Pre:
Come with me to the year 537 BC.   This is the event that Bill J talked about last Saturday night at our kickoff dinner. A small remnant of rejoicing Hebrews are returning home from 70 years of exile in Babylon; finally, after all those years in exile, they now have freedom to resettle their land and rebuild the Temple of God which had been destroyed just before the exile.   They eagerly set to work on architectural drawings for a scaled-down version of the original Temple, and the foundation is quickly laid.  The work proves more daunting than they expect, though, and the prospects of completion are downright unappealing.  The project is abandoned.  

 
For the next sixteen years, the foundation just sits there, while the people complain about how expensive it would be to complete it.  It’s not time to rebuild, they say.  We don’t have the resources.  We need to get our own houses in order first.  So that’s what they do.  They plant crops, and build houses for themselves and take care of their families.  There is even a hint that perhaps some of the cedar they had imported from Lebanon for the Temple goes into building their own houses instead.  They begin to prosper, yet throughout the land there is a pervasive atmosphere of discontent.  

Then God sends the prophet Haggai, to speak to the people.  Here’s what he says:  (Haggai 1:1-8)

Our second reading from the Bible is more than 500 years later. Jesus is in the world teaching, preaching, healing, and calling disciples. Here’s a little story about a few potential disciples. (Luke 9:57-62)

Recession Thinking: It’s Not a Good Time for Me

Haggai 1:1-8, Luke 9:57-62

I invite you to paint a picture in your mind. Imagine an abandoned construction site. There’s a large gaping hole where a foundation was laid, and then left to crumble. The workers have long since gone home in disgust. The caution tape has sagged and disintegrated into the ground. Passersby click their tongues and shake their heads.

Unfinished projects. Unfinished business. Do you have any of those in your life? Things you put off until it’s seems too late to do anything about it? I suspect we all have a few. 

Procrastination is my sin

It brings me naught but sorrow.

I know that I should stop it

In fact, I will...tomorrow.  (Gloria Pitzer, Today in the Word, MBI, April, 1990, p. 41) 

Procrastination is often humorous, but it can be serious business.

During the American Revolution, for instance, it’s reported Colonel Rahl, commander of the British troops in Trenton was playing cards when a courier brought an urgent message stating that General George Washington was crossing the Delaware River. Rahl put the letter in his pocket and didn't bother to read it until the game was finished. Then, realizing the seriousness of the situation, he hurriedly tried to rally his men to meet the coming attack, but his procrastination was his undoing. He and many of his men were killed and the rest of the regiment was captured. That was good for our side, of course, but not for Rahl and his troops. 

Both of our Bible stories seem to be a challenge to procrastinators. To the exiles who were putting off building the Temple, and to the would-be disciples who were putting off following Jesus. But they really challenge us to go deeper, beneath the surface procrastination, to dare to probe the real calling of our life. To ask what is it that is unfinished, not out there in my workshop or my kitchen or my job, but what is it that is unfinished in me? And what do I need to do to get back on track? The tragedy of life is not that it ends so soon, but that we wait so long to begin it. (Richard L. Evans, Bits & Pieces, March 4, 1993, p. 2.)


Our two stories take us back to God’s treasure that we have been talking about for several weeks now. The treasure we are seeking is what? (The kingdom of God) And what is the kingdom of God? (It’s God’s leadership in your life.) 


The problem with the people in Haggai’s audience is not simply that they have left a building project uncompleted. The problem is that they have left off doing the LORD’s work, and have gone off to do their own thing. And it has not served them well, for no matter how much grain they grow, it’s not enough. No matter how big a salary they pull in, they are going from paycheck to paycheck. Their “needs” go up with each raise in pay. You earn wages to put them into a bag with holes, Haggai says. As soon as it comes in, you’ve spent it. And then you have the nerve to say you are too poor to rebuild the LORD’s house. Too poor, too busy, too tired. 


But you’re not too poor, Haggai says. You’re just spending your money and your time on other things. Your priorities are all mixed up. No matter how much you accomplish or how much you accumulate, you will never be happy because you’re not letting God lead you. 


These people say the time has not yet come. This is not a good time for me.

And that is essentially the message we get from the would-be disciples that Luke tells us about. The time has not yet come to follow Jesus. The first disciple in the story seems eager enough to follow Jesus, but Jesus challenges his heart with a tough reality. If you follow me, you may have to kiss your soft bed and comfy home goodbye. Are you ready to do that? 


The second and third would-be disciples try to bargain with Jesus. I will follow you, but first. . . 


Now, I submit that their bargains are not that big of a deal. And I would further propose that most of us would be happy to give these men what they are asking for. It doesn’t seem like much. Just a few days for the one to bury his father, just a week or two for the other to tie up loose ends at home and say goodbye. But Jesus is on a mission, and he needs followers that will put that mission ahead of everything. Not tomorrow, but now.

There was a young man who returned home from boot camp and his dad asked him what he had learned in his first weeks in the army. “Dad,” he said, “I learned what ‘now’ means.” 
Those who wish to follow Jesus need to learn what God’s “now” means. 

For both of these men who are trying to buy time, the surface story may not even be the whole story. It was true in ancient times, in that culture, that a man was under his father’s leadership as long as the father was alive. Perhaps his father had not yet died, so he felt a son’s responsibility to follow his father as long as the father was alive. Once he has died, then he would be free to follow Jesus. But that could be years into the future. 

The motive behind the person saying that he wanted to say goodbye may well have meant that he wanted to get his family’s permission or blessing. Or an excuse not to follow. 

But Jesus is on a mission, and his followers need to buy into that mission, even more than they buy into their own plans or the plans of their families. 

And this is what ties our two Bible passages together. God’s kingdom—God’s leadership—has a claim on your life. And that claim has number one priority. When God says it’s time to build, you need to build. When Jesus says, follow me, you need to follow.

 Very often when we hear testimonies about how people have come to make a commitment to follow Jesus, they talk about giving up their sinful ways. Maybe they were thieves or drug addicts or prostitutes. But in Haggai’s words and in the words of Jesus in Luke’s Gospel, we hear that God’s leadership has priority not just over the bad things in our life but also the good things. God’s leadership has priority over the best things in life, including home and family. Bible commentator Fred Craddock says that “Jesus never said to choose him over the devil but to choose him over the family.” (Communicator’s Commentary, Luke, in loc) I think the point is that we already know that we need to choose between Jesus and the devil. It comes as a surprise to be faced with a choice between Jesus and our family.

Go back in your mind to the picture of the abandoned construction site that you created at the beginning of this message.  Now I want to invite you to consider the gaping holes that may be in your life. Things you started to build. Intentions to follow, yet not followed through. 

I titled this message Recession Thinking: It’s Not a Good Time for Me. Which is really an unfinished sentence. And which challenges you to face what may be unfinished business in your relationship with God. How would you finish it?  It’s not a good time for me to. . . what? (Increase my giving, make a pledge to a capital campaign, give money to benevolence, help out with the youth group?) While you are saying this is not a good time, what is God saying to you?   

I challenge you today to dare to consider what it is that may be blocking the way for you to take that next step that God is calling you to make. To build, not a Temple, but a life of faith and service. 


And then consider the urgency of letting God lead you in good times and in not so good times.


There’s a story about Grandma and Grandpa going into town in their rickety old pickup and they went to the furniture store and bought the biggest, best grandfather clock they could find.  They had been saving for years for this very purchase.  Carefully they loaded the clock into the back of the pickup and drove home, two very contented, very satisfied customers.  When they got home, they set the clock up in the living room, and grandpa set the time, and got the pendulum swinging.  They brought their rocking chairs and put them right in front of that clock, so they could just watch it.  For several hours they sat there, listening to the tick-tock, and counting the chimes as each hour passed.  Finally, the clock chimed eleven times, and grandma said she was worn out, and she kissed grandpa and went up to bed.  Grandpa started to snooze a bit as he continued to watch the clock.   The clock chimed 12 times, and grandpa kept rocking, automatically counting the chimes, almost dozing.  But the clock didn’t stop at 12; it went on and chimed 13 times.  Grandpa was fully awake when he jumped out of his chair, and ran upstairs and shook his wife.  “Martha! Martha!” He said.  “It’s later than it’s ever been!”

There’s never been a more important time to build your life of faith. And to follow Jesus. And it’s later than it’s ever been! Jesus is on the move. Will you come along?
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