All through my life it seems, the world has been becoming more chaotic. Last week our attention was drawn once more to the Remembrance of dark times during the last century. Remembrance Day was born from the aftermath of the First World War; the Great War, the War to end all wars. We have been reminded poignantly in the past two weeks, both that after so long, the generation that served in that horrific conflict has finally passed away and at the same time, that far from ending all wars, almost a century later war is still very close to our hearts as we see and hear day-by-day of deaths and appalling mortal injuries afflicting the men and women of our nation and many others in Iraq and Afghanistan.
And in between, so many other conflicts, now consigned to the history books and yet each imprinting its own fear and suffering on our world – Suez, Vietnam, Berlin, the Lebanon, the Falklands, Gulf 1 and Gulf 2. There never will be a War to end all wars, until the end of the world, for human beings will always find something to quarrel about and to kill for.

Not all battles are fought with guns and battleships and tanks; think how many names and terms have come into our consciousness with stark, vicious new meaning and significance in our lifetimes; genocide, Al Quaida, apartheid, nuclear weapons, 9/11, Dunblane, chemical warfare, Cold War. Man’s inhumanity seems to know no bounds.

At times, our planet too seems to be joining in; immense earthquakes which have killed millions, forest fires and floods which have destroyed habitats and communities over hundreds of acres, famines where crops have failed and starvation where supply-lines have been disrupted.
Perhaps because of the heightened sensitivity to human vulnerability which adolescence seems to ignite, I remember vividly hearing that Gospel passage read sometime during my teenage years and the immense panic which it sparked in me. “Nation will rise against nation, and kingdom against kingdom; there will be earthquakes; there will be famines…”

In reality, my reaction was only the reaction of generations of people before me – and since – but the rest of the passage by-passed my brain. On the radio and on the television and in the newspapers I saw the effects of these events almost every day; massive piles of rubble where homes and schools and businesses had crumbled in minutes of earth-tremouring, the swollen stomachs and hopeless faces of mothers and children dying of malnutrition, the posturing of world leaders from East and West, the massive public parades and demonstrations of power in the Soviet block.
To this teenager, the end of the world was definitely nigh. Yet when I shared my fears with my Mum, she carefully explained to me that there had always been disaster and pain and fear and persecution and killing… Now of course I can look back and see her point, understand that if everyone took fright at the state of humanity and the threats to life as we know it, then the world, or at least its human population probably would have come to an end long ago.

I can look back too and realise how many times the date and time of the end of the world have been confidently predicted and proclaimed and yet, thank God, each of those dreaded deadlines has passed without incident and things  have carried on, much as before. The human spirit is indomitable; life goes on and babies are still born even in the midst of every most horrendous circumstance. And men and women still speculate, “when will this be, and what will be the sign that all these things are about to be accomplished.”
Only a month ago, I stood, just like Jesus, with a group of companions on the side of the Mount of Olives, opposite the Temple Mound in Jerusalem. It was amazing to be standing in much the same spot, looking out over much the same scene as Mark had written about almost two thousand years ago. In the valley below us, the view slightly obscured by haze and the bustle completely shrouded by distance, was a busy metropolis, teeming with people engrossed in their everyday tasks.
The scene was so familiar to us, from postcards and guidebooks; not, we knew, the same view which Jesus had surveyed, for two millennia of building up and tearing down have left their mark; yet not, we felt, so dissimilar. There were still the city walls, not the same walls, not in the same place, but still high, strong, protective city walls. And in the centre, an enormous compound, surrounded by an open courtyard, lifted high above the surrounding area on a great mount, supported by massive stone-built walls.
The spectacular golden dome of the Al Aqsa Mosque at the heart of this compound now provides the centre-piece of the cityscape; it would most certainly not have stood there in Jesus’ time, for this compound now occupies the Temple Mount, the site of Herod’s great Temple, so familiar to Jesus and His disciples. 

“As Jesus came out of the Temple,” one of the disciples draws his attention to the immense stone blocks of the constructions. “What large stones, and what large buildings!” Jesus was preoccupied; so recently he had arrived  in Jerusalem, feted by crowds waving palm branches and proclaiming Him as their King. And almost immediately, this adulation had disintegrated as he turned over the tables of the dishonest traders who defiled the courtyard of  this very Temple.

In just a few days he would face the agony of Gethsemene and of Calvary. To the disciples it was incomprehensible that these structures could ever disintegrate; how much more incomprehensible that Christ Himself would so readily be destroyed. No wonder Peter, James, John and Andrew grabbed the opportunity to probe him when they withdrew and sat on the mountainside, looking down on the spectacle of the indomitable Temple.
“Beware that no-one leads you astray,” was the reply, - “and do not be afraid.” The world now is full of chaos and deception, of greed and mistrust, of violence and betrayal and danger; full of wars and rumours of wars, of earthquakes and famine, of terror and those who will lead many astray. Not least all those apocalyptic prophets who point to signs of supposed imminent annihilation and pour terror into sympathetic minds.
Yet you don’t have to look beyond the Gospel accounts to know that things were not so very different two thousand years ago, and have been so throughout al the intervening years, for this world is full of all the worst excesses of Man’s depravity. At times it’s tempting to think that the best thing that could happen to our world is for every stone to be thrown down.

Yet this same world of darkness and destruction and desolation is also the world of compassion, of beauty, of redemption, of salvation. Just a few decades after Jesus declared its demise, the great Temple was indeed sacked and utterly destroyed; yet as we gazed out on Jerusalem the massive stone foundation blocks of that Temple constructions remained clearly visible, still in the place where they had stood so long ago.

We should not be afraid, whether or not we perceive signs to alarm us. This world WILL someday come to an end, maybe in hundreds of year’s time, maybe tonight; Jesus charges us to be always expectant, always ready; it is not for us to know when these things will come to pass.
Take heart, take courage, as Daniel prophecied, two hundred years or so before the time of Christ and at a time of desolation and grief for the people of Judah living in exile far from their homeland and dreaming of the future, (to the restoration of that great Temple), “there will be a time of anguish, such as has never occurred before.” 
Yet, “in my Father’s house are many mansions,” said Jesus, “and if I go, I will prepare a place for you there, and I will come and take you to myself, so that where I am, there you will be too. Be vigilant, be ready, for we never know the time, but there is work for us to be about, and there is life to be lived and lessons to be learned, and there is eternal joy to be gained in God’s Kingdom. Allelluia. Amen

