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It seems the word “war” and rumors of wars have been in the news quite a 
lot this past week. The week began with the “war on Christmas” commentaries by 
people who were upset with the plain red cup Starbucks is serving its coffee and 
other drinks in. Starbucks’ deliberate choice not to use specific symbols of 
Christmas (which were things like snowflakes, sleighs and reindeer) has upset 
quite a lot of people who feel it is another way of disrespecting a Christian 
holiday.   A friend of mine chimed in this week on the “War on Christmas” 
controversy by saying that her school principal decided they would not have a 
holiday music in their school’s December music program this year; and banned all 
songs from any and all faiths. My friend certainly felt like she had lost a war when 
she heard this.  

But then, before it seems we could come to a place of understanding and 
acceptance about the red cups and December music programs devoid of holiday 
songs, Friday night brought us back to harsh reality of what constitutes a war. As 
the terrible and terrifying news reports coming out of Paris started to scroll across 
our TV screens and fill up our Facebook newsfeeds and Twitterfeeds, we 
remembered that war really is a lot more frightening, a lot more awful, and a lot 
more confusing than the color of a paper coffee cup. And that is when the word 
“war” really started to fly, attached to the words “act of”.  

 I couldn’t help but feel as I proclaimed this morning’s Gospel lesson that 
Jesus wasn’t just talking to his followers, he was reaching out from the printed 
word through time and space to speak to us gathered here at Good Shepherd this 
morning. His words about who to listen to seem to be as needed today as they 
were to the original audience. 

 This is also a good time to remember that today’s Gospel comes from what 
scholars call Mark’s Little Apocalypse because it deals with Jesus delivering 
messages that reveal the future or at least help understand the present, 
especially a frightening present better. It was an intentional and special post-
Easter message to the early church in the Markan community. That community 
was just as frightened, anxious, and confused as we may be today. This 
community was made up of followers of Christ before the word “Christian” was 
common. These people were frightened of many things: the destruction of 



Jerusalem, persecutions against them for their beliefs, and losing their friends and 
families because they chose to believe and worship Christ. It is so easy for us to 
forget that believing in Jesus was not widely accepted at first, and even seen as a 
threat by those in power. Those who believed in Christ in those early days of the 
church were a community of believers who gathered together to worship Christ 
even though they had no large, impressive buildings, no large endowments, no 
cultural acceptance to hide behind. A follower of Christ in the days the Gospel of 
Mark was written was someone whose faith was putting them at risk for the kind 
of persecution they faced where they could lose not only jobs, family and friends, 
but also their lives.  

 When we remember this, we might see how Jesus’ words from Mark’s 
Gospel would be both a comfort and a source of strength for those early 
Christians who also feared their church would not last very long. Which sounds a 
lot like what we also hear from Pew researchers who tell us that while plenty of 
people still believe in God, they are not going to participate in religious 
organizations. So we watch as church pews become less full and begin to be 
fearful ourselves that we have been forgotten or abandoned, that the world is 
moving on without us. 

 In some ways, that early Church and the church today is not that different 
from Hannah, from our Old Testament reading. Many women today might be able 
to relate to Hannah, as many women also struggle with the inability to conceive. 
In Hannah’s day, infertility carried the added burden of being interpreted as being 
so severely disliked by God that God had forsaken or abandoned the woman who 
could not have a baby. Infertility was one of the justifications for a man in 
Hannah’s day to divorce his wife, in part because the woman was believed to be 
despised by God. That Hannah’s husband loved her so much and showed her 
favoritism despite her infertility would have been incredibly rare and speaks well 
of him. Usually, the only way a woman gained any place in her family and in 
society was by having a baby. When we realize this, we might better understand 
that Hannah may not only have been desperate, she may have been frightened 
that God had abandoned her. 

 Yet in her fear and desperation, Hannah did what is considered a 
remarkable thing: she prayed. Well, she did a little more than just pray. She 
confronted God with her situation; and she sort of bargained with God. She didn’t 
just ask God to let her conceive and give birth to a baby boy, she said that if that 
did happen, she would attribute that miraculous birth to God and would 



therefore return to God what was God’s: that baby.  Hannah’s prayer shows us 
that she was willing to give back to God the very thing she wanted more than 
anything in the world. That she kept her promise has long been seen not only as 
an expression of gratitude to God, but a model of faith because it shows God does 
not despise anyone, that God does indeed love us, and God will eventually show 
God’s love by doing something for those in deep despair, fear, or anxiety. We’ll 
hear echoes of her beautiful song we sang as our Canticle in place of the psalm 
this morning, when the angel Gabriel visits Mary and gives her the incredible 
news of her own unlikely pregnancy and what that pregnancy means.   

 Which brings us back to Jesus and his words about wars and rumors of wars 
and how we are to respond when we hear such talk. Jesus’ words to a frightened 
people was to not be alarmed, to not be afraid. While terrible things will happen, 
we still have Christ who showed us God loves all of us, no exceptions, God doesn’t 
abandon nor hate anyone, and God’s love is hope, forgiveness, and healing. 

 And those are words we really need to remember with all the war talk 
going on in the news.  

 So how might we respond to tragic news and rumors of war? That’s a tough 
question. Maybe Hannah could be our guide, and we could respond with more 
than just prayer, but with heartfelt prayer that lays before God our raw emotions 
of anger or fear or anxiety with the willingness to leave it with God. Maybe we 
might listen to Jesus and choose to not be afraid, and look instead for ways we 
might spread hope, forgiveness and healing.  I wonder if there might be a way we 
could remind our friends of other faiths that we are still friends, and are 
committed to continue our work together to promote peace. What might it look 
like if we refuse to let these or any terrorist attack weaken our resolve to be a 
welcoming and inclusive parish that reaches out to our community? 

 I realize these might seem like terribly small or unimportant or ineffectual 
ideas in light of such large problems and fears. Like the disciples might have felt 
small standing beside such large foundation stones at the temple. But isn’t that 
the message of Jesus? That those big frightening events are going to happen, but 
they are not the end, they are not as big or real or wonderful or as important or 
as loving as God, who sometimes chooses to work not in big ways, but through 
the small actions of people, people like you and me who give what we can, love as 
best we can, forgive as best we can, and choose to live into hope as best we can 
and that sometimes those seemingly small acts can have lasting results.  



 Maybe today, as we listen to the news reports not only about Parish but 
also Beirut and Baghdad that I am sure will continue to come out, we might pay 
attention to what we are actually listening to and ask ourselves if we are listening 
to the voices of fear and hate that could dehumanize people, or if we are listening 
to Jesus’ words of hope, hope that doesn’t ignore terrible events, but strengthens 
us to finds ways through them. As we listen, we might pray, pray not only for 
those who are dead, or hurt, or frightened, but pray for courage and inspiration 
for ways to live into the hope, forgiveness, and healing of Christ. For that is how 
there can be peace on earth. 


