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November 15, 2015 

 

In the coming year of 2016 Easter Sunday will occur quite early, on March 27.  This year it happened on April 5.  
In fact we won’t have another Easter this early again until 2035.  And, in case you’re interested, the date of 
Easter in the year 2266 will be March 25.  In the year 2292 it will fall on April 10.  Who knows what the world will 
be like then.  Will there even be such a thing as the United States of America in another 277 years?  There was 
no such place 277 years ago.  Will the Pope then be Francis XIII?  Or maybe Benedict the 30th?  Will anyone 
speak English anymore, or will it have died out as a useful language just as Ojibwe almost did?  Perhaps citizens 
from another planet will have discovered us by then and come to live here.  Odds are very strong that that 
massive earthquake—the “Big One” will have hit the Pacific Coast of North America by then, permanently 
altering the land and the ocean.  Will Seattle still exist?  Will San Francisco have been reduced to rubble and 
ashes? 

Some of the propositions are a little unsettling to think about, because they call into question some of the 
conditions of our existence that we regard as unshakable, unalterable and absolutely reliable.   But we’ll always 
have Easter Sunday to rely upon, because nothing can be known about the distant future with as much certainty 
as the orbits of the Earth around the sun and the moon around the Earth.  Whatever else may have happened to 
our planet by then, the date of Easter will arrive right on schedule, April 10, 2292.  Unless, of course, it doesn’t. 

It is often tempting when we hear stories of bible times and Jesus’ life, to regard the people back then as being 
relatively ignorant of things like science, relatively more prone to superstition because ordinary existence was 
relatively more chaotic and inexplicable.  We tend almost automatically to think of ourselves as more 
sophisticated and better informed about the laws of nature—including human nature.  We’re more rational that 
way because we have made enormous cosmological discoveries in the past 500 years.  And that’s true to an 
extent.  But in at least one respect, we are just exactly like those people of old in that we know with confidence 
that we can order our lives around the predictable cycle of the seasons of the year.  Spring follows winter, and 
the lights in the heavens are certain predictions of what is coming next.  It’s no accident that astronomy and 
astrology were already venerable and ancient studies when Jesus walked on this earth.  The heavens were the 
one place where stability and order were absolute, and they still are.  Unless of course, they aren’t. 

Jesus was a master story teller, and he knew exactly how to make an impact by the right choice of words and 
images in his teachings.  And it certainly was no accident that when he wished to create maximum unsettledness 
in his audience about their misplaced trust in their own so-called certainties, he started speaking of a darkened 
sun, and burned out moon, and stars descending into chaotic behavior.  Think of it, what if such things were to 
happen today or next week?  We’d be as terrified as they would have been.  And the only reason that thought 
doesn’t bother us very much now is that we know that such a thing can’t possible happen.  Unless, of course, it 
can.   

All of our best science can, at most, tell us what’s supposed to happen and what is likely to happen.  But if on 
December 21 this year the sun does not begin to climb in the sky again and it stays dark and cold forever, it’s not 
going to matter much that that wasn’t expected to take place. 

When Jesus told stories it was never for the purpose of scaring people for no reason, and that includes the 
prediction of today’s gospel about the end of the world.  The imagery he uses is terrifying only for those who 
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have placed their ultimate trust and hope in the forces of nature or in any other merely created thing.  God is 
bigger than science and the galaxy, bigger than the United States of America, bigger than earthquakes and 
oceans, which is why our ultimate faith and hope is owed to God and only to Him.  “Heaven and Earth will pass 
away,” Jesus announces.  That’s not a hypothesis or an educated guess.  It’s a declaration of fact.  It’s going to 
happen.  Maybe not in time for Easter 2292, but then again, maybe so. 

So what are we supposed to do with that information, that promise?  Well, fear is not the desired response, 
which is why Jesus couples his prediction with a word of assurance: “My words will not pass away.”  “My words 
will not pass away.”  God and God’s intentions are the one source of absolute security, and the one deserving 
object of our complete trust.  Nothing else is worthy of that complete embrace, because everything else—and 
everyone else—will cease.  Yes, even the stars, even Donald Trump.  And Jesus would wish to spare us the 
needless fear that awaits those whose imagined savior figures prove to be fallible, and subject to extinction.   

And the other response that we can make to this gospel today and every day is a resolve to live for the things 
that matter, and to be wise about who and what is trustworthy.  This need not be an all-or-nothing thing.  The 
message from Jesus is not that we should trust God and not trust anything else or any other person.  There are 
plenty of things that are worthy of our trust—friends, spouses, churches, nations, ministers, science, logic, 
reason, common sense.  But none of them is absolute, and all of them will pass away someday and that need 
not upset us.   

For the Jews of Jesus’ times that false certainty was the Temple in Jerusalem and the sovereignty and freedom 
of the citizens of Israel, both of which indeed disappeared within a generation of Jesus, just as he told them it 
would.  That’s not our false security today, of course, but we have our own.  For some of us it’s a political 
agenda or party or ideology.  For others it is a religious version of these things, or a radical one, or a cultural one, 
or a naturalistic one, or a scientific one.  Many of them may be good things—just as the Temple of Jerusalem 
was—but none of them is God, and so all of them—like Heaven and Earth—will pass away.  That’s only scary if 
we believe and behave as if it were otherwise.  

So let us prepare for Easter in a few months as if it will actually happen.  But who knows? 

 

 


