Unfinished Business
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus the Christ.

When I first heard Jesus speak of the end in verse 9 of our Gospel reading for today, I couldn’t help but remember an experience I had growing up.  I was walking from my house to the nearby McDonald’s to meet a friend and the youth pastor of his church.  I carried my Bible with me, since the plan was to have a Bible study.  Rather than a Bible study, I soon found out I was in for an interrogation session.  
Using a few handpicked Bible verses, the youth pastor had made a checklist of things I needed to be doing to get into heaven.  He asked me about them.  My honest answers revealed that I fell short.  I admitted that I wasn’t a perfect Christian—that I didn’t pray or read the Bible enough or was always confident in my faith.  And then he went in for the kill.  He told me if I happened to get run over by a truck at that point, I wouldn’t make it into heaven.  We could work on that, he said; if, I agreed to meet with him again and get involved with his church.  
As I walked home in a hurry that day, my unfinished business with God weighed heavily upon me.  For one, I became wary of any trucks headed in my direction.  More seriously, though, I began to fear what would happen to me when the end would come: when I died or when the world ended.  What unfinished business did I have with God?
Unfinished business: Our lives are filled with unfinished business, which explains the fear, the anxiety, the busyness, the restlessness, and the fact that there’s always more to do than ever gets done.  The unfinished business that you fear may not mark the difference between going and not going to heaven.  It may be all the wars, famines, and plagues in our world, which you feel helpless to and feel you can’t do anything about, or at least enough about.  Everything that Jesus said was going to ravage the world hopelessly ravages the world today.  
Or, perhaps, your unfinished business concerns more of your personal life: broken promises to God and others, the demands of your job, looking for a job, providing for your family, financing an education, completing school assignments, tending to your health, tending to the health of your loved ones, and so on and so on.  What unfinished business weighs heavily upon you?
During Jesus’ ministry, the piece of unfinished business weighing heavily upon people was the destruction of the magnificent temple in Jerusalem.  Jesus says the temple will be reduced to a pile of rubble. “But when?”  the people ask.  Jesus doesn’t say when.  Jesus also mentions that there will be many predictions as to when the end will come.  None of them will be right, though.  There will be wars, insurrections or uprisings, nation will rise against nation, kingdom against kingdom; there will be great earthquakes, famines and plagues, dreadful portents and great signs from heaven; all of that before the end comes.  
And, tucked within Jesus’ laundry list of havoc, there’s only a whisper that “…the end will not follow immediately.”  Jesus makes no announcement as to when the end will come.  Rather, he whispers that the end will not follow immediately.  Jesus then leaves it open as to when the end will come… 
Even later in our Gospel reading, Jesus reveals no juicy details about the end.  He’s more concerned to address the people who seek to follow him in the meantime.  Jesus begins by warning his disciples about the cost of following him: the persecution, the betrayal by family and friends, the hatred towards them, even death.  Yes!  Following Jesus will challenge every aspect of their lives and may even cost them their lives.
Yet interspersed with those warnings about the cost of discipleship, Jesus gives his followers promises to trust, to stake their lives on:

(1) You will be given opportunities to testify/to be my witness, he promises.
(2) Don’t prepare to defend yourselves, for I will give you words and wisdom, he promises.
(3) Not a hair of your head will perish; I have your life, he promises.
By trusting and living according to those promises, the disciples will more faithfully follow Jesus.  And they did.  They sure weren’t perfect.  But despite experiencing everything Jesus warned them about—persecution, rejection, even death—their witness lived on and continues to live on for us today.  They staked their lives on those promises of Jesus.  According to Jesus’ promises, God turned threatening situations into opportunities for them to testify/witness and even provided them the words they needed.  All the while God sustained their life, through death to eternal life with him.  And because of these followers of Jesus down through the ages, we too have received good news that we can’t help but cling to ourselves and then pass on.  
For you who feel hopelessly weighed down beneath all of your unfinished business with God, your life, your relationships, and the world: God—through Jesus Christ—has already forgiven you.  God through Jesus Christ has already forgiven you: this is the witness that Jesus’ disciples down through the ages have given you. 
You are forgiven and free now for God’s unfinished business: God’s unfinished business of discipleship.  You are free to trust and live according to the same promises that Jesus’ disciples did.  Not freed from the responsibilities of this life.  But freed from the heavy, crushing burden that comes with all of your unfinished business.  And freed for God’s unfinished business of becoming Jesus’ followers. 
As we embark on strategic planning here at Augustana, we are getting swept up into God’s unfinished business of discipleship.  Through this whole strategic planning process, we’ll realize that we can more boldly risk following Jesus, even amidst all of life’s challenges, setbacks, and unfinished business.  All because of the promises that Jesus made to his followers
(1) We can trust that we will be given Jesus’ words and wisdom.  
(2) We can trust that we will be given opportunities to publicly speak up and share about God’s love through Jesus Christ, the witness that’s already been given to us.  
(3) And we can trust that ultimately we have nothing to fear, because God promises to sustain our life, through death to eternal life with him. 

When I think back again to my “Bible study” turned interrogation session at McDonalds, I can’t help but remember another experience I had since.  It happened on a Sunday in a local congregation.  The pastor had just declared that through Jesus Christ, God has forgiven all our sins.  And then he went on to declare that we forgiven sinners are now part of the new thing that God is doing in the world.  We are part of the way that God is fulfilling his purpose.  
After the pastor’s declaration, I realized that all of my unfinished business with God that weighed me down, God had forgiven.  Once forgiven, everyone else there and I had become part of God’s unfinished business: the business of becoming followers of Jesus.
Indeed, the end of which Jesus speaks hasn’t come yet, because God is still about the business of making you and me into followers of Jesus.  But when the end does come, as Jesus promises it will, we will then join in the words of our Psalm for today: “[The LORD] has remembered his steadfast love and faithfulness […] All the ends of the earth have seen the victory of our God.”  Amen.
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