Grace and peace to you from God our Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.  Amen.

These are some dramatic words today, aren’t they?  There shall be a time of anguish, such as has never occurred since nations first came into existence.  When you hear of wars and rumors of wars, do not be alarmed; this must take place, but the end is still to come.  For nation will rise against nation, and kingdom against kingdom; there will be earthquakes in various places; there will be famines.  
These texts sound hopeless, and it’s easy for us to get stuck on that.  After all, you don’t have to listen long for news that sounds foreboding, dangerous, frightening, even panic-inducing.  Earthquakes, hurricanes, nation threatening nation, tanking economies – it’s no wonder some people constantly think the end is near.  Can it get much worse than this?  Surely, if it’s already gotten this tough, we must be at the end times.
The texts we heard today are often referred to as apocalyptic texts, and let me talk about that word “apocalyptic” before you get too nervous that I just said it.  We hear the word “apocalyptic” and we start thinking rapture, destruction of the world, judgment, final battles, and lots of other things that tend to get people very worked up.  We start to get obsessive about the end of the world, trying to plan for it or predict it or even force it into coming about.  We start to sound a little like Jesus’ disciples in the gospel today, feverishly asking Jesus, "Tell us, when will this be, and what will be the sign that all these things are about to be accomplished?" Those words are our words.  What does this mean, these apocalyptic texts?
I hate to break it to you, but apocalyptic literature isn’t about secret codes and signs to help us know when the end of time will come so that we can have some kind of mystical leg-up on the competition.  It’s just honesty.  The fact stands that one day, all this will end.  Jesus says rather pragmatically to his disciples, “Do you see these great buildings? Not one stone will be left here upon another; all will be thrown down.”  Because it’s true.  No matter how great and powerful something is, it will come to an end.  Apocalyptic literature simply reminds us of the truth: some day, the end will come.
But apocalyptic literature is also about hope.  And that might sound really silly to you – how can something that talks about the end of time be hopeful?  When scripture talks to us about the end-of-time, it makes promises about who is in control and what will be the ultimate result.  It states honestly that things will be hard, but has confidence in the power of good over evil.  These texts reassure us that there is hope for us, that there is a promise of salvation.  No matter how bad things seem, they are not the end.  The end is still yet to come, and ultimately, that end is in our loving God’s control.
So when we are surrounded by such great anxiety, such deep worry, such painful fears, we are actually told to have hope.  No, really: hope.  No matter how bad things seem to have gotten, we can have hope because our creator is in charge, our savior has redeemed us, the Spirit is at work.  

When times are tough, we are most tempted to doubt in God’s love for us.  But the texts he heard today promise that no matter how bad things are, they do not mean that the end is near, or that God has abandoned you, or that you’re somehow undeserving.  Hear Jesus’ words to his disciples: these are just the beginning of the birth pangs.  Things are painful now, but something amazing is being born.  Our lives are being shaped, and the promises are being fulfilled, and God will prevail – and not just in some apocalyptic end-of-the-world scenario, but here, today, now.  Jesus is telling us that it’s all going to be okay.
Maybe that sounds naïve or foolish to say everything’s going to be okay.  Maybe it sounds like denial to believe fully and truly that it’s all going to be okay.  But I disagree.  Repeating to yourself that it’s all going to be okay isn’t denial.  It is going to be okay.  It’s the truth.  Denial is being surprised that bad things happen in the first place.

My mom and I like to talk theology.  She’s a deep thinker, and I spent too much time in seminary packing my brain full of knowledge, so she kind of quizzes me sometimes.  Ultimately, our conversations turn back to the kinds of questions about trust and faith and why bad things happen that everyone asks.  For a long time, I felt like I was trying to explain things to my mom.  

One day, I learned more from her than I ever could have tried to teach her.  She leveled with me and said that most of her life had been good.  When bad things started to happen to her, she questioned why.  Was the end near?  Was God punishing her?  Or testing her?  She was stuck on trying to find some kind of explanation.  But then she experienced a sort of flip.  When she thought about it, much of life was hard.  So many people suffered so much.  When she thought about it, the fact that many parts of her life had been so good and happy was a joyful thing.  Instead of being surprised that bad things happened, she needed to celebrate the wonderful things in her life.
In that move, she had chosen hope over anxiety.  She had decided to thank God for the good God had done and would continue to do instead of living in fear of the next bad thing.  She heard Christ’s words of promise: do not be alarmed, this must take place, but the end is still to come.  This, right now, this suffering or trial, this is not the end of the world.  God is still in charge.  Blessings are still at hand.  I am not defeated.  We are called to believe it as well, because it is the truth. 
It is time to step away from our fear and step into our vulnerability, to turn away from anxiety and face the awareness of our limitation, to give up the illusion of control and place ourselves fully in the care of God.  It is time to live in hope instead of anxiety.  It is time to trust God, who calls us, loves us, and guides us through any trial we might face.  For this, and all good things that God brings us, thanks be to God.  Amen.  
