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Good Morning. It is a privilege to preach to you all. I’ve 
got two sermons left here, today and on December 17. 
These last 10 years, I have endeavored in my preaching 
to take the bible seriously. On the occasions when that 
has actually been the case, I have my upbringing to 
thank as well as the provocative and faithful teaching of 
Professor Donald Juel at Princeton Seminary. In the very 
first small group I led here at SPR, we read Juel’s little 
book about Mark. I was thinking about that class this 
week because Glenda Mowatt, who died just two weeks 
ago, was in that group. Maybe the reason Glenda and I 
had such a good relationship is that it started by reading 
Mark together. Today is a good day to talk about Mark 
because today is the first day of the new Church year. We 
switched from Matthew to Mark this week and you all will 
be reading from the Gospel of Mark on most Sundays 
until next Advent. 

So, what about the Gospel of Mark? Donald Juel 
introduced it by starting with the very first verse. “The 
beginning of the Good News of Jesus Christ, Son of God.” 
He was trained as a literary critic and so he asked us if the 
rest of the book upheld that initial claim to be good 
news. And remember, you can only argue from the 
Gospel of Mark. No infancy narrative. No resurrection 
appearances. “Is the Gospel of Mark good news?” Juel 
pointed out that none of the humans in the story seem to 
have any real idea of who Jesus is; only the demons 
recognize him. Juel pointed out that in Mark the spirit 
came into Jesus at baptism and he breathed it out at his 
death. Juel pointed out how uncomfortable the abrupt 
ending made early Christians and how they tacked on a 
couple of different longer endings. Can a book be good 
news if it ends with all of Jesus’ disciples scattered? Even 
the long-suffering women “fled from the tomb…for they 
were afraid!” To put a flourish on his argument Juel 
claimed that the only consistent way of reading the 
Centurion’s line near the end is to read it sarcastically, 

“Surely, this was God’s son?” Please. Good news? If you 
just were to just pick up the Gospel of Mark on its own 
with no context and read it, you would conclude that it 
did not live up to its billing. If it was a play it would end 
with a strange young man dressed in white all alone on 
stage. No disciples. No women. No Jesus. Oh my.  

But this morning we did not randomly pick up the 
Gospel of Mark out of context and read it. We read it in 
the context of Christian worship. In Mark, Jesus breaks 
bread and shares wine and tells the disciples to do it in 
remembrance of him. We will do that today. So there is 
no way that those disciples who ran away in fear stayed 
away. They came back, a movement coalesced. Jesus was 
alive in the church. Whether or not the Gospel of Mark is 
good news depends on where you read it. And we are 
reading it as the living, thriving, Body of Christ. God is on 
the loose!  

So, how about our reading from the 13th chapter of 
Mark? “In those days, after that suffering, the sun will be 
darkened, and the moon will not give its light, and the 
stars will be falling from heaven, and the powers in the 
heavens will be shaken.” Doesn’t sound like good news 
to me. 

I searched through my archives and see that I have 
preached on this 13th chapter of Mark two other times at 
SPR. In both occasions, I made some effort to try and 
explain—or perhaps explain away—the apocalyptic nature 
of this text. I mean, “stars will be falling from heaven, and 
the powers in the heavens shaking?” Wow. But I can’t be 
the only one who feels like this apocalyptic language fits 
our time? North Korea now has the Hwasong 15 missile 
that can reach Chicago bearing a nuclear warhead. Or our 
politics. I’ve always maintained that preaching must be 
political, although it should strive to avoid being 
partisan. Well… The tax? I am hard pressed to see how 



any of it puts us as a society in greater solidarity with the 
oppressed. Or how about the state of men? Seemingly 
every day another one shows that he can’t keep his 
zipper up when he has power over someone. Or in our 
own city? The gun violence continues apace. It makes the 
beginning of our passage from Mark seem more 
understandable, “But in those days, after that 
suffering…” But how is it good news? 

It might help to understand the context.  

First, the 13th chapter is a turning point in Mark. In 
Chapter 12, Jesus is still teaching. The story immediately 
before is ethical teaching on the widow’s mite.  Chapter 
14 begins with the authorities looking for a way to kill 
Jesus. So chapter 13 is a turn from the teaching ministry 
of Jesus to his passion and death. Mark is going to help 
communities see that the suffering of the passion and 
cross are not unproductive suffering, that the cross is also 
the tree of life. 

Second, this chapter uses apocalyptic language. It talks 
about the end of this world and the beginning of a new 
one. It quotes directly from the book of Daniel and feels 
like the book of Revelation. It was likely written during 
the turmoil of the war between Jews and Rome in 
Judaea between 66-70 C.E. What do we do with it? Well, 
don’t try and read the tea leaves and guess a date for 
Jesus’ return. That is not the point of apocalyptic 
literature. No. Mark uses this language as a way of 
inviting us to imagine alternatively. The biblical vision is 
of this world where justice and compassion and beauty 
flourish. Jesus is longing for a new world. Not one where 
Roman domination is grating. Not one where the 
peasants have no recourse against the powerful. Not one 
where religious authority is corrupt. Not one where God 
is available only to the perfectly pious. Imagine 
alternatively. The biblical vision is of this world where 
justice and compassion and beauty flourish. 

But when? How long must we stay awake? The early 
Christians Mark was writing to certainly wanted to know. I 
want to know. When will the horrors of Nuclear weapons 
not threaten the world? When will those in authority over 

us seek justice, beauty, and community? When will the 
murders stop? When will men stop using their power to 
harass or assault? When?  

Mark 13 gives a remarkable answer. It doesn’t say when. 
Rather, it looks at hardship and offers hope. It sees 
destruction and imagines alternatively.  

Jesus’ vision of a world where all are valued, where 
violence is no more, where God is worshipped, is always 
in front of us, never fully ours. This chapter does not deny 
suffering. Oh no, this chapter holds up the vision of a 
world redeemed in the midst of suffering. Mark is 
sparking your imagination. Kim Jong-un will not define 
the future. Matt Lauer will not define relationship. 
Greater corporate earnings are not the final and great 
goal of our society. Please God.  

Yesterday, at Glenda’ funeral, we claimed that even at the 
grave we make our song, Alleluia, Alleluia, Alleluia. Well. 
the same in the face of nuclear war. The same in the face 
of growing inequality and gun violence and shameful 
male behavior. We must not let those things define our 
world. Stay awake. The fig tree’s branches are tender. 
Summer is near. Imagine alternatively. Faithful life is 
lived in the interim, prior to the end. Or as Donald Juel 
put it, the Gospel of Mark encourages us to live with a 
“burning confidence in the nearness of the end and with 
uncertainty about the precise time.” 

Be of good courage. Imagine alternatively. In this 
interim, live a life for beauty, for justice, and for 
community. 

AMEN.


