GOOD ENDINGS

| first met Peg during my early teens, when my family joined the local Methodist
Church and Peg was the organist’s wife. She was highly creative, incredibly scatty, a
musician, dressmaker, flower arranger and artist.

Her conversation was spicy, to say the least. Many of her better stories were only
passed on to me in later years, my mother thinking them not quite suitable for a girl of
thirteen to hear. But we all loved Peg. She was incredibly kind, generous and good
company to all age groups. She looked after the elderly people, ran a Junior Choir for
the young, organised flower festivals, weddings, tea parties and | heard from my
father of how the last bus would have to wait outside her house each night for about
fifteen minutes before heading back into town. Every night for thirty-five years, Peg
had taken cups of tea out to the Bus Driver and Conductor.

With such a hectic life, her house did fall somewhat short of immaculate. You might
even have called it chaotic. But as Peg was never house-proud and as her husband was
the kind of musician who lives on a different planet- he was quite capable of coming
home from work, sitting down at the piano and forgetting whether or not he had eaten
his dinner- nobody minded.

Until Auntie came to live with them. Auntie was a dear, sweet elderly lady who did
believe in good housekeeping and she was horrified at the state of the house. She
shook her head sadly as she gazed at the sideboard, piled high with music, sewing
cotton, flower vases, paint pots, dog food, tea cups-you name it- and having failed to
appeal to Peg’s housekeeping conscience she tried her religious conscience instead.
Just suppose, she said, that the Lord returned today? How would you feel, Peg, that
He saw your sideboard in such a state?

I never heard what Peg replied. Possibly that was another conversation Mother
thought unsuitable for me to hear.....

I used to know a lot of people like Auntie: people who lived in a permanent
atmosphere of expectation with regard to “The Lord’s coming.” People who believed
in maintaining the highest possible standards of behaviour because they honestly
believed that at any moment Jesus would walk in and see what they were doing;
people who sat very lightly in this world because they expected it to come to an end
before too long; people who exhorted their friends and families to acknowledge Jesus
Christ before it was too late because at the Second Coming there would be no mercy,
no forgiveness- just the final judgement.

This was, after all, very much how the early church lived. The first Christians
expected Christ to return to the world during their lifetime. That was why they got rid
of most of their possessions, why many refrained from getting married or having
children and why there was such urgency in their preaching of the Gospel. With the
return of Christ, the world as they knew it would come to an end.

But two thousand years is a long time to remain on red alert. Over the centuries, this
sense of urgent expectation has dwindled in the Christian church. The “Second
Coming” is not a topic most of us give much thought to nowadays.
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This does not mean though that we have stopped believing it will ever happen. |
suspect that a lot of people still live in hope of some great and final consummation.



You see, life is messy. It has always been messy.

In the film “Three Men and a Little Lady,” Nancy Travis complains that her life is
“one long improvisation.” She feels that she is not living to a plan she has chosen, to a
script she has written. She just has to respond to what keeps happening in her life and
she does not like this.

But what is new? Are we not all in the same boat?

No matter how carefully we plan, how organised and well-disciplined we are, things
still happen that we had not expected. We find that we have to put aside our plans in
order to attend to other people’s needs, or to deal with a mistake we have made, or to
cope with the havoc that prolonged sickness or injustice stirs up.

No matter how successful we appear, how glowing our obituary in “The Times”
might read, we still die with some regrets at what we might have done or what we
might have been.

And no matter how strong our relationships, how dearly we loved and were loved,
there will still be people at our funerals with unfinished business on their minds.

Life is messy. Even for people who are lucky enough to live a reasonably secure and
comfortable life, it is messy. And for the victims of the Mugabe regime or the
Tsunami, or cancer or TB or Huntingdon’s disease life just does not make sense at all.

It is easy to see why we need to believe in a Judgement Day when we look at the
Concentration Camps or the starving children in Africa or the victims of terrorism.

It is easy to see why we need to believe in a new heaven and a new earth when we
look at the victims of mudslides and earthquakes and floods.

It is easy to see why we need to believe in the resurrection of the dead when we grieve
for people we have lost, especially those who died young and in pain.

We want a clearing up. We want to see that everything the human race has suffered
gets its reward in heaven. We want to see that everything the human race has inflicted
by way of pain and disaster is punished. We want to see the earth made safe and fit
for the human race to live on in peace and happiness. We want to see a regime which
is fair and just to all people.

And for two thousand years all these hopes have been gathered up and focussed on
the person of Jesus Christ. Jesus will come again and this time he will judge the earth,
he will bring back the dead and he will rule over a new world.

We may not talk about this much but the hope is still there.
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So what did Jesus actually say about his coming? Here lies a problem. Jesus spoke of
the “coming of the Son of Man” or “the coming of the kingdom of God” in both the
present and the future tense. Sometimes he seemed to be promising a return visit to
“clear things up” in the future; at other times he seemed to be talking about judgement
and new life and the kingdom of God as things which were happening right now as he
stood there. People in the Gospel stories argued over what he meant and theologians
have been arguing about it ever since. Why could he not have made things clear?

I do not remember much of the Hebrew language I learned at college but one thing
has stayed with me and that is its lack of tenses. There were no past, present and
future tenses in the Hebrew language. The first verse in the Bible God created the
heavens and the earth could mean “God created the world in the past. Or it could
mean “God is creating the world even as we speak.” Or it could mean “God will



create the world in the future.” Or it could mean all three at once. God’s creative
activity in the world never stops. It has no beginning and it has no ending.

This is not just about linguistics. It is about the way a whole civilisation understood
time. They did not see it the way we do, with past, present and future neatly divided.
They saw it as a perpetual unity. So, when Jesus talks about his coming and it is not
clear to us whether he is talking about what did happen in the stable in Bethlehem
thirty years before or what is happening now on the hillside in Galilee or what will
happen at some stage in the future, he is not trying to confuse us. He is treating time
and eternity as a unity. Jesus Christ came into the world, Jesus Christ comes into the
world, Jesus Christ will come into the world. His ministry has no beginning and it has
no ending.

And this is important because Christ’s ministry is about reconciling human beings to
God; bringing them into a relationship of peace with God. It is not about beating
whole races of people into submission. It is not about placing people forcibly into a
new world order. It is about individual salvation. It is about every human person
finding the consummation of their life through making peace with God.

The kingdom of God, said Jesus is not something which you can say is ““over there in
that place or “at that time.”” The kingdom of God is within you.
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So what am | saying? That there is no great Second Coming to look forward to? No
last trumpet? St Paul got it wrong, as did St John in the book of Revelation?
Studdert-Kennedy wrote a poem about the Last Judgement as experienced in a dream
by a soldier. The man dreams that he has died but he does not, as he expects, see a
great throne with God sitting on it, record book in his hands. He sees only Jesus Christ
standing in front of him. As he looks into the eyes of Jesus he sees the eyes of all the
people he has encountered during the course of his lifetime. He recalls the things he
has done to them- some pretty bad- and he realises that Jesus shared the suffering he
had caused them. When he finally drops to his knees, overcome by shame and
remorse, he hears Jesus say just one word, “Well?” And he whispers in reply is,
“please, can | just go to hell?”” But Jesus says “no, hell is for the blind, not for those
who see,” and sends him back into the world, asking the soldier to follow him.

When you read the Gospels you can see that same scenario over and over again:
Matthew and Zaccheus looking into the eyes of Jesus and seeing the people they had
cheated out of their tax money; Peter seeing the men he had fought, the customers he
had short-changed; Simon the Zealot seeing the Romans he had hated to the very
depths of his being; the dying thief seeing the people he had stolen from- they look
into the eyes of Jesus. They see their own judgement but they find their salvation.
You read of the widow of Nain grieving over her dead son; Mary and Martha
mourning their brother; Jarius and his wife weeping for their little girl. They look into
the eyes of Christ and see the hope and the reality of resurrection.

You read of hungry people sitting on the hillside in Galilee, of sick lepers cast out of
society to die, of the hatred between Jews and Samaritans. These people look into the
eyes of Christ and see the hope and the reality of justice, of healing, of racial unity.
Life was still messy but in a strange way it was starting to make sense because they
had encountered Jesus Christ and, through Jesus Christ the judgement and the
salvation, the new life and the kingdom were within them.



So no, | am not saying that there is no great “Day of the Lord” to look forward to. My
concern is that we have tended to think of it only as a future event in terms of time;
only as something remote “up there” in terms of place; only as something concerning
other people in terms of judgement. We make the mistake of which Jesus himself
warned, of saying “the kingdom will be then and it will be there” and it all feels so
remote that it seems to have little to do with us now.

But there is not a day or an hour when Jesus Christ does not confront us with
judgement and salvation, with the truth of resurrection and with the claims of the
kingdom of God. The consummation of life happens inside us, not outside us. It
happens when we find the courage to stand face to face with Jesus Christ and see in
Him what our lives are really all about. And when we have finished hurling at him all
our anger and bitterness, our doubts and fears, our shame and regrets, then look and
see both the truth and the love in his eyes, then | think we shall know all that we need
to know about what is called the “Second Coming.”
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After | had grown up, married and had children, | heard that Peg and her husband had
moved away, to live with their daughter. Peg had been diagnosed with terminal cancer
and had only three months to live. My mother and | went down to see her. She was as
lively and witty as ever, still sprinkling plenty of spice into the conversation. Her
sitting room would still have made Auntie hold up her hands in horror. Not just the
sideboard but every available surface was cluttered up. Only this time it was cluttered
with innumerable cards and | counted at least twenty vases, pots and arrangements of
flowers sent by so many of the people who had experienced Peg’s love, fun and
encouragement over the years. | also spotted an embroidered motto which made me
smile. It said, “an immaculate house is a sign of an empty life.”

Christ had come into that life, bringing an unquenchable spirit of love, generosity,
faith and encouragement.

Christ was coming into that life, keeping faith, hope and love alive even as Peg
looked pain and death in the face.

Soon Christ would come into that life and take Peg on into the life of eternity.

It was all part of an ongoing, continuous relationship between Christ and one woman,
a relationship which taught her what she was, which created a small corner of the
kingdom of God in the place where she lived, which would hold the chain of love
firm as she passed through death and keep her bound to those who had loved her and
to God himself.

The Lord says “I am coming soon”

Even so come, Lord Jesus.

Amen.



