
Sermon - Mayfield Salisbury – 15 November 2015 

Daniel 12:1-3; Mark 13:1-8 

 

It would be true to say that our passages from Daniel and from Mark’s 

Gospel are perhaps not the easiest to read and explore.  One 

commentator this week wrote that preachers are afraid of Mark chapter 

13 for two reasons: it is obscure and it is dangerous.  But, he went on, 

these are two good reasons for preaching on it.1   

With the immediacy of the tragic events in Paris this weekend, their 

message also becomes very relevant. 

  

The obscurity of such texts, comes partly from the style of the writing, a 

style which portrays the coming days as days of terrible conflict and 

distress.  And there is uncertainty about what historical facts, if any, lie 

behind the writing.  The danger has lain in the temptation to start 

guessing dates and times of the end of the world.  

 

And yet, there is beauty and theological importance in these passages.  

The opening verses of Daniel 12 use vivid images in a poetry of hope, 

as God transforms the dust of death into bright shining stars, an early 

looking forward to the promise of the Resurrection.  And Mark 13 is the 

message of the gospel.  Through the ongoing turmoil of the world, hope 

remains in the eternal power and sovereignty of God, and in his abiding 

purpose and presence.   

 

The overall style of these passages is what we would generally know as 

‘apocalypse’ or ‘revelation’ of future events.  Part of appreciating them, 

comes in understanding the historical circumstances in which they were 

                                                           
1 Rt Rev Andrew McLellan – Starters for Sunday 



composed.  They were written by those who were oppressed and 

alienated in their situation.  The book of Daniel originated in just such a 

Jewish group being oppressed by a foreign king in the 2nd century BC.2  

And Mark’s Gospel was probably written in Rome at a time when the 

fledgling church was experiencing persecution for their faith in Jesus.  

Both groups looked to God as their only source of hope.  And the 

apocalyptic vision offered hope in God’s ultimate transformation of the 

world, as well as an understanding of the events that must inevitably 

take place along the way.3  There is encouragement ‘to live the now in 

light of the then.’4  What is called for is patient, focussed trust in God.  

 

That is the lesson at the heart of Jesus’s words to his disciples.  In all 

the mention of future events, he urges caution.  The disciples are not to 

be tempted to panic by the claims of false teachers or by the alarming 

news of wars and natural disasters.  These are only a beginning to what 

is yet to come.  Instead, Jesus prepares them to press on in patient faith 

and trust in him. 

 

Most immediately and significantly, that holds true in the face of Jesus’s 

announcement that all the magnificent splendour of the Temple made 

from huge blocks of stone, would not last but be turned to rubble.  It was 

an event that would take place in AD70 when the Jewish revolt led to the 

Roman destruction of Jerusalem and the Temple.   

 

For the disciples and the Jewish people of Jesus’s day, the Temple 

meant an enormous amount.  It was more than a beautiful building, more 

than a place of worship.  At the heart of everything, it was where God 
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resided.  His glory and presence filled the inner sanctuary.  To lose that 

and the whole practice of worship at the Temple was a terrible prospect.  

In time, after Jesus’s death and resurrection, the disciples will have their 

faith placed firmly in Jesus.  They will understand him to be the radiance 

of God’s presence in their midst.  Through the Holy Spirit, they will be 

assured that Jesus will be with them always wherever they go.  And they 

will come to see themselves and all believers as living stones able to be 

built together into the new and living church of Christ and to be a light for 

him in the world.  But as Jesus speaks to them here, the disciples are 

filled with concern for a precious, familiar world that will one day 

crumble. 

 

As we look around our world today, there are so many places where 

people have and are experiencing their world crumbling around them.  

What sources of strength do they find to draw on?  Where do they put 

their trust when homes and communities have been turned to rubble?   

 

We see communities in Syria left with nothing amidst the constant 

shelling; those who wait in over-crowded, poorly equipped refugee 

camps; and so many refugees on the move, fleeing war, injustice, 

famine across Africa and beyond and still facing danger and uncertainty 

in the journey ahead. 

 

And since April, we have seen the devastated communities of Nepal, in 

the towns and cities and up into the mountains.  As winter approaches, 

many thousands are still living in make-shift shelters, that will offer little 

protection from the snow and the cold.  

 



And we see the terrible events in Paris, suddenly shattering so many 

lives. 

 

Where do all these people, where do we, find strength and hope when 

our world crumbles around us through tragic events, the loss of a loved 

one or through illness?  For some it is a time to turn overwhelmingly to 

God for strength and comfort and to help make sense of what has 

happened.  For others it can be a time when hope and trust in God fades 

amidst the hurt and suffering and doubt.  It seems impossible to press 

on in patient faith. 

 

Last year a dear friend of mine was in hospital for a major operation on a 

brain tumour.  I’ll call him Harry, although that wasn’t his real name.  He 

and his wife were mature Christians, with a firm faith and both played 

major roles in the life of their church.  It was initially anticipated that the 

operation Harry needed would be fairly straight forward and he would be 

home after a few weeks.  But sadly complications arose and his 

condition deteriorated steadily.  It was a very difficult time and he and his 

wife began to struggle to continue reading from the book of Psalms that 

they had always read together and found such encouragement from.  

God didn’t seem to be hearing their cry or supplying in a time of 

desperate need.  One afternoon when I was in visiting and Harry was 

able to speak a little better, he mentioned he had been visited by a friend 

from Pluscarden Abbey.  In prayerfully seeking to encourage Harry, the 

friend had spoken to him about creating ‘a holy space’ wherever we are, 

a moment to be still, to remember and open ourselves again to the love 

and presence of God we have known.  It had clearly spoken to Harry, as 

he went on to say a most beautiful prayer that afternoon, asking 

forgiveness for the negative attitude he’d been showing and giving 



thanks for the many good things he had been blessed with through his 

life.  Harry passed away quietly about two months later.   

 

There would be many in the different situations we have thought about 

who would struggle to experience a holy space in all that they are going 

through just now.  Many are clinging by the merest tendril of faith, if any.  

And yet, even in the bleakest places, God’s presence can break through 

in unexpected ways.  Gradually, over time, it can be in looking back that 

we discern those moments of God’s abiding care. 

 

Rather similar to the idea of creating ‘a holy space’, the French Jesuit 

priest and writer, Jean Pierre de Caussade (1675–1751) was known for 

his work entitled, ‘The Sacrament of the Present Moment’.  Caussade 

expressed the belief that the present moment is a sacrament from God 

and that self-abandonment to it and its needs is a holy state.  We are 

neither preoccupied with the burdens of the past, nor the fears and 

concerns of the future, but open to God and his leading in the present 

moment. 

 

Christ’s encouragement to his disciples and us to press on patiently in 

our spiritual journey, is that call for a steady focus in the moment if we 

are to hold on and be effective channels of his presence to others.  As 

Henri Nouwen writes: 

 

Patience is a hard discipline.  It is not just waiting until something 

happens over which we have no control: the arrival of the bus, the 

end of the rain, the return of a friend, the resolution of a conflict.  

Patience is not a waiting passivity until someone else does 

something.  Patience asks us to live the moment to the fullest, to 



be completely present to the moment, to taste the here and now, 

to be where we are.  When we are impatient we try to get away 

from where we are.  We behave as if the real thing will happen 

tomorrow, later and somewhere else.  Let's be patient and trust 

that the treasure we look for is hidden in the ground on which we 

stand.5 

 

The person of patience and hope “lives in the moment with the 

knowledge and trust that all of life is in good hands”6 – God’s hands.  

God wants good for each of us and God wants each of us to be 

goodness for those we love and for the world.  We are Jesus’s hands 

and feet today in the world.  In serving him we can stand with others and 

be a means of creating ‘a holy space’ for them, when they find it difficult 

to experience it for themselves.  We can bring God’s care and presence 

to those who might otherwise feel totally bereft.   

 

Today is CrossReach Sunday, celebrating all of the valuable work of the 

social care arm of the Church of Scotland.  It has as its main theme: the 

local church as the light of the world.  Together, as we hold to our patient 

trust and faith in Jesus Christ, may we continue to be channels of his 

love and hope and peace and light to the needy world around us.  Amen. 
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