Sticking It Out
Isaiah 65:17–25; Luke 21:5–19
Video recording click here (sermon begins at 34-minute mark)
“Ask the Pastor” here at Chapel in the Pines is an anonymous opportunity to pose a religious or theological question. I want to clarify that the point is not that any pastor has all the answers, but that your wondering is often on the minds of many others. I believe this is true with the most recent question, “What is the greatest moral issue the church needs to address today?”
Many moral issues sprang to my mind. In naming them, I realized that the same issues are found in today’s scripture when Jesus spoke of wars, insurrections, earthquakes, natural disasters, famine, poverty, and disease. All of these tragedies are in the 21st century as well as the first century. Jesus also described people taken off the streets and hauled into court, which immediately calls to mind the ICE raids right off our news feeds.
However, Jesus does not identify only one issue as the most pressing or important. Neither does he offer a way to avoid such tragedies. He seems to say the opposite: “By your endurance, you will gain your souls.” (Luke 21:19)
There are a couple of Greek words in the NT that can be translated as “endurance,” but this one literally means “remaining behind.” It means sticking it out. Have tar on your heels! Before we think about endurance, however, I want to offer a caveat.
In Luke 21:9, Jesus specifically taught that, when these awful things happen, “Do not be terrified.” Note the difference between fear and terror. Be mindful of your fear, particularly when deciding whether or not to endure or stay. We have evolved to possess a flight instinct; heeding your fear can save your life. It infuriates me when preachers, typically men, command victims of domestic violence to stick it out. There are times when fleeing is the only way to live another day. This is certainly true of many refugees as well.
Jesus said, “Do not be terrified.” While fear can warn us to flee, terror shuts us down. That’s the goal of terrorists and tyrants—our passive acceptance of abuse and their control. This is not the endurance that Jesus asks of his followers.
According to him, we are not to endure merely for the sake of enduring, but rather “to gain your soul.” This word “gain” stresses that endurance is proactive; it involves standing up and speaking out. Do not be terrified; gain your soul.
In Luke, Jesus offers this teaching about endurance just a few days before his arrest, torture, and crucifixion. Before those awful things occurred, Jesus knew he was about to leave this world. He left his church to be his body on Earth. To endure.
As the body of believers and community of faith, Jesus urges us to support those suffering from terrorism, whether they are immigrants in the trailer park down the street or Palestinians on the other side of the world. Jesus calls us to stand with those who are terrorized for who they are and who they love. This solidarity involves endurance—sticking together as the church in the world by supporting the sufferers and resisting evil with our words and actions.
Now, I hasten to add that all of Jesus’s teaching is grounded in grace—God’s kingdom is ultimately beyond our efforts. Remembering the new heaven and new earth, and the peaceable kingdom of the lion and lamb that was foreseen by Isaiah, we trust that only God can bring about such complete and total peace.
And knowing that we cannot do everything frees us to do something and to do it well. What, then, is your moral issue? Where are you called to make a stand? Where are you called to endure for the sake of someone else?
Chapel in the Pines is involved in a variety of social justice efforts, yet what comes to mind is our efforts to feed those who are hungry. We both volunteer and financially support the Chatham Alliance with its chuckwagon program, the Salvation Army, and CORA Food Pantry. We collect special offerings for food assistance. This month, when SNAP funding was threatened by the federal government’s shutdown, we brought our food donations to church and laid them at the Lord’s Table as part of our effort to align our faith with our actions.
Food insecurity reflects the larger issue of growing inequality between the rich and the rest of us. It seems to me that this widening economic divide is one of the great moral issues of our time. I know there are other issues. I also believe that the issues are connected; that injustice to one is a threat to justice everywhere. I believe that Jesus calls us to be his body in the world and make a difference—a kind of sticking it out that resists terror and remains open to God’s grace.
It’s this idea of “openness” to God that leads me to reflect on what I think is a paradoxical aspect of Jesus’s words. Describing the persecution that must be endured, he says, “Make up your minds not to prepare your defense in advance.” Do not prepare a defense?! Is that like just winging it for a midterm exam? You young scholars did not hear that advice from me!
Jesus means that this apparent lack of preparation implies the reliance upon God’s help. I know it is easy to become overwhelmed when looking at the moral issues of our time. However, Jesus promises, “I will give you the words.” 
We might think of the Gospel of John when he promises, “The Advocate, the Holy Spirit, whom God will send in my name, will teach you everything and remind you of all that I have said to you.” (John 14:26)
What is the greatest moral issue facing the church today? Can I reframe the question? What is the strongest moral position that people of faith can take in today’s world? What are we called to do in the face of injustice?
I believe that endurance, meaning standing in solidarity with those who are suffering and trusting that God will assist us in helping others, is essential for gaining our souls. To put it simply, it's about having hope. I believe the church is called, in the words of 1 Peter 3:15, to “give an account of the hope within you.”
While difference between hope and pessimism is clear, there is also a difference between hope and optimism. Optimism alone may be disconnected from the reality of suffering. 
UNC professor and poet Gabrielle Calvocoressi begins a poem, “Not an optimist.” Yet, they describe lying awake, perhaps in one of those dark nights of the soul, and “I think of everything I know about all the people on my block. I list Ms. Edna and her children. I say the names of everyone at the church and then the people I don’t know.”[footnoteRef:1] Calvocoressi adds, “I have a theory that if I let the light out into the world, then we’ll all get to stay alive.” They are not an optimist but are deeply, profoundly hopeful. Injustice is interconnected, yet thanks be to God, so are people. [1:  Read the entire poem here: Stacking Cistern My Bones on Top of Your… | The Poetry Foundation] 

You are a little bit of who you have met, and who you have come from, and who you have chosen to be or not to be. Maybe you are wearing a borrowed piece of clothing, or maybe you are cloaked in the memory of someone who you have willed yourself never to forget, or maybe you are so hopefully in love with someone that, even when they are gone, you can feel the shape and weight of their hand in yours. We are so much each other it is by turns heartbreaking and by turns magnificent.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  This insight is from Devin Kelly’s new novel, Pilgrims.] 

Find your hope, then, in your outstretched hands. Find your hope in the people on your block, in your neighborhood, and in your dorm. Trust that, amid the moral issues that constitute a cauldron of pain, the Holy Spirit is already there, both within each of you and with all of us. Amen.
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