Behind” by 
authors Tim LaHaye and Jerry B. Jenkins. 
These novels have sold more than sixty 
million copies since they began to be 
published in the mid-1990s. Obviously these 
books have made their authors quite 
wealthy. All twelve in the original series 
have been on the New 
York Times bestselling fiction list. 

Before the “Left Behind” series, there 
was The Late Great Planet Earth, a best-
selling book by Hal Lindsey describing the 
same scenario.6 

These books and the movies that have been 
based on them have had a disturbing 
influence on many Christians. For one thing, 
they have convinced as many as 40 percent 
of American Christians that the second 
coming will happen quite soon. And they 
have stirred up much fear among many 
impressionable readers. Those who espouse 
such concerns seem to confuse fear with 
faith. Arousing fear in people can be both 

                                                 
6Marcus J. Borg, Speaking Christian: Why Christian 
Words Have Lost Their Meaning and Power--And 
How They Can Be Restored (Kindle Edition). 

quite easy and quite profitable--as many 
cable news channels have learned. 

That’s quite different than the faith that 
Jesus instills in his followers. In fact, the 
constant admonition of Jesus is, “Don’t be 
afraid.” But that’s the first thing Jesus warns 
us about in Mark 13--being led astray by 
false teachers. 

Another thing Jesus warned his disciples 
against was misinterpreting contemporary 
events such as wars and natural disasters as 
indicators that the end is at hand. 

He says, “When you hear of wars and 
rumors of wars, do not be alarmed. Such 
things must happen, but the end is still to 
come . . .” 

There have always been natural disasters 
and there will always be such disasters. 
Fortunately, particularly in this country, we 
are better protected against such disasters 
than any generation that’s ever lived. We 
have never experienced disasters in the 
scope of those experienced by other nations 
and other generations. 

For example, on July 5, 1201 in Egypt and 
Syria, the deadliest earthquake in recorded 
history struck. This disaster rocked the 
eastern Mediterranean and killed over 1.1 
million people. Nearly every city in the near 
east felt the effects of this quake. 

Then there was the bubonic plague or 
“Black Death.” It killed almost 33 percent of 
the entire population of Europe when it 
struck between 1347 and 1350. It also 
affected millions in Asia and North Africa.7 

There have even been flu epidemics through 
the centuries that have killed millions of 
persons. Each time a great tragedy has 

                                                 
7http://www.disasterium.com/10-worst-natural-
disasters-of-all-time/. 
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occurred, people have thrown up their hands 
and said, “This is it! This is the end of the 
world.” But each time they’ve been wrong. 
Jesus warned his disciples against 
misinterpreting contemporary events such as 
wars and natural disasters as indicators that 
the end is at hand. Don’t panic, friends. This 
world may be around for many more 
centuries or even millennia. 

But here’s the most important thing for us. 
Jesus made it very clear that nobody knows 
when the end of time will be. Jesus said 
even he didn’t know. We read in verse 32 of 
Mark, “But about that day or hour no one 
knows, not even the angels in heaven, nor 
the Son, but only the Father.” It might be 
tomorrow. It might be 10,000 years from 
now. Nobody knows! Foolish people keep 
setting dates, but so far they’ve been totally 
wrong. If you run into somebody determined 
to announce how soon the end will come, 
ask him if he thinks he is smarter than Jesus, 
for Jesus said even he didn’t know when it 
would be. How much more definitive can 
you be than that? 

In a classic Peanuts cartoon Linus and Lucy 
are standing at a window watching it rain. 
Lucy says to Linus, “Look at it rain! What if 
the whole earth floods?” 

Linus answers: “It won’t! God promised 
Noah in Genesis Chapter 9 He would never 
flood the world again; the sign of this 
promise is the rainbow.” 

Lucy smiles and replies, “Linus, you’ve 
taken a great load off my mind.” 

To which Linus responds, “Sound theology 
has a way of doing that.”8 

Jesus makes it very clear: regardless of what 
certain popular books and movies infer, it 
might be thousands or even millions of years 

                                                 
8Copyright by Charles M. Schulz. 

before the end comes. Nobody knows--
neither scientists, theologians nor quack 
preachers on radio or television. 

Here’s what I want you to remember: Life is 
unpredictable. Terrible things will always 
happen in this world. I don’t say that to you 
so that you will be afraid. Exactly the 
opposite is true. I want you to know that 
regardless of what comes, God will never 
leave you nor forsake you. Even if the entire 
world should pass away, God will still be 
with you. 

It is said that during the making of the 
classic film Ben Hur, actor Charlton Heston 
had to learn how to drive a chariot. It was 
part of a race scene that was probably the 
most exciting one that had ever been filmed 
up to that time. 

After many weeks of chariot lessons Heston 
told the director, “I think I can drive the 
chariot all right but I’m not at all sure I can 
actually win the race.” 

The director, responded, “You just stay in 
the race and I’ll make sure you win.” 

That’s Christ message to us in every 
troubled time: “You just stay in the race and 
I’ll make sure you win.” Don’t let false 
teachers fill your mind with needless 
anxiety. No one knows what the future 
holds, but we know Who holds the future. 
God holds the future and we are God’s own 
children. Do not be afraid. 
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ADDENDUM THOUGHTS 

Fred Craddock enjoys sharing the story of a time he returned to the little church of his 
childhood.9 He had not visited there in years, and walking into the sanctuary, he was surprised to 
discover that they had purchased new stained-glass windows. Inscribed at the bottom of each 
was the name of the donor, but to his dismay, Craddock was not familiar with any of them. 

"You must have had a good many folks join this congregation since I was a boy," Fred remarked 
to a woman after the worship service, "because I don't recognize a single name." 

"Oh, those people aren't members here," she said. "This town hasn't grown a bit since you were a 
child, and for that matter neither has our church." 

"Then how did you get these beautiful windows?" "Well, it's kind of an interesting story," she 
said with a smile. "You see, they were made by an Italian company for a church in St. Louis. 
Unfortunately, when they arrived, none of them fit. The company apologized, of course, and said 
they would make new windows. But they were too expensive to ship back, and so the company 
told the church in St. Louis to sell them wherever they could. We bought the windows from 
them." 

"But don't you want to remove these names?" asked Fred. 

"Well, we thought about it," the woman explained. "We even discussed it at the board meeting. 
We're just a little church, you know. Not many of us here, never any new people. So we finally 
decided that it was important for us to remember all these folks we'll never meet, through whom 
the Lord is working in ways we'll never know." 

Isn't that a lovely story? I mean, none of these names had any significance to the members of the 
congregation -- except in their realization of the eternal significance gracefully bestowed upon 
each by the Almighty, in a manner none of us might ever expect. And such, it would seem, is the 
very nature of God's kingdom. Jesus once said it was like being out mowing your yard, and 
suddenly there is this strange clank of steel against steel. Before you know it, you have shovel in 
hand and are digging up the earth -- and there, lo and behold, lies a buried treasure. Or you're 
strolling through the swap meet on a Saturday afternoon and come across an item of such 
immense value that, caught up in the impulse of the moment, you cash in all the savings bonds 
and take a second mortgage out on the house just to purchase it. 

That's the way God's grace works. If you will, being unpredictable is part of the present. It's 
always meant to be surprising, because it is never something gotten by us as much as it is 
something given to us. Working at grace is like trying to fall in love -- more often than not, it just 
happens. We can't deduce it any more than we can deserve it. We don't expect it; we experience 
it! Small wonder that God's ways sometimes appear to us so strange and incomprehensible. How 

                                                 
9As cited in William H. Willimon & Stanley Hauerwas, Preaching to Strangers (Louisville: Westminster/John Knox 
Press, 1992), pp. 73-74. The story was originally told by Fred B. Craddock in "Vision as Memory," Newscope 
Lecture Series, 1991 Louisiana Conference. 
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could they be otherwise? After all, they are God's ways, not ours. And I dare say, they are 
laughable in the best sense of the word, because they enable us to share in the joyful laughter of 
heaven itself. I mean, a joke that's predictable isn't all that funny. Worse still, if it needs to be 
explained, something has obviously been lost in the translation. 

"I will go with you," Deborah tells Barak, "but the glory of this day shall not be yours. Expect 
the unexpected!" And as she stands there on the battlefield strewn with chariots, off in the 
distance -- above the raucous celebration and beyond the murmured cries -- Deborah can almost 
imagine that she hears the persistent tapping of a tent-peg. She might even have smiled at the 
thought that she'd nailed this prediction down as surely as Jael had Sisera's head! 

It still isn't easy to like this story, I'll admit. But rather than asking whether we can live with a 
God who acts in such unexpected ways, perhaps the better question is: Can any of us really 
afford to live without such a God? 


