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3D Church
A church is measured not only by its breadth, but also by its height and depth.
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AT A GLANCE: 
3D printers can now print prefabricated parts for full-sized houses and do so repeatedly and rapidly. One such printer, according to some reports, can produce 10 prefab homes in 24 hours. This has huge possibilities for areas hit hard by natural disasters, and for those who need low-cost housing. But, if a home can be printed, perhaps a church building can be printed as well. What, then, are the dimensions of a church? A printer needs to have information about height, breadth and depth.
EDITOR’S PICK: 
For material based on today’s epistle text, see “A Knotty Faith,” November 10, 2013. 

When someone mentions 3D printing, what probably comes to mind is a desktop-sized printer that can produce small three-dimensional objects. Some of these objects are very useful. 3D printers can turn out anything from auto parts to acoustic guitars to camera lenses to prosthetic limbs and much more.
But the technology is now being applied on a far larger scale. 3D-printing machines the size of a house can print prefabricated parts for full-sized houses — or even whole small houses — and can do so repeatedly and rapidly, with each one an exact replicate of the preceding one. Thus, 3D printing is now an industrial production technology. 
The headline for one article about this large-scale printing reads, “This giant 3D printer can build 10 prefab homes in under 24 hours”! Granted, they aren’t huge homes, but 10 in 24 hours is remarkable. Just think how that could help provide shelters following a natural disaster, to say nothing of how it might eventually reduce the cost of everyday house construction.
Churches are buildings too, and so we should expect that eventually, new church edifices will be 3D printed as well. According to Danae Dougherty, managing principal with Visioneering Studios Inc. in Irvine, California, 3D printing of churches is still a little way off. Doughterty says, “3D is still pretty experimental for architecture and construction. ... the actual time test for this technology hasn’t been met yet.” 
So the first churches produced using 3D printers will probably be plain and simple — humble dwellings for the divine! 

A church in ruins
As humble as the first 3D printed churches may be, they will be better than what the ancient prophet was looking at in post-exilic Jerusalem. Decades earlier, the Babylonian army had overrun Jerusalem. It  destroyed the temple —  the one King Solomon had built. It was anything but humble. It had been glorious! 
Now, back in Jerusalem, the returnees, under the urging of prophets Haggai and Zechariah, had finally constructed a replacement temple, but it apparently was a modest structure in comparison to the previous one. Thus, Haggai said to the people: “Who is left among you that saw this house in its former glory? How does it look to you now? Is it not in your sight as nothing?” 
The new temple must have looked like a 3D printed church — nothing more than a good start. 
But God promises more to come: “The latter splendor of this house shall be greater than the former, says the LORD of hosts; and in this place I will give prosperity, says the LORD of hosts.” The temple would eventually be full-dimensional in the best sense of that term, the Lord said.

A three-dimensional church
Granted, the church of the post-Pentecost era is not a building made by hands or hammers, printers or people. The church is people! While we, the people, are individuals and thus not reproducible in exact copies, there are three dimensions that apply to us nonetheless: height, breadth and depth.
Breadth. Of the three, in recent years, churches have concentrated on breadth. We have tried to make our churches welcoming of a greater range of people than historically had been true of the church. We’ve done that 
· by adding contemporary services, 
· by making our bulletins more user-friendly, 
· by preaching lots of “love your neighbor” sermons, 
· by putting a coffee and pastry shop in the foyer,
· by not using words like foyer, narthex or sanctuary,
· by reaching out with a helping hand in our neighborhoods,
· by creating small groups that might be of interest to a wide range of people, and 
· by eliminating racial barriers and barriers related to sexual orientation. 
The church has worked to become more “open.” It has elevated inclusivity and diversity to the level of virtues, and there’s much good to be said for all of that.
In some cases, however, the focus on breadth has been at the expense of height and depth.

Height. This is a problem because height is the starting point for what makes us “the church.” Height can represent for us the relationship we have with “that which is higher than ourselves,” our Creator and Lord. But we can get so involved in horizontal relationships that we fail to cultivate the vertical one.
Twelve-step programs such as Alcoholics Anonymous challenge the church not to forget height when “printing” a church. In these programs, the first step is to acknowledge that one is powerless by one’s self to resist the addiction. The second step is to turn control of one life over to a higher power. Twelve-step programs recognize that the people who turn to them for help have gotten the dimensions of their lives out of balance and have neglected the higher connection.
One of the fascinating (but by no means the only) theories about why people abuse drugs and alcohol is that on some level, people become aware of an emptiness inside themselves and the substance abuse is a way of trying to fill that which can only be filled by God. Centuries ago, Saint Augustine put it, “Thou hast made us for thyself alone, O God, and our hearts are restless until they find their rest in thee.” 
To translate this to church life, we know it’s possible to enjoy the culture and fellowship of the church without developing that higher connection to the God of the church and of the universe. But then, are we really a church anymore?
The author of Psalm 61, feeling lost and alone, prayed: 
Hear my cry, O God; listen to my prayer.
From the end of the earth I call to you, 
when my heart is faint.
Lead me to the rock that is higher than I;
for you are my refuge, 
a strong tower against the enemy. 
The “rock that is higher than I” is, of course, a metaphor for God. This psalmist knew where he could find help and meaning for his life. Only by climbing that rock, only by paying attention to the height dimension of his life could he find that which brought him security and peace and could enable the promise of his life to blossom.
We cannot build that relationship by nurturing only the breadth dimension of the church, as important as that is. Without height, there is always something missing in church. Thus, if we are to be a church of more than one dimension, we must always be seeking God’s guidance in our worship, listening for his word and pointing the coming generations and newcomers to the Lord

Depth. Likewise with depth — which can represent discipleship over the long haul. 
Most of us can take one of Jesus’ teachings from the Sermon on the Mount and do it for a little while. 
Being a peacemaker for a day isn’t too hard, but being a peacemaker year after year is another thing altogether. 
Turning the other cheek occasionally is doable, but for many, making cheek-turning a way of life requires great commitment. 
Even praying for those who are a pain in the neck is possible, but being kind and charitable toward these knuckleheads on a permanent basis requires significant energy and spiritual depth.
Therein, the prophet Habakkuk has something to say to us. In 2:4, he says, “The righteous live by their faith.” At least, that’s how the NRSV words it, but a footnote on the “faith” word, which in the original Hebrew is emûnâ, says the word can also be translated as “faithfulness.” In fact, in Psalm 33:4, ʾemûnâ is used to describe God’s work and is translated in the NRSV as “faithfulness.” The Revised English Bible renders the Habakkuk verse, “The righteous will live by being faithful.” In fact, that statement is the main point of the vision God gave to Habakkuk. And it’s the main point about what depth means to us as people of the church.
Remaining faithful is not the most exciting posture in today’s world, which favors instant gratification. Pastor/author Eugene Peterson writes: “One aspect of the world that I have been able to identify as harmful to Christians is the assumption that anything worthwhile can be acquired at once. We assume that if something can be done at all, it can be done quickly and efficiently. ... There is a great market for religious experience in world; there is little enthusiasm for the patient acquisition of virtue, little inclination to sign up for a long apprenticeship in what earlier generations of Christians called holiness.” 
To give us a way to think about what perseverance in the Christian life is, Peterson borrows a phrase from the philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche and describes the Christian life as “a long obedience in the same direction.” And though the apostle Paul didn’t use the same vocabulary, he, too, had something like “a long obedience in the same direction” in mind when he told the Galatians, “Let’s not get tired of doing good, because in time we’ll have a harvest if we don’t give up” (Galatians 6:9).
The common thread in all of this is that though life may be hard and there may be troubles and evildoers will sometimes come out on top, steady faithfulness to God, enduring trust in God’s assurance, persevering reliance on God’s strength, a long obedience in the Lord’s direction, holy living every day — whatever terms we use to say it — is the way to go. 
	
Depth is the church’s ongoing faithfulness. That depth depends on the church’s height — its vertical connection to Almighty God — and it pushes us to be a people of breadth as well.
If we’re going to print a church, this is the kind of church to print: a 3D church with breadth, height and depth. 
David W. Andersen, Nnimmo Bassey, Lynn Miller Jackson, Stan Purdum, Melanie Silva and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.

Possible Preaching Themes:
· A church is measured not only by its breadth, but also by its height and depth.
· This text is a good one for talking about when a church should rebuild, relocate or merge.

Participation Pointers:
· If projection is available, show images of 3D-printed items such as a simple bag clip, toothpaste squeezer or a house. If possible, find a business, community college or high school that might have 3D printers and ask them for samples of 3D printed items.
—Rev. Lynn Miller Jackson, Hilltop UMC, Sandy, Utah.
· Print a “tape measure” book mark on which a Scripture text is written.
· Find a large cardboard cutout figure or object to illustrate the concept of dimensions. The local cinema might be a place for find a cutout movie character. 

Sources:
Cottrill, Erica. “3D printing of churches?” Church Design, April 10, 2018. church.design. Retrieved May 9, 2019. 
Peterson, Eugene. A Long Obedience in the Same Direction: 6 Studies for Individuals or Groups. Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1996, 10-11.
Prindle, Drew. “This giant 3D printer can build 10 prefab homes in under 24 hours.” Digital Trends, April 17, 2014. digitaltrends.com. Retrieved May 9, 2019.

THE OTHER TEXTS
NOVEMBER 10, 2019, Cycle C	
Psalm 145:1-5, 17-21
What Does the Text Say?
Psalm 145 expresses awe-inspiring praise to the Lord. Each successive verse of the Hebrew text begins with the next letter of the 22-consonant alphabet. The nun (“n”) verse is missing, but several translations (as NRSV, NIV) add back the missing words to the end of verse 13, from ancient versions (NRSV has “The LORD is faithful in all his words, and gracious in all his deeds”). Multiple themes run through the psalm. Words such as “praise,” “extol,” “bless” (you or your name), “laud,” “celebrate,” and “sing aloud” appear in verses 1-4, 7, 10 and 21. Our praise for our majestic God will never come to an end; it is “forever and ever” in verses 1, 2 and 21 and “everlasting” and “throughout all generations” in verse 13 (see also v. 4, where one generation will tell another). We praise God for his kingship (vv. 1, 11-13), name (vv. 1, 2 and 21), greatness/might (vv. 3 and 6), majesty (v. 5), glory and splendor (vv. 5, 11 and 12). God receives praise for his powerful works, mighty acts and deeds (see vv. 4-6 and 10-13. Then verses 14-20 give examples of those powerful deeds and gracious acts of God. God is good to everyone/everything he has made, and all God’s creation responds with praise (vv. 9-10). Especially in verses 7-9, 13 and 17 (as in Exodus 34:6-7a), the Lord is described as being gracious, merciful, slow to anger, as well as acting with steadfast/covenant love, compassion, kindness, faithfulness, goodness, righteousness and justice. In the wisdom-like verses 17-20, the Lord looks after godly people who love him and follow his ways, yet he will destroy the wicked. God’s people will meditate on God’s goodness and proclaim and sing about him to others (vv. 4-7). 

Matthias Chosen to Replace JudasWhat Is One Possible Approach to the Text? 
God Is Great! The sermon can begin with a quick overview of the psalmist’s grand and verbose assertion of the greatness of God. Then, make a quick left turn to comment on the late, neo-atheist Christopher Hitchens’ book, god Is Not Great (2007), in which a contrary assertion is suggested. Hitchens certainly will not cause any theist to quake, sensing the foundation of their faith shattering. He might, however, cause us to ask, “In what way do we think God is great?” The psalmist rattles of an entire list of attributes. Why not choose three or four of your favorites and discuss them? Explain how these qualities make God so great. 
*Homiletics has treated this text once. Select Psalm in the Scripture Index drop down menu and click GO.

2 Thessalonians 2:1-5, 13-17
What Does the Text Say?
This passage provides vivid evidence that debates about “the coming (παρουσια) of our Lord Jesus Christ” (v. 1) were extremely divisive in the early church. It is suggested here that someone had forged a letter in Paul’s name to enlist him as a supporter of the view that this “day of the Lord is already here” (v. 2). On its face, the claim seems almost farcical. If Christ’s return was to be like an emperor’s triumphal visit (a customary use of παρουσια) except on a cosmic scale, then how could anyone have possibly missed it? The very fact of this debate, then, makes it clear that some must already have believed that Christ’s return would be a spiritual rather than a material event. In contrast to the position taken in 1 Thessalonians 5:2 that the “day of the Lord” will be as unexpected as “a thief in the night,” here the argument is made that the run-up to Christ’s return will be as unmistakable as the event itself. Jesus would return only after “the lawless one is revealed” by the manner in which he exalts himself to the extent of even enthroning himself in the Jerusalem temple” (vv. 3-4). The lectionary (perhaps prudently) skips past the confusing and at points troubling (see especially vv. 11-12) discussion of what is restraining this “lawless one” and thus ultimately Christ’s return itself. All this speculation is in the end something of a diversion from what is genuinely important. God’s purposes are not in the end about judgment but about “salvation through sanctification by the Spirit and through belief in the truth” (v. 13). God’s desire is that people “obtain the glory of our Lord Jesus Christ” (v. 14) rather than be destroyed in judgment at his return.

What Is One Possible Approach to the Text? 
Neither Shaken Nor Stirred. The title is derived from verses 1 and 2: “We beg you, brothers and sisters, not to be quickly shaken in mind or alarmed.” It is also a nod to Ian Fleming’s character, British Secret Service agent James Bond (007), who prefers his martinis shaken, not stirred. In this case, there are no cocktails to shake, but some Christians who are shaking. The apostle Paul begs the church to be neither shaken nor stirred. Christians in Thessalonica were concerned that judgment day was upon them and that time for repentance was past. They were in danger of losing hope. This sermon, then, need not be about eschatological timelines and scenarios. Instead, note Paul’s pastoral advice: To a people who were shaken and stirred, about to abandon hope, Paul offers hope and encouragement. He notes that God “chose” them (v. 13), God “called” them (v. 14) and God “loved” them (v. 16). If this is true, we most certainly will not be shaken nor stirred. We shall instead be encouraged and ready to continue to do God’s work in the world (v. 17).
*Homiletics has treated this text six times. Select 2 Thessalonians in the Scripture Index drop down menu and click GO.

Luke 20:27-38
What Does the Text Say?
This passage narrates an exchange between Jesus and the Sadducees, who “say there is no resurrection,” the premise for the ensuing dialogue. This is the first and only time in Luke that the Sadducees attempt to engage Jesus. Beyond that, it is worth mentioning that the Sadducees’ extreme example may have been based on Sarah, one of the leading characters found in the Deuterocanonical book of Tobit: “The wicked demon Asmodeus had killed” Sarah’s first seven husbands before she had any children (Tobit 3:7-9). The account begins when the Sadducees came and proposed a hypothetical situation. Suppose a woman marries a man who dies before they have any children. Then, following the Law of Moses, she marries his brother, who also dies without leaving an heir. This same scenario repeats itself seven times and finally the woman dies (vv. 28-31). Based on this storyline, the Sadducees asked Jesus, “In the resurrection, therefore, whose wife will the woman be? For seven had married her” (v. 32). The Sadducees’ query presupposed Jesus’ faith in the resurrection, which placed him at odds with their understanding about the afterlife. Jesus immediately shifted the discussion away from any consideration of the future resurrection to the present age. He compared “Those who belong to this age” with “Those who are considered worthy of a place in that age” (vv. 34-35). Those who belong to the former group were concerned about this world and with marrying and having children; they were children of this age. The latter group, since they were not preoccupied with such things, “cannot die anymore, because they are like angels and are children of God, being children of the resurrection” (v. 36). In other words, they had already been resurrected from the existing moribund world. To establish that the resurrection was not a future, but present reality, Jesus referred to Moses’ encounter with the Lord at the burning bush. It was there that Moses met the Lord, who was and is the God of the living patriarchs (vv. 37-38).

What Is One Possible Approach to the Text? 
The Woman Who Had Seven Husbands. No, we’re not talking about Zsa Zsa Gabor: nine marriages, seven divorces and one marriage annulment. Or Elizabeth Taylor — eight marriages (two to one person). Or Martha Raye (7), Lana Turner (8), et al. According to the 2004 Guinness Book of Records, Linda Essex (USA) has had 23 monogamous marriages. The situation described in the text is similar to the dilemma posed by some professional athletes whose stellar accomplishments were performed for two or more teams. When inducted into the Hall of Fame, which hat or uniform will he wear? Take Major League Baseball, for example. The following athletes who played for several teams are in baseball’s shrine to excellence at Cooperstown, New York. The number following the name indicates the number of teams for whom they played in their HOF careers. Roberto Alomar, 7; Goose Gossage, 9; Rickey Henderson, 8; Gaylord Perry, 8; and Hoyt Wilhelm, 9. Now, what uniform are they wearing in the Hall of Fame? The question of the Sadducees is similar and Jesus responds quickly and decisively. First, this age and the age to come are not comparable. Second, in the age to come there is no marriage, so it’s a moot point. Third, death does not exist in the age to come, and finally, the whole issue is sort of irrelevant because those in the next age will be like angels serving God. From here, the sermon can move beyond the text to the rest of Scripture to explain what the Bible tells us about heaven.  
*Homiletics has treated this text twice. Select Luke in the Scripture Index drop down menu and click GO.

Animating Illustrations
After 170 years on Mount Hope Avenue in Rochester, New York, South Presbyterian Church voted to sell its historic building on Easter Sunday 2014, a day chosen by the congregation for its symbolism of resurrection.
“To commemorate the sale of the property, we held a combined service in August 2014,” said the Rev. Deborah Fae Swift, South Presbyterian’s pastor. “We presented the new owners, a Free Methodist congregation, with the trowel used to lay the building’s cornerstone in 1894, and used again for an expansion of the church in the 1920s.”
“None of us regrets selling the building,” she said. “In fact, fairly often people from other churches will approach one of us with an ‘I’m sorry for you’ tone of voice, which catches all of us off guard.” She added that South Presbyterian’s evangelism coordinator recently replied to one person’s well-meaning sympathy by saying, “Don’t be sorry. We’re not. It’s the best thing that’s ever happened to us. We have energy and are unencumbered now.” ...
The 40 or so members of South Presbyterian touched nearly 500 lives last year in Rochester through 16 active, member-led Acts of Faith (AOF) community groups.
This kind of “church” is about a rekindling or revitalization of the Spirit’s fire. It’s a model that measures success by the energy and excitement of the Holy Spirit’s presence more than by Sunday attendance, endowments or budgets. And it’s an idea that has its origins in the first-century church as recorded in the book of Acts, where believers were called to live in the world and share their faith in everything they did each day.
—Tammy Warren,  “‘Acts of Faith’ model of ministry is unencumbered by walls,” Presbyterian Mission, August 24, 2017. presbyterianmission.org. Retrieved May 30, 2019.
##
I once heard a lower limb amputee compare the process of getting a reliable and comfortable leg prosthesis to waiting in line at the post office two days before Christmas, only the line takes months to get through instead of hours. He said it was tedious, soul-crushing and a never-ending test of his patience and humanity. I’m sure he was half-joking, but because each prosthetic limb needs to be custom made for the wearer to ensure fit and comfort by highly trained — and it should be noted dedicated — artisans, it isn’t hard to imagine the process and wait time involved as being frustrating. ...
The process proposed by [industrial design student William] Root could drastically reduce the amount of time, money and patience required for receiving custom fitted prosthetic limbs, thanks to some applied modern 3D scanning and 3D printing technology. Both the intact leg and any residual remaining parts of the missing limb are 3D scanned. This allows the final leg to be virtually identical to the remaining limb, and will often match the original within a matter of millimeters. The leg is then examined using MIT’s FitSocket technology, which tests specific tissue properties, so while designing the final product the residual limb’s internal anatomy can be considered. ...
Once all of the data has been collected it is given to a 3D designer, who combines the scans of the intact limb, the residual limb, and any required prosthetic mechanisms, like joints and motors, into the raw prosthetic model. The weight of the limb is then reduced by hollowing it out and creating a custom pattern on the surface of the exoskeleton that matches the patient’s style and aesthetic requirements.
—Scott J. Grunewald, “The Exo Prosthetic Leg Prototype: the next step for 3D printed prostheses?”, 3dprintingindustry.com, January 5, 2015. Retrieved May 30, 2019.
##
Sacred space is a temple for the spirit or flesh for the spirit. In more than 40 years as a minister I’ve had one fight after another about sacred space. They are always budget fights: Should we feed the poor or fix the roof? It’s a difficult binary all the time. I argue that it’s not really a binary at all but a nested event: the roof and walls house the spirit of the people which then goes on to give them energy for feeding the poor. We want to do both with spiritual vigor.
I remember a quarrel with one of my wealthier parishioners in Riverhead, New York. She wanted to put a carillon in the steeple. I wanted her to fund the homeless shelter in the building, which housed 150-plus people a night. She refused, and the carillon went in. It cost $10,000. The first night it played at 5 p.m. At 5:15, I ran into my neighbor who was the executive director of the Methadone clinic next door. She had tears in her eyes. She said, “The music is so beautiful. It pierces the sky. It is going to help me get through the day.” Houses of worship help people of all kinds get through their day. Often we do it by feeding them spiritually. Sometimes we do it by feeding them physically. There is very little reason not to do both.
I was wrong in my approach to her gift. I was doing the “spirit good, money bad” thing that so many social activists have done for so long. We couldn’t see the centrality of spiritual hospitality to our ministries. We wanted doing good to be more important than it was. If people are not filled spiritually, they won’t be able to do the good that they want to do. 
—Donna Schaper, interviewed by Susan Sink, “Bricks and mortals: Sacred space as real estate and real estate as sacred space,” Bearings Online, November 16, 2017. collegevilleinstitute.org. Retrieved May 30, 2019.
##
French President Emmanuel Macron has promised that France will rebuild Notre Dame, whose roof caught fire on April 15, within five years. However, some experts say it could take longer, even decades. Either way, it’s a virtual certainty that the 850-year-old cathedral will be restored in time. The question is how, and with what materials? ...
However, one major problem is that France probably doesn’t have enough tall oak trees to restore the roof as it was. Even in the 13th century, it wasn’t exactly easy to find the 3,000 tall oak trees, some of which were up to 400 years old. French forests have only dwindled since then. ...
Still another concern is restoration expertise.
“We need carpenters with the skill set to spot the right trees, treat them properly, and then erect them into this beautiful fan-like fabric,” [medieval historian Dr. Emily] Guerry told CBS News. “These skills aren’t really common in the modern age.”
—Stephen Johnson, “Should France rebuild Notre Dame exactly as it was?” bigthink.com, April 26, 2019. Retrieved May 30, 2019.
##
God is not more in a church than he is anywhere else. But what makes a church holy in a special way is that we ourselves are more present in it.
What I mean is that if we come to a church right, we come to it more fully and nakedly ourselves, come with more of our humanness showing, than we are apt to come to most places. We come like Moses with muck on our shoes — foot-sore and travel-stained with the dust of our lives upon us, our failures, our deceits, our hypocrisies, because if, unlike Moses, we have never taken anybody’s life, we have again and again withheld from other people, including often even those who are nearest to us, the love that might have made their lives worth living, not to mention our own. Like Moses we come here as we are, and like him we come as strangers and exiles in our way because wherever it is that we truly belong, whatever it is that is truly home for us, we know in our hearts that we have somehow lost it and gotten lost. Something is missing from our lives that we cannot even name — something we know best from the empty place inside us all where it belongs. We come here to find what we have lost. We come here to acknowledge that in terms of the best we could be we are lost and that we are helpless to save ourselves. We come here to confess our sins.
—Frederick Buechner, Secrets in the Dark: A Life in Sermons (Zondervan, 2007), 75-76.
##
In Jesus’ time, the very architecture of the temple revealed what Jesus was trying to reform. The design of the building named and protected degrees of worthiness, as early stage religion always does. At the center was the Holy of Holies, which only the high priest could enter, and on only one day a year. This was surrounded by the court of the priests and the Levites, which only they could enter. Outside that there was the court of the circumcised Jewish men, which only they could enter.
The outer court of the temple was the court of the Jewish women, although during their menstruating years they could rarely enter the court, because of beliefs about blood, menstruation, labor and ritual purity (see Leviticus 15:19-30). Outside this entrance there was a sign warning non-Jews, who entered the temple, that they would be punished by death.
In the temple we see structured in stone what all religions invariably do — create degrees of insiders and outsiders. Jews defined all non-Jews as “gentiles”; some Catholics still speak of “non-Catholics”; and many Muslims today call non-Muslims “infidels.” You would think the three monotheistic religions would be more enlightened. Almost everybody seems to need some kind of sinner or heretic against which to compare themselves. ...
Now, perhaps, we are beginning to see what a radical reformer of religion Jesus really was. He showed no interest in maintaining purity systems, or closed systems of any kind, because they only appeal to the ego and lead no one to God. 
—Richard Rohr, “Redrawing the lines of God,” Richard Rohr’s Daily Meditation for March 5, 2015. Retrieved May 30, 2019.
##
We have this treasure in clay jars.
We have the container and the stuff contained. And we have confused them! We think the clay pot is the real thing and have neglected the stuff inside. And when we do that, being the clay pot, we think that we are the treasure. We might, in a moment of great eloquence, even dare to think that the “extraordinary power” belongs to us. We might think that the church, the clay pot that holds the treasure of the gospel, is a big deal. We might think that all the little stuff that so preoccupies us and uses up our energy is more crucial than the stuff inside the jar. ...
It is the old, old story of God’s self-giving graciousness to us and to all creatures. That is the treasure!
Everything else is a clay pot that is designed to hold and transmit and enact the treasure. Everything else! … the church and its ministers, its hymnals and catechisms, its budgets and programs, its pensions funds and mission boards, its conference offices and dioceses and ordaining councils, its congregations and middle judicatories, its church bells and bulletins and candles and music programs, its seminaries and their curricula, its research and commentaries and learned articles, its youth groups and mission trips and church camps, its mission festivals and quarrels and acts of mercy. Everything else is a clay pot … fragile, likely to break, never fully able to contain the truth and richness of the treasure.
—Walter Brueggemann, “Getting smashed for Jesus,” TIME, May 25, 2014. time.com. Retrieved May 30, 2019.

Commentary
Haggai 1:15b−2:9
Early in the years of biblical Israel’s history known as the Second Temple Period (539 B.C. − A.D. 70), four figures emerged as prominent leaders in the effort to restore the sacred commonwealth of the people of Israel: Sheshbazzar, the leader of the exiles returning from Babylonian captivity; Zerubbabel, the governor of Judah; Joshua, the first priest designated “high priest” in the Hebrew Bible; and Haggai, an otherwise unknown prophet whose vision and relentless exhortations spurred to completion the rebuilding of Yahweh’s sacred shrine.
Today’s lesson is from a series of addresses or sermons Haggai delivered to Zerubbabel urging the rebuilding of the Jerusalem temple, destroyed by the Babylonians in 587 B.C. The book of Haggai dates with unusual precision the delivery of the prophet’s series of exhortations: between mid-August and mid-December in the year 520 B.C., 19 years after the decree of Cyrus of Persia allowing for the repatriation of Judea. Soon after that decree, which allowed not only for the return of the Israelite exiles to their homeland, but which also ordered, according to biblical tradition, the rebuilding of the Jerusalem temple (Ezra 4:3), work began under Sheshbazzar to rebuild the physical structure and restore the cultus of Yahweh in it. The effort languished, however, apparently from a number of causes — natural hardships, lack of enthusiasm and active opposition from rival religious and political factions — until the prophet Haggai, as part of the second generation of returning exiles, injected new life into the endeavor.

Nothing is known about the prophet Haggai — unusually, not even a patronymic is supplied introducing him (v. 1) — apart from the oracles and actions attributed to him in the brief book (two chapters long) that bears his name, and brief references elsewhere in contemporary writings (Ezra 5:1; 6:14). According to the Ezra references, he was a contemporary of the prophet Zechariah, although neither prophet mentions the other. Haggai’s name, which means “festival” or “of a festival,” may indicate that he was born on a feast day or, symbolically, that he was destined to devote his life to the restoration of Israel’s religious festivals, at the center of which stood the temple in Jerusalem.
The oracle from which today’s lesson is taken is dated to the 21st day of the seventh month of the second year of King Darius of Persia (i.e., October 21, 520 B.C.). Unlike most other historical or chronological references in the OT, the dating in Haggai (and First Zechariah, chapters 1-8 of that book) is by reference to foreign rulers. Judea —“Yehud” as the Persian administrative district around Jerusalem was known at the time — remained under the control of foreign rulers even as its people began to reconstruct a semi-autonomous life for themselves after their release from captivity in Babylon. Thus, the dating formulae link to such figures as Cyrus and Darius in the prophetic books from the early days of the Second Temple Period.
The chapter and verse divisions in Haggai do not conform to the flow of the narrative, with chapter 2 beginning in the middle of 1:15. Darius I (the Great) ruled the Persian Empire from 522 to 486 B.C., strengthening and enlarging its administrative infrastructure that had been neglected by his more militarily minded predecessors, Cyrus and Cambyses. Although the biblical references to his support for the rebuilding of the Jerusalem temple may glow more than the historical reality behind them, it would not have been entirely out of character for Darius to support the restoration of the civic, religious and social institutions that gave meaning — and contentment — to the client populations of the Persian Empire. Darius was famously known in antiquity for having supported, for example, the reorganization of scribal schools in Egypt, which was part of his empire’s vast reach.
The prophetic oracle is framed, as many are, with the historical notice that the “word of the LORD came by the prophet Haggai” (2:1). This third-person reference, the favored formula in the OT for announcing prophetic speech or activity (cf. Genesis 15:1; 1 Samuel 15:10; 2 Samuel 7:4; 24:11; 1 Kings 6:11; 21:28; Isaiah 38:4; Jeremiah 43:8; Ezekiel 1:3; and many others), is one of the markers that the collections of writings attributed to prophetic figures were likely recorded, assembled and preserved not by the prophets themselves, but by third parties, either disciples or communities of followers. There are first-person exceptions to this stock formula, especially in the book of Jeremiah (cf. Jeremiah 1:4, 11, 13; 2:1, etc.), but the preponderant form is the third-person reference, as here.
Haggai is instructed to speak to “Zerubbabel, son of Shealtiel, governor of Judah” for the second time (the first occurring in vv. 1-11). Zerubbabel, whose name means something like “born/sown in Babylon” or “seed of Babylon,” is a somewhat enigmatic figure in the narratives of post-exilic Israel, with messianic language being applied to him in the books of both Haggai (2:23) and Zechariah (4:6-10). Along with the priest Joshua, he was one of the principal leaders of the second wave of exiles returning to Judah from Babylon, and his patronymic — his identification as “son of Shealtiel” — puts him in the royal house of David, as Shealtiel is identified in 1 Chronicles 3:16-19 as being one of the seven sons of Jehoiachin (Jeconiah), the Judean king who received royal favor during the Babylonian captivity (2 Kings 25:27-30). This dynastic identification is repeated in the NT, where Zerubbabel is included in the genealogies of Jesus (Matthew 1:12-13; Luke 3:27), which were intended to establish Jesus’ Davidic lineage.
The prophet is instructed to speak not only to the “governor” (Hebrew pechah, an Assyrian loan word that occurs in the latest strata of biblical literature) but also to “Joshua son of Jehozadak, the high priest” (2:2). Joshua (the Aramaic spelling of whose name, “Jeshua,” is more common) is unknown outside the narratives in Ezra, Nehemiah, Haggai and Zechariah that describe the rebuilding of the temple and the restoration of its cult, and he is the first priest in the OT designated as “high priest.” Although biblical tradition traces the roots of the Aaronic high priesthood back to Sinaitic revelation (Numbers 25:10-13), it is unlikely, based on the cultic reforms detailed in the book of Ezekiel, that the actual position of high priest existed prior to the exile. It was only the combination of the rise of the family of Zadok under Babylonian patronage and the concomitant decline of the Davidic rulers in Judah in the post-exilic period that allowed for the emergence of a high priest into the resulting leadership vacuum.
The situation portrayed in Haggai is of a delicate balance of power between king and high priest — “Take courage, O Zerubbabel … take courage, O Joshua …” (v. 4) — but that fragile compromise would not last. With the completion of the Second Temple (Ezra 6:15), the power of the royal line of David was eclipsed irrevocably, and the high priest gradually assumed the authority to define Judaism as no other figure could.
The “remnant of the people” mentioned in verse 2 (also in vv. 12, 14), although found in pre-exilic writings, rose to prominence as an ordering idea of Israel’s theological identity following the exile (e.g., 2 Chronicles 30:6; Ezra 9:8, 13-15; Isaiah 10:20-222; Jeremiah 23:3). The idea (if not the exact phrase) of the “righteous remnant” played a significant part in the burgeoning conflict between those who had remained in the land of Judah during the exile and those who had returned, which, in the chaotic mixture of parties and politics of occupied Judea, helped to fuel the exotic dualism of emergent apocalypticism, at the core of which is the struggle between the righteous remnant and the unrighteous multitude. As the visionary plans of those like Haggai and Zechariah foundered on the indifference, competing visions and outright antipathy of their compatriots, their religious zeal curdled into the bitterness that lies at the heart of the apocalyptic imagination.
The courage to which the prophet urges Zerubbabel and Joshua is predicated on the divine assurance that “my spirit abides among you” (v. 5), spoken by “the LORD of hosts,” using an epithet for Israel’s god that occurs with almost monotonous regularity in the book of Haggai. The “hosts” refers to the heavenly armies of divine beings, of which Yahweh is commander, making his assurance of presence no empty platitude.
The manifestation of that divine power will be the convulsions of nature and culture expressed in verses 6 and 7, typical reactions to the march of the divine warrior that is rooted in the earliest layers of Israel’s religious imagery.
The result of that divine intervention — as in Egypt, referred to in verse 5 — is that vast foreign wealth will flow to the rebuilding effort (vv. 7-8), yielding a temple surpassing Solomon’s for splendor (v. 9). That the eventual product fell far short of the prophetic vision is unremarkable in the long interplay between prophetic vision and historical reality in the Old Testament.
*Additional commentary on this text can be found online (Scripture Index).

Conversation with the Children:	Haggai 1:15b−2:9
Bring to your conversation a coffee table book about cathedrals. Try to find a book which contains a pop-up church. You might also Google “pictures of large churches” and you will find an abundance of photos which can be shown on a screen. Ask the children to look for the similarities and differences between the churches. How are these churches different from their own church? What makes a building qualify as a church? Ask the children if they think their church is important to the city/community in which they live. Why is it important? Perhaps they will answer that the church is known in the community because of the assistance offered to those in need (food for a food bank, donations to a resource center) or the volunteering that is done by church members in the community. (It might be interesting to turn to the congregation and ask them to raise their hands if they volunteer in the community, like at schools or the library.) Comment that the church is a place where people are encouraged to serve. Ask the children what the church provides for its members. Answer that it provides a safe place to worship God, that it gives us a chance to be with friends who share our ideas and that it helps us learn more about God. (A growing number of churches are now devoting one weekend a year when services are cancelled and the congregation fans out into the community to partner with schools, work on the campuses, visit homebound members, sing at assisted living homes, assist with sewing groups, write notes to service personnel and decorate placemats for assisted living homes and our armed forces/ The possibilities are endless. If your church board or council agrees, today might be an ideal time to introduce the idea to the congregation.)

Worship Resources
Calls to Worship — General
Leader: As we come to worship, let us leave at the door our self-centered thoughts.
People: And open our eyes to see our neighbor in worship.
Leader: As we come to worship, let us leave at the door our feelings of exclusiveness.
People: And open our minds to the possibilities of inclusion.
Leader: As we come to worship, let us leave outside our notion of generosity.
People: And open our hearts to the possibility of giving beyond our typical gift.
All: As we come to worship, let us open our eyes, our minds and our hearts to what can be instead of what is. For all of our gifts and for all possibilities, let us lift our voices in praise!

Affirmations of Faith — General
There is one hope, one calling, to which we are called.
The hope in our lives is Jesus.
There is one hope, one calling, to which we are called.
The call we must answer is God’s.
There is one faith, one hope, one Lord of us all.
The Lord of our lives is Jesus.
There is one baptism, one Father, one Mother of all.
The Creator who calls us is God.
We are one body, one family, one church,
woven by the Spirit with bonds of peace.
With Christ’s children throughout all of this earth,
we are one body in unity and love.
—Adapted from The Abingdon Worship Annual 2009, © 2008 Abingdon Press.  Posted on the Ministry Matters website, ministrymatters.com. (based on Ephesians 4:1-16)
 
Benedictions — General
Jesus said the greatest thing we could do is to love God and love others. Go now and love — not with a love that is superficial or conditional, but with a love that is pure and generous. Go now and love. Love your spouses, love your friends, love your children, love your neighbors, love those who are easy to love and those who are not; love all. As God has loved you, this is how you should love. In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, go now and love. 

Hymns
Christ Is Made the Sure Foundation
The Church’s One Foundation
I Love Thy Kingdom, Lord

Worship and Praise 
Lord, Be Glorified
Spirit Song
Shout to the Lord
For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

Lectionary Texts
Twenty-second Sunday after Pentecost, Cycle C
Haggai 1:15b−2:9*
Psalm 145:1-5, 17-21*
2 Thessalonians 2:1-5, 13-17*
Luke 20:27-38*
*Additional sermonic treatments of these texts are available online.






