
Pentecost 26 

In our Old Testament reading the prophet says the following word of the Lord:  

“For I am about to create new heavens and a new earth; the former things shall not be remembered 

or come to mind; but be glad and rejoice forever in what I am creating.” (Is 65:17)  

And then the prophet goes on to say what this new heaven and new earth might look like. No more 

shall there be in an infant that lives but a few days, or an old person who does not live out a full life 

time. Life will be comfortable and settled and not racked by war and disaster.  

The words of Jesus we heard about the future have a very different tone:   

“When you hear of wars and insurrections, do not be terrified; for these things must take place first, 

but the end will not follow immediately.  Nations will rise against nation and the kingdom against 

kingdoms and in various places famines and plagues; and there will be dreadful portents and great 

signs.”  (Lk 21: 9 ff)  

All of this will be a sign leading the fulfilment of Christ’s mission to bring about the kingdom of 

heaven.  

And just to complete the picture we have the church in Thessalonica. There these good folk had 

assumed they were already living in that glorious future, in these so call end times – and as Paul was 

at pains to point out, that this was not the case.  

All of these readings have a strong theme of the coming of God’s future – a future which will be, or 

in the case of the Thessalonians is, very different to the present.  

With the events of the week and the election of Donald Trump, we are all wondering what the 

future will be like. I have been banned in my household, even contemplating it – it is too depressing. 

Today all of these readings have a future element.  We are getting near to the end of the year – and 

also the end of the Christian year. In just two Sundays, we will celebrate the first Sunday of Advent.  

Each year our readings take an apocalyptic bent at this time. They look to the future.  In part this 

serves as a natural climax to a year in which we have remembered again of the coming and then life 

and death of Christ  - and his teachings. We have explored various themes out of the life of the 

children of Israel; this year particularly the prophetic teaching of Jeremiah. So with this all behind us, 

it is natural our mind turns to the future. Where does this all reflection on the past lead? This is good 

to ponder as we prepare to celebrate again the coming of Christ among us, the birth of the baby 

Jesus and start again the Christian year.  

Life today, now, in this present moment is lived out in tension with the past on one hand and with 

the future on the other. The events of the past in your life determine who you are today. Issues like 

who your parents were, where you lived, how you went at school or at work, and what your health 

was like, or what you decided in making  life choices about friends, partners, faith  and the like – 

these all determine who you are today.  Your past is imbedded in who you are today. There indeed 

are people whose career it is, is to peel away these layers of the past and expose them, so that you 

may confront or use them, in how you live in the present.  Doctors, psychologists, counsellors  - even 

religious professionals  - will dig into that past to reveal for you the nature of your present.  



However, your conception of the future has also a similar impact upon who you are today. So if you 

see a hopeful future, and you are confident about the future - in a range of dimensions such a 

health, livelihood and wellbeing, family and work life - you will live in the present in a particular way. 

That future will draw you forward, and with commitment and resolve you will anticipate that future, 

and live here in the present in a particular way. If you are fearful of the future, indeed you see there 

is no future – your attitude to life today will be dark and sombre and barely drag yourself through 

life. Alternatively, as I suggested last week, you may, live like there is no tomorrow.  

The past is important for you today – but so is your future. The past and the future collapse into how 

we live in the now.  

Einstein most probably was speaking about some incomprehensible aspect of physics, but he did 

observe there was a certain fluidity of “the now” and “the then”. He said “the only reason for time is 

so that everything doesn’t happen at once.” This is what may seem an obvious observation. Time 

tells us there is a past, a present and future; however, as it turns out, time understood like that is a 

great contribution of Judeo-Christina religion. The Hebrews conceived of time as being linear. We 

travel from a past, through the present, to a future. There is progress (or if it is grim, regression.) 

Well, you might say, how else can you live? Well for other cultures there can be the eternal now –

what exists are only those things of the moment. If you like there are no consequences of the 

present. Or for others time is just cyclical – like those who believe in the stars, astrology. There is just 

one big cycle, and what goes around will always come around. . . again and again.   Or there were 

the  ancient Greeks and Romans; it didn’t really matter whether there was the past or a future – our 

life, our fate, is determined by the gods. We have no say in what happens. And then there is Donald 

Trump who says ‘Make America great again’ – a bizarre sort of collapsing one’s future into the past.   

We however, believe there is a future – which in turn draws on our identity from the past. But there 

is always then the question: how do we live now in these in between times? How do we live 

between the hymns “Now thank we all our God, our help in ages past” and what will shortly sing 

“God gives us a future”? 

If we as Christians take the future being, that through God, we will see the reconciliation of all things 

(as it is said in the Basis of Union), and that the coming of Christ is a foretaste of this  – then there is 

ahead a hopeful future. We can understand the impact of that perfect, peace-filled future on the 

present.  We can have hope; we can see beyond the difficulties of the present time; there will always 

be a reason to go on living. As John Wesley said – the best is yet to be. However, I think we need to 

be quite blunt about this – the Christian faith can also over emphasise the future without taking 

enough notice of the current reality – the present. Too much pie in the sky when you die – and not 

enough meat on your plate when you eat. If life is all future oriented, you could be excused for not 

living in the present and addressing the present. As the Christians of the Victorian era would say – 

there was always a more glorious future beyond this vale of tears. They felt they didn’t have to 

address the injustices and the problems of this present time.  . .  that was for God’s future. Or the 

African American slave could sing those marvellous spirituals of the coming of the glory of God – and 

yet still be in bondage and suffer vast injustice – because that was just the way it was in the present 

time. The rich man was in his castle and the poor man was at his gate – as the missing verse of “All 

things bright and beautiful” says. Our contemporary extreme example of this are the promises held 

out to suicide bombers, or the fact that certain fundamentalist Christians see no urgency to address 



climate change, or peace in the Middle East, whatever – because the end times are near – so why 

bother?   

Our readings however, I believe present a different perspective.  

You may not be aware, but Hebrew, as a language, does not have tenses as we know them. There is 

not a past, present and future tense – you pick the meaning up from the context. So in this prophecy 

of Isaiah what do we actually have: 

God will create, God creates, God is creating; God is about to create new heavens and a new earth. 

The timing of this new creation is gloriously ambiguous. God’s new creation is happening both now 

and in the future.  The paradox is that in God’s lofty promises in Isaiah, all will be present, and at the 

same time all is present. This both frees us from our current circumstances and offers hope – while 

at the same time sets for us the vision, the goal on how we are to live - now.  

In like manner Jesus’ foreboding warning about the end times – all of those wars and rumours of 

wars, and even that you will face difficult times -  rapidly brings one back to a reality that discipleship 

and following Jesus is not all about basking in glory and as it were, just enjoying the high life. The 

future and the current reality of persecution – which certainly for the Lukan community was real 

enough – needed to be balanced with the fact that God was always with those who believed.  

But then one can over do it. The dragging of some glorious future into the present can also mean 

that far from having a balanced response to facing a current reality with hope – you may indeed do 

nothing.  As we have noted this was the problem for the church at Thessalonica. As we discovered 

last Sunday’s reading the problem was that they believed that “the day of the Lord was already 

here”. (2 Thes 2:2)  It is interesting what Paul does in this circumstance. He wants to make sure that 

this community does not forget  the past, from where they have come. He says “Do you not 

remember that I told you these things when I was still with you.” However, he is particularly clear 

that life in the present does not mean that people should just sit around and do nothing. It is in this 

context he is particularly severe on those who are idle – “anyone unwilling to work should not eat”.  

(Of course these verse have been taken out of context and been interpreted that anyone who is 

unemployed only has themselves to blame and should not be supported.) Paul in the now, in the 

present sees that although it will be through God’s grace and love that there is indeed a hopeful 

future – we must live in such a way that supports Christian community, serves the weak and in a 

word, shows we are not idle in living out this faith.    

So how are we to live in these “in between times”? In between our identity formed from the past – 

and the promise of a future.  To give it a concrete reality – how is this congregation now to live with 

the heritage we have from the past – and with regard to the future  - all of the issues swirling around 

possible property redevelopment. How are we as a congregation to live in these in between times? 

The future - major reports on our property - will soon be with us. These will become a part of our 

current reality. Surely we are not just to sit back and see what will happen. We are not to be idle.  . .  

nor is just being perpetually busy is also necessarily a good thing as well. We are travelling on a 

journey – and in that journey where we have come from is important; but how we see our 

destination, our future is equally important. For this congregation that journey has gotten a whole 



lot more complicated- or we may say exciting and full of possibilities. However, in the hymn we are 

about to sing: God gives us a future – it says it well: 

Love us into action 

stir us into prayer, 

till we choose God’s life, and  

find our future there. 

 


