November 18, 2018

Mark 13:1-8

Need-to-Know Basis

God will not withhold from us what we need to know.

AT A GLANCE: 
When a government agency deals with sensitive information, the agency will attempt to restrict access to this information to all except a few for whom such access is absolutely necessary for optimum performance. The government of God deals with us sometimes in the same way. We’re on a need-to-know basis.

EDITOR’S PICK: 
For material based on today’s OT text, see “Hannah and the SBNRs,” November 15, 2015, at HomileticsOnline.com. 

For an alternative idea pertaining to Hebrews 10:11-14 (15-18), 19-25, see “One and Done.”

How much knowledge exists in the world today?
	It’s a nonsensical question. How can knowledge be quantified?
	Some people have tried. A study published in Science Express seven years ago attempted to calculate the world’s total technological capacity, that is, the “information humankind is able to store, communicate and compute.” 
The conclusion of this study — which is now outdated — was that “humankind is able to store at least 295 exabytes of information. (Yes, that’s a number with 20 zeroes in it.) Put another way, … that’s 315 times the number of grains of sand in the world. But it’s still less than 1 percent of the information that is stored in all the DNA molecules of a human being.”
That, ladies and gentlemen, is a whole lot of information. And that was seven years ago!
No single human being is capable of knowing everything. We are fed via media too much information as it is. We see too much, we hear too much and we talk too much.
Perhaps, then, if someone tells us that we’re on a “need-to-know basis,” we are not offended. We might be relieved. Knowledge brings responsibility. Sometimes, ignorance is bliss.

Whence came the phrase “need-to-know basis”?
	The expression probably has military origins. When the government or the military believes that certain information is extremely sensitive, the files are placed under severe restrictions. Access to the information is limited only to a few people who absolutely “need to know” in order to fulfil their duties.
	In these cases, the government does not want someone who is unauthorized or lacking proper security clearances to be privy to sensitive data.
But “need-to-know basis” exists in other contexts as well. For example, wiseGEEK tells us that “when authorized engravers work on a new set of printing plates to produce government currency, each engraver receives only a section of the finished design. In this way, no single engraver ever sees the entire printing plate, so he or she could not be coerced into reproducing it for counterfeiters.” 
Parents — to cite another example — do not tell their children everything. They don’t want their children to be burdened or to worry about things children should not worry about.

And God, likewise, does not tell us everything, perhaps for similar reasons. 
	We’re on a need-to-know basis.
	In Acts 1:7, Jesus tells his disciples that there are some things they do not need to know. “It is not for you to know the times or periods that the Father has set by his own authority.”
But here’s the thing: Sometimes, we do need to know!
In today’s text, clearly, the disciples need to know. What do they need to know?
They had been in the temple together. It is possible that the disciples had never been to the big city before. This might have been their first trip to Jerusalem. They probably had not wandered far from the Sea of Galilee, which gave them their livelihood. So, when you take country kids to the city for the first time, or bring some uneducated fishermen from the uncultured north, you’re going to get kids or fishermen who are mightily impressed with what they see. 
All of the disciples were impressed. “Look at these buildings! So cool! Look at this temple! And the size of the blocks of granite! Wow!” No wonder, then, that as they were leaving the temple, some of the disciples remarked on the beauty of the temple, expressing amazement at the size of the stones used to construct it. “Look, Teacher, what large stones and what large buildings!” (v. 1).
Jesus was not impressed. Of course, he’d been to the temple before and had even held a seminar there at the age of 12 for some of the most learned rabbis of the country. Jesus told the disciples that the temple was just a heap of rocks. “Ah, you’ve noticed! Yes, these buildings and stones are huge, but I will let you in on a secret. The day is coming when not a stone will be left untouched. This place is going down.”
After this comment, the disciples and Jesus continued on their way. But when they reached the Mount of Olives, four of the disciples — Peter, James, John and Andrew — took Jesus aside and away from the others (perhaps they thought the other disciples did not need to know), “and they asked him privately, ‘Tell us, when will this be, and what will be the sign that all these things are about to be accomplished?’” (vv. 3-4).
Surprisingly, Jesus agreed with them — to a point. At the end of this chapter, Jesus reminded them that “about that day or hour [when the heavens and earth will pass away] no one knows, neither the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father” (v. 32).
So Jesus begins to share what he knows and what he feels these four disciples are ready to hear.
What does he say, and what does it mean?

Our reading is only a small part of what Jesus says to them. Here’s how he begins: “Beware that no one leads you astray. Many will come in my name and say, ‘I am he!’ and they will lead many astray. When you hear of wars and rumors of wars, do not be alarmed; this must take place, but the end is still to come. For nation will rise against nation, and kingdom against kingdom; there will be earthquakes in various places; there will be famines. This is but the beginning of the birth pangs” (vv. 5-8).
	So what do the disciples need to know? What do we need to know?
We need to know that false shepherds exist. False shepherds are always lurking — looking for sheep to fleece. Their selling point? That whereas most of us are on a need-to-know basis, they are not. They are among God’s inner circle and therefore have access to knowledge no one else has. But, they croon, we too can know what they know. Be cautious, Jesus, says. What you need to know is that no one knows more than you do right now. He will later say that neither he nor the angels know what is known only to God. Be careful about signing on with a charismatic leader who claims to have knowledge no one else has.
We need to know that faithfulness to God is not about buildings, regardless of their size. The temple was beautiful. No doubt about it. But the temple of stone and marble was destroyed. All that remains is a wall. Yet, the church of Jesus Christ is alive and well. We may worship in buildings, but God does not live in buildings made by human hands. God dwells in the human heart. 
We need to know that our faith is linear. In other words, our faith is not circular. Life doesn’t keep going round and round in meaningless and repetitious rounds of suffering and despair. Rather, it is headed toward a culminating point — a point about which we know very little. There was a beginning, and there is an end point. God did not create us and the world in which we live to languish indefinitely with the consequences of our sin. God is a God of history. God is going to wrap things up. This is our hope. Jesus told the disciples that when the temple comes down, it is not the end, but the beginning of the “birth pangs” … the end is still to come, and then a new beginning.
We need to know that there is no cause for alarm, verse 7. Sometimes when everything is falling apart, coming down, things are really, for the first time, coming together.
Father Michael K. Marsh writes, “I remember the morning of my divorce. I remember the afternoon my younger son called and said, ‘Dad, I just joined the Marines!’ I remember the night my older son died. With each of those events one of the great buildings of my life was thrown down. Stones that I had so carefully placed and upon which I had built my life no longer stood one upon another. Temples of my world had fallen. My world had changed and my life would be different.”
	He goes on to write that we all build temples, and many of them come crashing down. Jesus reminds us that in the midst of the rubble, God is standing there and prepared to help us rebuild.

What don’t we need to know? 
Well, for example:
The Russians partied so hard when World War II ended that the entire city of Moscow ran out of vodka.
	Don’t need to know that.
You once held a world record when you were born for being the “youngest person on the planet.”
Don’t need to know that either.
More people die while taking “selfies” than from shark attacks.
Don’t need to know that.
The world’s tallest building — Burj Khalifa — is so tall that, after seeing the sunset at ground level, you can grab a lift to the observation deck at the top and watch the sunset again! 
Don’t need to know that.
And, we don’t need to know when Jesus is coming again. If we did need to know, we’d have been told. We’re on a need to know basis.
We don’t need to know what is going to happen tomorrow. If we did, we’d have been told. See Matthew 6:34. We’re on a need-to-know basis.

What should we do?
First, and therefore most important, keep calm and get ready for Thanksgiving dinner. Don’t forget cranberry sauce.
Second, be alert and watchful. The TSA and other law enforcement agencies continually remind us to be alert for suspicious behaviors, objects that seem out of place, anything that seems wrong. 
Jesus, too, tells us to “keep awake.” 
Two Sundays from now we will celebrate the First Sunday of Advent. As we approach a new year in the church liturgical calendar, and as we enter the Advent season preparing for the celebration of the birth of the Christ child, we are reminded to “keep awake.” Let’s watch the way we live. Let’s prepare our hearts for the day-to-day demands of living. Let’s be in a state of readiness.

Ron Harris, Timothy Merrill, Judy Nuss, David Randall, Melanie Silva and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.

Possible Preaching Themes:
· How to live in perilous times
· When is Jesus coming again?
· Signs of the times

Sources:
Marsh, Michael K. “Apocalypse — When the temple falls.” interruptingthesilence.com, November 16, 2009. Retrieved May 26, 2018.
Leonardo, Alina. “What are 15 useless facts we don’t need to know?” quora.com, September 30, 2017. Retrieved May 26, 2018.
“Need to know.” Wikipedia. Retrieved May 21, 2018.
“What is a need to know basis?” wisegeek.com. Retrieved May 21, 2018.
Wu, Suzanne. “How much information is there in the world? Scientists calculate the world’s total technological capacity.” phys.org, February 10, 2011. Retrieved May 21, 2018. 

Animating Illustrations
“There are known knowns” is a phrase from a response U.S. Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld gave to a question at a U.S. Department of Defense news briefing on February 12, 2002, about the lack of evidence linking the government of Iraq with the supply of weapons of mass destruction to terrorist groups.
Rumsfeld stated: “Reports that say that something hasn’t happened are always interesting to me, because as we know, there are known knowns; there are things we know we know. We also know there are known unknowns; that is to say, we know there are some things we do not know. But there are also unknown unknowns — the ones we don’t know we don't know. And if one looks throughout the history of our country and other free countries, it is the latter category that tends to be the difficult one.”
Rumsfeld’s statement brought much fame and public attention to the concepts of known knowns, known unknowns and unknown unknowns. But national security and intelligence professionals have long used an analysis technique referred to as the Johari window. The idea of unknown unknowns was created in 1955 by two American psychologists, Joseph Luft (1916–2014) and Harrington Ingham (1916–1995), in their development of the Johari window. They used it as a technique to help people better understand their relationship with themselves as well as with others.
—Suggested by Rev. Ron Harris, Aurora UMC, Aurora, Nebraska.

##

	The concept of being on a “need-to-know basis” comes into play when sharing personal information with our congregations. But the possibility of being blindsided is always very real, especially during “Joys and Concerns.” Who knows what information might be blurted out of the mouths of well-meaning people concerning the medical details of others? 
	Sometimes less is more.
—Suggested by Rev. David Randall, United Methodist Churches, Ainsworth and Johnstown, Nebraska.

##

From Wikipedia: The Battle of Normandy in 1944 is an example of a need-to-know restriction. Though thousands of military personnel were involved in planning the invasion, only a small number of them knew the entire scope of the operation; the rest were only informed of data needed to complete a small part of the plan. The same is true of the Trinity project, the first test of a nuclear weapon in 1945.

##

	Frank Warren started his blog PostSecret.com in 2004 as a temporary community art project. He invited people to mail in postcards that had one of their secrets written on it. The rules were that the secret needed to be anonymous, and something you had never shared with anyone else. Still going strong today, PostSecret generates thousands of postcards, many of them decorated by their senders. Warren reads them all and picks 10 to 20 to post on his blog every Sunday. He has published several books that are compilations of postcards. Secrets cover the emotional spectrum from humor to heartache:
•	In high school I was so desperate for a boyfriend I dated a guy who went to Star Wars Conventions — and he dumped me.
•	Even vegetarians think of meat from time to time. I know I do.
•	I suffer from an eating disorder and I fear my mother’s suffering.
•	My insomnia is going to get me fired.
•	I can’t stand my stepmother.
•	I had an affair. We stopped before we got caught. I miss her today.
—Alyce M. McKenzie, “The secrets we keep: Reflections on John 4:1-30,” March 27, 2011.
patheos.com. Retrieved June 6, 2018.

##

	We all have our secrets: thoughts, memories, feelings that we keep to ourselves. Often we think, “If people knew what I feel or think, they would not love me.” These carefully kept secrets can do us much harm. They can make us feel guilty or ashamed and may lead us to self-rejection, depression and even suicidal thoughts and actions.
	One of the most important things we can do with our secrets is to share them in a safe place, with people we trust. When we have a good way to bring our secrets into the light and can look at them with others, we will quickly discover that we are not alone with our secrets and that our trusting friends will love us more deeply and more intimately than before. Bringing our secrets into the light creates community and inner healing. As a result of sharing secrets, not only will others love us better but we will love ourselves more fully.
—Henri J.M. Nouwen, Bread for the Journey: A Daybook of Wisdom and Faith (Zondervan, 2006), entry for February 24.

##

	It helps, I think, to remember that ... apocalyptic language ... is a vocabulary, a form of intense poetry really, that the gospel writers trotted out when they were trying to say what simply could not be said in everyday speech. When we enter the world of apocalyptic, we leave ordinary, literal description behind and enter the world of metaphorical religious imagination. As biblical scholar John Barton noted, “We know that a text which began, ‘The stars will fall from heaven and the sun will cease its shining, the moon will be turned to blood’ ... will not be likely to continue, ‘The rest of the country will have sunny intervals and scattered showers.’”
	Received this way, the portrayal of the second coming ... is almost unimaginable good news. It announces that the ultimate end of all things is not some tinhorn human dictatorship but Jesus Christ, the Savior. History does not end in a whimper but in redemption. Standing there in glory at the conclusion of all things is not the evil of Hitler, or the greed of Wall Street, or the pride of our own egos, but the Son of Man. Those who try to bend history toward horror and holocaust do not get to tell the end of the story. The end of the story is the mercy of God.
—Thomas G. Long, “Sometimes there’s God so quickly,” The Presbyterian Outlook, November 23, 2015, 12-13.

##

	They call it “the nuclear football,” but it’s not a football at all. It’s a briefcase. What’s inside it could cause the end of the world as we know it.
	This ordinary-looking briefcase contains the nuclear codes that must be used by the president of the United States in order to initiate a nuclear war. Everywhere the president goes outside the White House (or other command centers where similar technology is available), a military officer trails behind, carrying the briefcase.
	The briefcase weighs about 45 pounds, and has a small antenna protruding from it.
	According to Bill Gulley, former director of the White House Military Office, “There are four things in the Football. The Black Book containing the retaliatory options, a book listing classified site locations, a manila folder with eight or 10 pages stapled together giving a description of procedures for the Emergency Alert System, and a 3-by-5-inch card with authentication codes.”
	It’s the ultimate in need-to-know accessories.
—“Nuclear football,” Wikipedia.org. Retrieved June 6, 2018.

##

	I see the world gradually being turned into a wilderness, I hear the ever-approaching thunder, which will destroy us too, I can feel the sufferings of millions and yet, if I look up into the heavens, I think that it will all come right, that this cruelty too will end, and that peace and tranquility will return again. In the meantime, I must uphold my ideals, for perhaps the time will come when I shall be able to carry them out!
—Anne Frank, The Diary of Anne Frank: The Revised Critical Edition (Bantham, 2003), 716.

##

	Read this carefully as it may save your life or the life of a relative or friend. In the next few days, some or all of the cities named on the reverse side will be destroyed by American bombs. These cities contain military installations and workshops or factories which produce military goods. We are determined to destroy all of the tools of the military clique which they are using to prolong this useless war. But, unfortunately, bombs have no eyes. So, in accordance with America’s humanitarian policies, the American Air Force, which does not wish to injure innocent people, now gives you warning to evacuate the cities named and save your lives. America is not fighting the Japanese people but is fighting the military clique which has enslaved the Japanese people. The peace which America will bring will free the people from the oppression of the military clique and mean the emergence of a new and better Japan. You can restore peace by demanding new and good leaders who will end the war. We cannot promise that only these cities will be among those attacked but some or all of them will be, so heed this warning and evacuate these cities immediately.
—Text of warning leaflets dropped over Hiroshima, Japan, prior to the atomic bombing of that city.
atomicheritage.org. Retrieved June 6, 2018.

Commentary
Mark 13:1-8

Macular degeneration is a condition that degrades a person’s central field of vision. Rather than seeing what is directly in front of one’s eyes, an individual’s sight is limited to the peripheral field. Similarly, Jesus’ disciples in this reading suffered from a spiritual version of macular degeneration because their vision of the temple was acutely impaired. As such, they were looking at but not seeing the signs Jesus had accomplished before them.
According to Mark’s gospel, this passage records Jesus’ final departure from the temple at the conclusion of his third visit. As he was leaving, “one of the disciples said to him, ‘Look, Teacher, what large stones and what large buildings!’” (v. 1). While this unnamed disciple was dazzled by the temple’s striking façade and architectural scale, he had unfortunately failed to understand Jesus’ teaching about what should have been the temple’s heart and soul — selfless worship of God, insight into the true meaning of the Scriptures and promotion of godly virtues. His blindness is reinforced by Jesus’ reply: “Do you see these great buildings? Not one stone will be left here upon another; all will be thrown down” (v. 2).
Apparently stunned by Jesus’ rejoinder, the anonymous disciple remained speechless. Mark’s narrative moves abruptly from the temple departure to when Jesus “was sitting on the Mount of Olives opposite the temple” (v. 3a). There are no details about any intervening conversations, if they occurred at all, as Jesus and his disciples walked along. Rather, Mark’s community is told that “Peter, James, John and Andrew asked him privately, ‘Tell us, when will this be, and what will be the sign that all these things are about to be accomplished?’” (vv. 3b-4; on these four being the first disciples, see Mark 1:16-20).
In spite of all that had happened during Jesus’ three visits to the temple, it is obvious that the disciples still weren’t able to perceive the new reality. To be sure, Mark’s readers — both ancient and modern — have the advantage of looking back after the fact. It is certainly easier for Mark’s community to anticipate Jesus’ pronouncement regarding the temple’s demise than it was for the disciples — they were, after all, trapped in their own time. To employ the opening metaphor, the disciples suffered from temporal macular degeneration, limiting their vision to the periphery, to second things. And even though it’s tempting to see oneself as an ally of Jesus and inadvertently belittle the disciples, a better interpretative approach is to identify with the disciples. Their vision — as is our own — was defective, which explains why they failed to recognize the signs that Jesus had already revealed to them during his temple excursions.
Earlier, Mark records that the first temple visit occurred late in the day and was brief — “he looked around at everything” and then returned to Bethany (11:11). Nevertheless, it was sufficiently long enough to make an assessment about the temple’s corrupt nature, a conclusion that would have been easy for his disciples to miss due to the brevity of the visit. Besides, if they were weary from the day’s activities, which included Jesus’ triumphal entry into Jerusalem, their diminished vision is understandable.
During his second visit, Jesus “entered the temple and began to drive out those who were selling and those who were buying in the temple” (11:15). Indignant at the misuse, Jesus censured the religious leaders for the inappropriate economic pursuits they had allowed on their watch. They were profaning God’s sacred house with their marketplace improprieties (cf. 11:15-19). But once again the disciples apparently did not grasp the full gravity of the temple cleansing, which Mark highlights when he narrates Peter’s surprise at the withered fig tree (11:12-14, 20-25).
Beyond this, the disciples witnessed Jesus’ unrelenting repudiation of the chief priests and scribes during his third temple visit. Specifically, Mark emphasizes the religious leaders’ repeated lack of interpretive aptitude and integrity: (1) they refused to acknowledge John the Baptist’s and Jesus’ legitimate authority (11:27-33); (2) they were unwilling to differentiate between loyalty to God and to the emperor (12:13-17); (3) the Sadducees misunderstood the meaning of the resurrection and thus God’s power (12:18-27); and (4) the scribes were unable to explain how the Messiah was David’s son (12:35-37). Besides the preceding events, the disciples apparently failed to recognize the enormous implications of the exchange between Jesus and the scribe about the greatest commandment, as well as the real value of the widow’s offering (cf. 12:28-34, 41-44).
Despite all of these preceding signs, the disciples’ query — “Tell us, when will this be, and what will be the sign that all these things are about to be accomplished?” — indicates that they were shocked by Jesus’ prophecy about the temple’s ultimate destiny. Lacking unobstructed vision, they did not recognize the ramifications of Jesus’ assessment of the temple. During that week they personified the words of the prophet Isaiah, “They may indeed look, but not perceive” (4:12a; cf. Isaiah 6:9).
However, Jesus neither ignores their question nor suggests that they ought to make their own way out of the apocalyptic trial that will eventually engulf the temple. Instead, he warns them of spiritual predators who will attempt to use that time of testing to lure his disciples away. He counsels them, “Beware that no one leads you astray. Many will come in my name and say, ‘I am he!’ and they will lead many astray” (vv. 5-6). In addition, he exhorts his disciples not to be disturbed by the recurring conflicts between kingdoms and nations: “When you hear of wars and rumors of wars, do not be alarmed; this must take place, but the end is still to come. For nation will rise against nation, and kingdom against kingdom” (vv. 7-8a). He also assures them that nature’s catastrophic events are not precursors of the end of the world. He explains that “there will be earthquakes in various places; there will be famines.” But he also points out that, “This is but the beginning of the birth pangs” (v. 8b).
In sum, Mark’s narrative suggests that if Jesus’ disciples — both those who were with him as they left the temple and those in Mark’s community — hope to avoid spiritual macular degeneration and the pitfalls associated with it, they must learn to perceive whatever signs are shown to them. As one proverb says, “From the fig tree learn its lesson: as soon as its branch becomes tender and puts forth its leaves, you know that summer is near” (v. 28). In the same way, those who have eyes to see and ears to hear must learn to interpret spiritual signs no matter what form they take.
*Additional commentary on this text can be found at HomileticsOnline.com (Scripture Search).

Conversation with the Children:																		Mark 13:1-8
“What are some things Jesus wanted us to know?” Possible answers: Jesus wanted us to know how to love one another, how to give generously, how to share with others, how to be nice to people and how to be kind. Anything else? Of all these things Jesus wanted us to know, which is the most important? Truth is, they are all important! The next question is: “How do we learn to do these things?” Ask the children how they learned to share or to be kind. Maybe their mothers made them share? Were they forced to be kind? Sometimes, when we do something good, it becomes easier to do it again. “What is the hardest thing to do?” Maybe it is to share toys, or to be kind to someone we don’t know or don’t like. The point is that Jesus wants us to know how to do these things. Sometimes, it is not easy to follow Jesus. Jesus never said it would be easy, but Jesus did say he would be with us always. That is a good thing to remember when we are trying to do as he asked.

Worship Resources

[bookmark: _GoBack]Calls to Worship — General
Leader: We are called to bring a new understanding of God: that God so loves the world.
People: We are the salt of the earth.
Leader: We are called to bring a new hope in God: that God gives us new life.
People: We are the light of the world.
Leader: We are called to follow the commandments and the law.
People: The law of God is to love God and to love one another.
Leader: Come, let us be the salt of the earth, the light of the world.
People: Come, let us love one another with the love of God. 
Let us join together in our love of God to worship and follow Jesus.
—By Rev. Mindi, and posted on Rev-o-lution, rev-o-lution.org. 

Invocations — General
To you, O God, we lift up our souls. To you we offer our praise and prayer, our worship and thanksgiving, even our very lives. Make your ways known to us. Show us the path on which we should walk. Lead us in your truth and teach us. For you alone are the God who saves, the God in whom we trust; and the One on whom we wait. Amen.
—Based on Psalm 25:1-5.

Benedictions — General
Franciscan Benediction 
May God bless you with Discomfort … at easy answers, half-truths and superficial relationships, so that you may live deep within your heart.
May God bless you with Anger … at Injustice, oppression and exploitation of people, so that you may work for justice, freedom and peace.
May God bless you with Tears … to shed for those who suffer from pain, rejection, starvation and war, so that you may reach our your hand to comfort them and to turn their pain into joy.
And may God bless you with enough Foolishness … to believe that you can make a difference in this world, so that you can do what others claim cannot be done. Amen.

Hymns
God Offers Christ to Mend the Earth
We Are a New Creation
I Know Whom I Have Believed
Praise 
Hallelujah to the King of Kings
I Love You, Lord
This I Know (Crowder)
For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The Praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

Lectionary Texts
Twenty-Sixth Sunday after Pentecost, Cycle B
1 Samuel 1:4-20*
1 Samuel 2:1-10*
Hebrews 10:11-14, (15-18), 19-25*
Mark 13:1-8*
*Additional sermonic treatments of these texts are available online at HomileticsOnline.com.






