OUR END-TIME FAMILY

7The end of all things is near. Therefore be clear minded and self-controlled so that you can pray. 8Above all, love each other deeply, because love covers over a multitude of sins. 9Offer hospitality to one another without grumbling. 10Each one should use whatever gift he has received to serve others, faithfully administering God's grace in its various forms. 11If anyone speaks, he should do it as one speaking the very words of God. If anyone serves, he should do it with the strength God provides, so that in all things God may be praised through Jesus Christ. To him be the glory and the power for ever and ever. Amen.


“The end is near!” No, I didn't get that from some long-bearded crank out in the streets wearing a robe and sandals and carrying a sign saying: “The End is Near!” I got it from St. Peter, in today's Bible passage.


And I believe that the end of all things is near, but not because things are melting down between the Israelis and the Palestinians and among the Palestinians, and between America and Iran, and inside Pakistan. Those things are happening, and they scare me, but we've lived with such scary things for a long time. I believe that the end of all things is near for the same reason that Peter seems to believe that it is near: the resurrection of Jesus Christ our Lord from the dead, in our banner verse from chapter one, verse three. That fact sets the stage for everything else Peter says in this letter.


Because of Jesus' resurrection, the world has entered its final stage of redemption history, from God's time-free point of view. In this last stage of time, from God's time-free point of view, between the Resurrection of Jesus and the return of Jesus, the invitation goes out to people of every tribe, tongue and nation to “a new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ our Lord from the dead.” Its the last stage of salvation history because Jesus' death has exposed the wickedness of the human and spiritual powers that have long enslaved us to fear and the love of power. And his resurrection has humiliated them and broken their power to keep us enslaved to fear and addicted to power. Now we are free to start again in that “new birth into a living hope.” In the perspective of a timeless God, this is the end time, however long it should last, until “the kingdoms of this world become the kingdom of our Lord and of his Christ.” 


Whether we see that happen, while in this life, or after having passed from it, it will come sooner than we think. Therefore, the end of all things is near.


So what do we do if we believe that the end of all things is near, however long it takes to come? Dig a bunker, stock up on weapons and food supplies for an apocalyptic end-time battle? Peter doesn't say so.


 I most heartily do not recommend going to Washington D.C., to lobby our government to keep arming the Israelis and poking the Palestinians in the eyes and seeking to provoke war with Iran so that the end-time Battle of Armageddon will happen sooner. Don't laugh; I weep, because that's what more than one prominent Christian organization seems to be doing of late, with lobbying campaigns, conventions and television shows, complete with charts and timelines of allegedly upcoming end-time  events. And instead of mourning the potential for human deaths and suffering and for disgrace to the name of Christ, they seem to be adding fuel to the fire of a self-fulfilling prophecy of mutually-assured destruction!  
Although I believe that the end of all things is near, I, for one, wish to be counted among the dissenters and resistors and conscientious objectors to that travesty of biblical interpretation. Even if the end of all things should happen in such a catastrophe, I, for one, do not want to be found, at the Lord's return, with the moral equivalent of a lighter in one hand, and a can of gasoline in the other.


If anything, Peter's advice seems to be quite the opposite to this apocalyptic war-mongering: in light of the fact that the end of all things is near, Peter says, simply “love each other deeply, (or profoundly, or sacrificially).” Love, that's all he says about how to prepare for the end of all things. 


You mean, Peter, that I don't have to have all the Bible prophecies figured out and arranged in the order of events to be ready for “the end of all things?” 


No, Peter says. Just love.


You mean, Peter, that I don't have to give up my job, sell my house, go camp out on a hilltop, wearing white robes, to show that I was ready for  “the end of all things?”


No, not if your job and home are used to show love through hospitality and service, which are two of the ways Peter says we can show love. Holy, profound, and sacrificial love is the witness that we the church present to the world to say that regime change is coming to our fallen, captive planet. And love is the proof that regime change has already come to our hearts.  A community of people who display this profound love is the ultimate sign of the coming new kingdom of God.


But lest we think of love in the sloppy, indulgent, all-affirming way that the world often views love, Peter begins by saying, “be clear minded and self-controlled.... so that you can pray.” The love that Peter is talking about is not based just on emotion, but on moral sanity and a relationship with God through prayer. 


“Be clear-minded and self-controlled,” Peter says, because there is no one who can mess with our heads as powerfully as we ourselves can, by indulging our illusions, our addictions and our lusts. There is no one who can undermine our faith and prayer life as powerfully as we ourselves can, not so much by what we think, but by what we do to ourselves and to others, and by what we make of ourselves through our choices. That's why the folks at Alcoholics Anonymous say, “We don't come to right living through right thinking; we come to right thinking through right living.” Mess with our bodies, and it will mess up our heads and our spirits. There's no firewall between faith and works: Bad deeds will lead to bad faith—or no faith—as quickly as bad faith will lead to bad deeds. 


So I often find that if I have trouble praying, its rarely because some thought or idea is troubling my faith. It is more often because some action of mine is troubling my faith. Something I have done or failed to do. If my prayers are not getting off the ground, whenever my prayers are distracted and un-trusting, I have often found that it is because I need to go back to Square One and pray: “Lord, show me what I have done wrong, or the good that I have neglected to do,” and, once I know, then pray: “Lord, have mercy on me, a sinner.” 


And that, Peter says, is necessary to this end of times kind of love: prayer, clarity of mind, and self-control. At least the kind of holy, sacred love that Peter has in mind, and not the “sloppy agape” that equates love with indulgence and permissiveness, just because we want to go along and not hurt anyone's feelings. 


That means that Peter's understanding of love is different from the way in which the world often defines it. Judging by this passage, it seems to be an orientation toward the world that asks, “What does this person really need, and do I have the means to give it, or at least a part of it?” Not “What does this person want and can I make them happy?” The little child who is throwing a tantrum at the grocery store because he says he needs the sugary Sponge Bob Corn Flakes cereal in Aisle Twelve has to learn the lesson we all must learn: the difference between what we want and what we need. Some of us never get that lesson down and so keep demanding things of the world that will only lead to disappointment and bitterness. For us to worry about giving everyone what they want and to indulge everyone and affirm everything is more about ourselves and our image than it is about love. 


Another way to understand this holy, sober-minded, end-time love, is to ask ourselves, “How would Jesus relate to this person?” A tall order, since Jesus proved his willingness to die for people, rather than kill them. He didn't just indulge them, as in the case of the man who came to him and said, “Master, make my brother share more of the inheritance with me!” And Jesus replied, “Man, who made me judge between you two?” But when it came down to a choice between calling in twelve legions of angels in his defense and letting himself be arrested and killed, Jesus knew what the human race needed: a non-violent Savior. The key part of our membership covenant, then, is when we commit ourselves to “Christlike love for all members and attendees.” Again, that's a tall order.

Peter goes on to unpack a few of the ways in which we express the kind of love to each other that we really need, if we are to be sign posts of the coming regime change. These are three things with which God graces us in order to grace each other: hospitality, words from God, and service. The fact that Peter calls these things “gifts” means that we didn't generate these things on our own; they are gifts from God which God has lent us to share with others.


On this day, in just a few moments, we who are already members of Emmanuel Mennonite Church will renew our promises to, as Peter says, “love one another profoundly.” By “profoundly” don't think just in terms of emotion, but also in terms of sacrifice and practicality, with actions. Such as hospitality, words from God, and service. 


I hope its not prideful to say this morning that, in talking about this kind of profound love today, I feel like I am preaching to the choir. Preaching from this passage, on this particular Sunday, is as much a matter of celebrating what we have already done and experienced, as much as it is a matter of encouraging us to do more, myself included. 


Just as an example, each of our three deacon groups have experienced something of Peter's three yardsticks of love: love shown through hospitality, words, and service. When some of us got together in our deacon care groups to review the Bible passage for today, we experienced the hospitality of someone's home, we shared words from God with each other, and we even experienced service. One of the deacon groups had to change its meeting location because of an injury to the deacon's spouse. And other hosts stepped forward with a place and with food. This is just one way in which I find that you often model to me what I might preach to you. 


But we always need reminders. So let this message be like one of Peter's gifts of words, shared as though it were from God, I hope. No great revelation struck me while meditating on a mountain top. The Bible and experience simply keep confirming each other: love is how we experience God. Its the only sense or capacity we have for knowing God. Eyes for sight and light, noses for smell, ears for sound, skin for touch and temperature, and love for experiencing God. And this love is always exercised in relationship, when we share with each other gifts lke hospitality, words that encourage or correct, and service. 


The end of all things is near. Therefore, something new is coming. From my reading of the Bible, it looks like everything in the coming kingdom, the New Jerusalem, is about love. There won't be room there for anything else. So we'd better get used to pure, constant, holy love here and now. In our fallen states, such love is something of an acquired taste. It takes a lifetime journey spiritual transformation to get used to this divine, holy love. In our current world, we are tempted with the quick, cheap and addictive substitutes of fear and power.


And when the end should come and the new begin, and we look over the course of these lives we now live from the vantage point of a time-free God, we'll see  that the only thing that will remain, and that we can bring with us, is love. The only thing we'll be able to keep, when the old gives way to the new, will be all the love that we gave away in hospitality, service and word. 
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