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My daughter, Melissa, is 39 years old, married with two small children. She is a physician, and keeps a very busy schedule. Melissa is also a distance runner since high school days, and she loves to train and run in marathon races. Preparing for the races requires great discipline as well as patience on her part. The training is long and arduous, and not without risks. But Melissa is very faithful in building up her strength and endurance. She is determined to increase her skills – and thus, her finishing times. To her, the goal is life-giving, and worth the risks to be taken.


Patience and endurance are two virtues featured in today’s scripture readings. These readings give us three very different scenarios, but one clear message, I believe, about what believers are being called to do, in the here and now, when it comes to the building up of the reign of God.


In today’s gospel reading, we see Jesus, late in his ministry, standing with his disciples on Jerusalem’s holiest ground, and looking up at the stunningly beautiful Temple – Herod’s masterpiece – built to appease the conquered Jews after the Hasmonean wars catapulted his mixed culture family into leadership in Israel.  The disciples were mightily impressed with the glorious sight which reminded them of the glorious heritage of Israel in the past, and which seemed to promise certitude of an equally glorious future as God’s forever chosen ones. 

But Jesus broke into their reverie of pious amazement with a real shocker – a blunt prophetic pronouncement: all the magnificence before their eyes would one day be rubble, he declared. He spoke of ominous, yet hopeful things to come – things that would test the soul’s endurance, and at the same time, help the disciples to “grow” their souls. Jesus, with a prophetic glimpse, gave the disciples an insight into what discipleship would cost those who chose to follow him. Jesus spoke of the soul – not as a fixed entity – but rather as an organic and growing one. The soul, he implied, is that inward capacity in which the divine and human connect, in a life-long process of anchoring and nurturing and enduring – that will not flinch in the face of suffering.

Paul, in his second letter to the Thessalonians, is also talking about endurance – and about growth within the context of the community. It appears that some of the Christians in the community were getting tired of waiting for Jesus’ return – and they just decided that they were ready for the glory of the Lord’s coming, and would just sit and wait! But Paul lets them know in no uncertain terms that this waiting is not a static situation, and they need to be about the business of living in the present moment and working for the good of the community; their call was to be growing in faith and fruitfulness as disciples. Paul is challenging the Thessalonians to hang in there and to grow in faith and in wisdom – which alone will yield manifold fruit for the future.


Malachi, of course, is prophesying in Israel hundreds of years before Christ. His message is sharp and to the point. He is really laying it on the line for the prosperous and the self-satisfied.  He speaks about the “Day of the Lord’s Coming,” - in fearful terms for evildoers, but in terms of healing and restoration, righteousness and renewal, for the just. Malachi’s message is that the Day of the Lord will catch many off guard. He warns irreverent priests and corrupt judges, worshippers who pay lip service, but do evil with their hands and their mouths, teachers who lead people astray. But for those who strive to know God’s will – who train their souls to grow and mature and bear fruit within the community – for those, the Sun of Righteousness will rise with healing in its wings.

The message for us too as disciples is clear. The role of a disciple is to learn and to grow, to run risks, - to train for the big one – like a long distance runner. For disciples who are about the business of growing their souls, the pondering of the Day of the Lord – whether it comes generally to the entire world at once, or personally and individually when we “meet our Maker,” – the reality of the Day of the Lord is not a fearsome thought; rather, it is one that will serve to help us keep our focus on our growing relationship with the One who made us to grow and become – to risk, and to be blessing to all God’s people.
