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November 10, 2013 

Haggai 1:15b-2:9 

2 Thessalonians 2:1-5, 13-17  In the Present with God’s Presence 

 

Recently I heard someone say that life is like Autumn. It is both 

incredibly beautiful and incredibly short. Sometimes we appreciate it; 

we take time to be thankful and present in the amazingness of right now. 

But often we are too busy. We are in too much of a hurry. Our season of 

life is short and beautiful, but we can’t enjoy it. We worry about 

yesterday and the things in the past. We worry about tomorrow and what 

will happen. We forget that life is like autumn. It is incredibly short and 

incredibly beautiful if we allow ourselves to be present in it. 

In our scripture readings today, we see two communities. Two 

communities that are so distracted by worry and anxiety that they cannot 

be present in the season they are in. They cannot trust. They cannot 

hope. They cannot believe God is with them. Two communities. One 

Hebrew. One Gentile. One, ancient. One, really ancient. One worried 

about the past, one worried about the future.  Both anxious. Both 

troubled. Both in need of good news. And both receiving the same 
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assurance from God: Take courage. Stand firm. I’m with you. Don’t 

worry about the past or the future. You are where you are for a reason.  

Our first community is found in the book of Haggai. Haggai is a minor 

prophet and his book, with its two chapters, has the honor of being one 

of the shortest books in the Old Testament. We don’t often get to hear 

from Haggai. But today I’m glad we do.  First, a little background: 

Haggai was written around 520 BCE. For all you Bible scholars out 

there, that’s about 18 years after the Israelites had returned from 

captivity in Babylon. Now, the Babylonian captivity was the terrible 

heart-breaking event when the armies of Babylon swept into Jerusalem 

and destroyed it. The city was destroyed. All the leaders and their 

families were captured and carted off. The people of Israel lost their 

homes, their community, everything. And they remained in Babylon for 

50 years where they wrestled with why God had allowed this to happen 

to them. But then, a new Babylonian king King Cyrus came to power 

and as suddenly as they had been captured, they were released and 

allowed to go home. About 50,000 Israelites made the long journey back 

to Jerusalem. And then they began the long process of rebuilding.  
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At first, everyone was excited.  Jerusalem would rise from the ashes. 

The temple would be rebuilt. Life would go back to the way it had been 

before. Israel would regain its glory. Like in the time of David. The 

good old days would return. You can imagine all the high expectations 

and the hopes people had for the new temple. How it would be beautiful 

and awe-inspiring. It would be as great as Solomon’s temple, made of 

marble and tile and gold and silver and it would have soaring arches and 

vaulted ceilings. There would be cedar and mahogany and silk tapestries 

and leather couches and crystal chandeliers and fresh flowers every day 

and elevators and escalators and a fully staffed reception area. And the 

potlucks, oh the potlucks. There would be so many glorious potlucks. 

And the temple courts would be full, just bursting at the seams with new 

families. And it would be just like it was before. Just like they 

remembered it in the good old days.  

So they formed a committee and drew up some plans. And laid the 

foundations of their new temple. Then work stalled. And the hammers 

fell silent. And nothing happened for more than fifteen years. Some 

blamed the leaders. Some blamed the priests. Some blamed the 
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Samaritans, the local denomination down the road, who saw this 

building as a threat. They pointed fingers and cast accusations at one 

another. But they never got to the real source of the problem. The real 

holdup was their fear. Their fear that things wouldn’t be as good as they 

were. The fear that they wouldn’t live up to those memories of the past. 

They sabotaged possibility of the present because they were intimidated 

by their past. 

At our most recent Presbytery meeting this October, I was in a small 

discussion group with elders and pastors. And we were asked to talk 

about the church of our dreams. One man started off by saying, “If only 

things could be like they used to be. Back in the day, when we had a 

Christian nation and everyone went to church and all of our Sunday 

schools were full. Back then, there were women’s groups that took care 

of all the funeral meals. And VBS had to turn away kids because it was 

full. That’s when church was church, back in the day. We need to get 

back to that.” Maybe you have heard someone say something that. 

Maybe you’ve felt that way yourself. That everything was better back in 

the good old days. Church was better. Society was better. Families had it 



5 
 

better. Because things were as they should be. Men were men and 

women were women and everyone was American. In the good days. The 

ones wishing for those days tend to forget that they weren’t always so 

good. In the good old days, there was institutionalized racism and 

sexism. And most important, those who wish for the good old days 

aren’t prepared to follow God now. In this time. In this place. Faith 

stalls. The work of God stops. 

The Israelites in Haggai’s time were in that place. They were stuck 

wishing for the way things used to be. And you can feel how frustrated 

Haggai is with their nostalgia for the past. How they lament about things 

aren’t like they used to be. And how glorious the old temple was. And 

how they couldn’t possibly build a new one that would even come close. 

And how it couldn’t ever be the same. “Hold on, says Haggai. Hold on. 

Who among you was even alive to see the old temple? That was more 

than 60 years ago. Who saw the former house in all its glory? And what 

do you see now when you look at the new building? Is this temple not in 

your sight as nothing? Aren’t you saying that this work that God is doing 

right now is nothing to you?” 
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Talk about a slap in the face. Haggai is calling the Israelites out. And 

revealing their excuses for what they really are, excuses to not do 

something new. You look at that new temple site and see nothing. You 

look at the present time and see nothing. You look around you and you 

do not see God. Because you are scared to see something new. “Is this 

time as nothing in your sight?, asks Haggai. Is this present time, this 

present situation, this present path God has asked you to walk and this 

present community God has called together, are they not worth it 

because they aren’t part of the past? Is this time nothing in your sight? 

Because this time is not nothing to God. It is not nothing to God’s 

purpose and God’s plan. This time is not nothing. It is no less full of 

God’s Spirit and God’s potential than any other time. Take courage, 

Haggai says. God is here. God is with you. Just like God has always 

been with you. Do not be afraid. Take courage. And get to work on that 

new temple.” 

Don’t let the past steal the joy of today. Don’t let the past make this time 

into nothing. Because the past is past. And while we honor it and learn 

from it, we can’t go back. We can’t go back to the good old days. We 
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can’t go back to Jerusalem like it was or America like it was or the 

church like it was. We aren’t there anymore. We are here in this place 

and this time. But don’t be afraid. God is with us. God will give us the 

courage to build something new. 

Don’t let the past steal the joy of today. And don’t let worries about the 

future do it either. Fear of what may happen or what might happen can 

stall a community of faith just as easily. And that’s where our second 

community is. In our reading from 2 Thessalonians, Paul is writing to a 

1
st
 century group of Christians, paralyzed with fear about the future. It 

seems that someone came into their church and announced that the 

second coming of Christ had already happened and that they missed it. 

The apocalypse was in progress, Jesus had already come back, judgment 

had already happening; they were in the end times and hell was about to 

open up right underneath them. And if they didn’t start paying the 

utmost attention to it, then they would be left behind.  

Even now, there are groups seem to obsess about the apocalypse that 

will happen sometime in the future. They fixate in figuring out what 

world event signals the end. And what world leader is the anti-Christ. 
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And what Middle Eastern conflict will start the battle of Armaggedon. 

They focus on that future end of days and their escape in the rapture. 

And they focus on it so much that they forget about the present. And 

what’s the point of being mindful of God’s ministry now if it’s all going 

to be over with soon? Paul knows this is not the way to be the church. 

“We beg you, brothers and sisters, not to be shaken or alarmed. Don’t let 

them deceive you. Don’t let them terrify you.  Don’t let fear of the future 

steal your joy in the present. God isn’t about to lose you in some End 

Times racket. You are beloved by God. You are chosen by God. You are 

here not for nothing, but to do something good in the world. Don’t be 

afraid. Take courage in this present time. And get to work.” 

During the business part of our Presbytery meeting, we approved our 

budget for the next year. Honestly, it’s not the most exciting part of the 

meeting. But the good news is that things are looking up. More churches 

are paying their per capita and making contributions to the Mission 

budget. Our church has been very faithful in our offerings and our 

contribution to the Presbytery’s Mission Fund is the largest for a church 

our size. I am so proud of our church. And I’m so proud that that 
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commitment is important to us. Because we are saying that we aren’t 

just Midway Church. We are Midway Presbyterian Church (PCUSA). 

We aren’t alone, we are members of a family, a body of Christ. But 

budgets are never an easy thing to talk about. Particularly when you look 

at the future and all you see is the Apocalypse coming. Declining 

membership. Churches closing or leaving the denomination. One pastor 

got up at the meeting and said, you know, next year our national General 

Assembly is meeting. Our church is dying. So shouldn’t we prepare for 

that? Shouldn’t we plan for that in our budget?  And the treasurer of our 

Presbytery, Nik Fegenbush, bless him, said this: “We can’t base our 

decisions on fear. We have to base them on faith.” Woah, I thought, now 

that is a word from God. In a budget discussion. A word from God that 

each and every one of us needed to hear. We can’t base our decisions on 

fear. We have to base them on faith. Because that’s what the church 

does. It has faith. It has hope. It has trust in the God of the living and the 

dead. Who has put us in this present time, in this present place. This is 

not a nothing time to God. And we are here not to be paralyzed fear. I 

beg you, says Paul, do not be shaken or alarmed. Don’t you remember? 
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God is with you. And God loves you and God has chosen you. And God 

has given you the gift of faith. Not fear. Faith, like a light shining in the 

darkness, like a few loaves of bread that feed thousands, like a stone 

rolled away from the tomb on a Sunday morning. God loves you. 

Yesterday, today, and tomorrow. And God will always be faithful. Do 

not be afraid. Just get to work.  

What has us anxious? What has us feeling afraid? What is stealing our 

faith and our joy in this present time and place? What is keeping you 

from trusting that God is here and now, with us. 

Life is like autumn. It is incredibly short. And incredibly beautiful. And 

God is a part of each and every moment of it. Yesterday, today, and 

tomorrow. There is no part of it that is nothing to God. So take courage. 

Give thanks. And do not fear. God is with us. 


