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"In the Midst of Uncertain Times”
Jeremiah 33:14-16 & Luke 21:25-36
The place is called Apuakëhau.  You can see it if you stand near the makai rock wall and look towards the north curve of the bay fronting the church.  
When Kepä Maly, a historian and cultural specialist, was with us a few weeks ago he spoke of Apuakëhau in such a way that I was reminded of the wisdom of our küpuna or ancestors.  Imagine, Kepä said, what the Hawaiians must have thought and felt about this place.  
Ah, yes,” they would say, “Apuakëhau,” knowing that it is the place where a gentle land breeze from Kula would often sweep down the slopes of Haleakalä and come to rest in that spot.  The name itself is descriptive of the very thing one would experience being in that place.

I understand this love of place.  Perhaps because some ofus have grown up as island people we are aware that land has value not as a commodity to be bought and sold, but as a gift to be valued and cherished.  
But I’ve wondered about the years when ali‘i or chiefs found themselves at war with one another.  Were they any different from the chiefs and kings of other nations?  What compelled them to believe that killing others was the only option?  How did they justify such an action?  And when the killing finally stopped what was accomplished?  

I was struck by how our readings from The Book of Jeremiah and The Gospel According to Luke both speak of a place that I’ve heard about from others.  It is a place that I’ve read about and seen in photographs and films.  It is a place called Jerusalem.
I’ve never had a chance to visit Jerusalem and so I’ve not experienced the city in the same way that I’ve experienced Apuakëhau.  But I’ve often wondered how it was that Jerusalem, once called U-ra-sa-lim or “city of peace,” has in fact become a city that seems to exist on an uneasy and uncertain truce.  (The New Compact Bible Dictionary, Zondervan Publishing House, T. Alton Bryant, Grand Rapids, Michigan, 1967, page 275) 
If what is said about the city itself is true one would hardly think it would be a city worth fighting over.  In fact a Greek geographer named Strabo who lived in the first century described it as “a place that would not be envied, one for which no one would fight.”  (Harper’s Bible Dictionary, Paul J. Achtemeier, General Editor, Harper & Row, Publishers, San Francisco, 1971, page 463)

Located on the edge of the Judean desert, the city had an arid climate with only one spring located in an unprotected area and a second spring south of the city that was even more exposed.  The land was agriculturally poor and its limestone had no minerals of any value.  Therefore the city itself was far from a being a commercial center because of its location.

Jerusalem grew in importance under the reigns of Solomon and David around 1000 BCE.  Jerusalem became a religious and political symbol of the unity of the people of God.  As king, David needed a neutral location between the Israelites who were living in the north and in the south.  

Under Solomon’s rule Jerusalem grew into a 32-acre city and in time the Temple was built.  If we were to look at the geographic location of the city of Jerusalem, we would probably agree with Strabo that the city was not worth fighting over.  
For many others, including the Babylonians in 588 BCE and the Romans in AD 70, the destruction of the city had more to do with their perception that the Israelites were a religious and political threat.  But for the prophets, the destruction of the city was seen as punishment for the people’s abandonment of its symbol of political and religious unity under God’s law.

Our reading from The Book of Jeremiah is about the Babylonian siege of 588 BCE.  The prophet Jeremiah is imprisoned for prophesying against Zedekiah, the king.  Jeremiah warns Zedekiah.  God will deliver Jerusalem to King Nebuchadnezzar; Zedekiah will not be able to escape but will be given into the hand of Nebuchadnezzar, brought before him, and taken to Babylon.  The war, Jeremiah declares, will not be successful because there is no justice in the land.

In our reading from The Gospel According to Luke, Jesus warns of the city’s destruction during his ministry.  The Temple will be destroyed.  Jesus warns the scribes and the Pharisees and now the people about ambition and greed.  Love of money and the abuses due to greed were a plague on the religious and political leaders of Jesus’ day.  

And sadly it is a plague even on our own religious and political leaders today.  If anyone of us were to engage in the debate about the moral issues of our day and time, we would do well to heed the words of Jeremiah and Jesus. 

Destruction will come not because God takes delight in wars and rumors of war as a form of punishment but because we have brought such destruction upon ourselves.  We would like to fault God for the uncertain times in which we live but it is of our own doing.

I believe it would be a mistake for us to assume that Jeremiah and Jesus would like nothing better than to say, “Beware God’s punishment” and leave it at that.  But they do say more.  In the midst of uncertain times; in the midst of all that may trouble us; in the midst of the turmoil we experience in our own lives; in the midst all the mess we are invited to trust in God.
In situations that seem only to threaten loss, we hear words of promises kept.  It may appear that Jeremiah is intent on only pronouncing judgment to prepare the people of Judah for exile to Babylon, but Jeremiah also offers a word of hope in the face of mounting despair.

The exile will test the ability of the people to trust God’s promise of an “everlasting covenant” (2 Samuel 7:16).  Yet God’s promise is what forms the foundation of Jeremiah’s words.  A new branch will “spring up” and the people will be restored.

It is this sense of restoration that is also present in the word of hope that Jesus offers to the disciples and it is a word of hope he offers to us as well.  When we find ourselves consumed by fear Jesus calls on us to stand up and raise our heads, because our redemption is drawing near. (Luke 21:28)

Jeremiah and Jesus both challenge us to live faithfully toward the future - even as we live in present days that test our faith and trust in God.  Perhaps then true peace will come to 

U-ra-sa-limm and the elders of the land will say, “Ah, yes.  U-ra-sa-lim,” knowing that it is indeed the “city of peace.”
Let us pray.  We pray, O God, as we gather to share the bread and cup that are set before us that you will come to us as the gentle land breeze that sweeps down to us from the uplands of Kula to the place we call Apuakëhau and grant us your peace.”  Amen.
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