
Calm Amidst Calamity 

Read Luke 21 

 Sometimes it’s hard to look up.  The story was on the local news but I 

missed it.  I heard about it at our presbytery meeting.  An elder in the Chelsea 

Presbyterian Church, Sunil Edla, was gunned down outside his home in Ventnor 

by a 16 year old boy who then stole his car and sped away.  He was arrested the 

next morning in Atlantic City.  There is speculation that he did it to gain what they 

call “street cred” with a local gang.  “Street cred” is short hand for credibility on 

the street where you are expected to demonstrate to a gang how bad you really 

are.  Murder is the ultimate way to demonstrate that you are all in and all that! 

 Sunil Edla played music to lead the small Indian congregation in worship.  

He was a grandfather.  He was one week away from returning to India to help his 

mother celebrate her 95th birthday.  They haven’t yet told her of her son’s death.  

No one wants to break her heart before they celebrate her special day.  

Sometimes it’s hard to look up. 

 Today is the first Sunday in Advent.  Last week we proclaimed once again, 

Jesus Christ is King.  And we saw that his kingdom is not yet fully here and that we 

live in the knowledge that his sovereignty exists in a world that still does not 

accept him or believe in him as we keep on going, like lemmings jumping off a 

cliff, from bad to worse.  Sometimes, maybe most of the time, it is hard to look up 

in the not yet time in which we live, in a time when innocent grandfathers are 

gunned down in the street for no good reason. 

 Advent is supposed to function like a human heart’s cry out of the darkness 

of sin and death for the Lord to return one final time to make all things new as he 

promised, to wipe every tear from our eyes, to drive all of the death dealing 

madness from our midst and usher in the reign of peace.  It is supposed to give 

expression to the desire of human hearts for judgment and justice against all 

human evil.   

There is a problem though.  To the extent that every one of our hearts is 

infected with sin, we instinctively fear judgment and draw back.  That fear may be  



healthy but our response to water things down until we are comfortable with the 

way things are misses the mark.  As John taught us, God is love and there is no 

fear in love and perfect love casts out fear.  But we must keep the intensity of 

Jesus’ warnings alongside John’s words of comfort and assurance. 

 In Luke’s Gospel we hear Jesus repeatedly make reference to “this 

generation.”  By that he is not referring to all the people who were born roughly 

when he was and who might die around the same time.  We talk about Baby 

Boomers, Millennials, and Gen-Xers to signify generations among us.  But Jesus is 

using the term a little differently.  In his thought, “this generation” refers to 

people in any given time who are resistant to the purposes of God and 

recalcitrant to cooperate with God’s ways in the world.  “This generation” is a 

group of people so locked inside human pride that they think God needs 

instruction and correction by them.  “This generation” can include people like you 

and me who live two thousand years after Jesus’ description of those who belong 

to it. 

 Taking a brief tour through Luke we learn a little about “this generation.”  

In chapter 7 Jesus says this generation is like a group of children playing in the 

marketplace who jeer at him: we piped and you would not dance; we wailed and 

you would not weep.  You are nothing more than a glutton and a drunkard, a 

friend of tax collectors and sinners.  They at least got the last part right.  Jesus is 

the friend of tax collectors and sinners, so much so that he offers them salvation.  

The members of “this generation” want a Messiah, a Lord, a God who conform to 

their own desires and expectations.  It’s not going to happen. 

 In chapter 9 Jesus descended the mountain just after his transfiguration 

and found a frustrated crowd and some of his inept disciples who were unable to 

heal a demon possessed boy. In exasperation Jesus lamented, “How long must I 

endure this faithless and perverse generation?”  The members of “this 

generation” have become spiritually feeble, their prayers ineffective, who have 

become angry and blame God for the sufferings they have no power to alleviate. 

 In Luke 11, Jesus had grown weary of all the sign seekers that constantly 

hounded him: “Just one more miracle; wow us so we don’t need faith; show us 



again what you can do; be our magician, not our Lord.”  Jesus responded, “It’s an 

evil generation that comes seeking signs.”  Later in the same chapter, Jesus 

chronicled for their forgetful memories  how many prophets people who called 

themselves God’s people killed, many of God’s messengers and God’s prophets. 

One named Zechariah “perished between the altar and the sanctuary.”  They 

killed him right in church! 

 In Luke 12 Jesus said that the Son of Man must suffer and be rejected by 

this generation. People who set out to make God in their own image and who are 

unsuccessful soon turn nasty, even violent. 

 And so we come up to our Advent text for today in chapter 21 of Luke.  

Things have been building toward a crescendo.  All the recalcitrance of this 

generation, all the obstinate resistance, and all the sneering disdain forms the 

backdrop for the prophecies of Jesus, prophecies designed to wake up his 

disciples, to warn them and prepare them for the wrath to come.  

 There will be wars and rumors of wars.  You will be persecuted and even 

betrayed by people closest to you, by members of your own family even.  

Jerusalem, your capital and spiritual center will first be surrounded by enemies, 

besieged, and finally be trampled under Gentile feet.  The whole human and 

religious order will be shaken and plunged into crisis.  Even the cosmic order and 

all of creation will be shaken, accompanied by signs in sun, moon, and stars, by 

roaring seas and crashing waves.  And in the midst of all that calamity it will be 

hard to look up.  Much of what Jesus predicted and warned them about actually 

happened roughly thirty years after his execution on the Cross. 

 Hanging on the cross, Jesus looked up and cried, “It is finished.  Into Thy 

hands I commit my spirit.”  But as for us, in the midst of calamity it is hard to look 

up and cry out in trust; it is hard to surrender.  The response of the flesh is to look 

down, to succumb to discouragement and despair, to be swamped by anxiety and 

fear.  When your world is falling apart, it is the most natural thing in the world for 

you and me to fall apart with it.  We lose hope, then we lose courage, and then 

we lose our hearts.  Looking down, all comes to seem pointless.  As our lights go 

out, we are engulfed in spiritual, emotional, and relational darkness.   



There in the darkness the light of the world comes seeking us out and we 

hear him say, “Now when these things begin to take place, look up and raise your 

heads because your redemption is drawing near.” 

 Are you sure Jesus?  I don’t see any redemption drawing near.  All I see is 

my world falling apart.  Especially when the world is pressing in from all sides, 

then is the time to look up and raise your head.  Then is the time to look for God.  

God is always on the move when we least expect it.  We Christians are summoned 

to embrace a strange outlook to be sure. 

 I wonder if we could get our Advent back.  As the remedy for the pain of 

looking down, always looking down, instead of looking up, we’ve chosen to look 

sideways.  We’ve taken to hiding in the distractions and enticements offered to us 

by the world.  We’ve traded in the intensity of longing for the final coming of 

Jesus, (for what the Bible in several places calls the great and terrible Day of the 

Lord,) we’ve traded it all in and replaced it with a sentimental journey to the birth 

of baby Jesus, so cute and so harmless and so unthreatening.   

And the world has sniffed out our vulnerability and done us one worse.  The 

world teaches us that “every kiss begins with Kay;” buy her a diamond and get 

your kiss along with guaranteed loving admiration for life.  And oh, by the way, 

don’t miss Hyundai’s holiday sales event.  Make it a December to remember by 

planting a Lexus in the driveway topped by a huge red bow.  The representatives 

of the world lead us on through December.  They advise us that the way to 

celebrate the coming of God’s Messiah is to consume and spend, then consume 

some more.  Gobble up the world; satisfy your inner longings to be happy and 

loved.  

 I wonder if this is the way the family of Sunil Edla and the members of the 

Chelsea Presbyterian Church will think of this “December to remember.”  Will 

they find consolation on sale at Amazon.com for the tragic loss of their loved one? 

I’m not trying to bring you down.  I’m not trying to tell you not to put some 

energy into having a fine celebration of the birth of Jesus come the end of the 

month.  I am trying to tell you that hidden away under the now thick blankets of 



our cultural and commercial diversions there is something deeper to which we 

should pay attention.  Listen once more to Jesus’ advice and warning:   

“But take heed to yourselves lest your hearts be weighed down with 

dissipation and drunkenness and cares of this life, and that day come upon you 

suddenly like a snare; for it will come upon all who dwell upon the face of the 

whole earth.  But watch at all times, praying that you may have strength to 

escape all these things that will take place, and to stand before the Son of man.”  

Luke 21:34-36 

I mentioned a minute ago that much of what Jesus predicted occurred in 

Jerusalem shortly after his death.  You might wonder, “Well, if that’s the case, 

why worry?  Why should I bother thinking about a calamity that already 

happened a long time ago?”  To which I would say two things. 

First, if you read Luke 21, Jesus’ predictions seem to start off very 

specifically.  They concern events that will soon take place in Jerusalem.  But then 

partway through, the parameters seem to expand until they encompass 

conditions in the whole world.  Finally, every one of us will be called to stand 

before the Son of Man. 

Secondly, many of the prophecies of God seem like time travelers.  They 

are true and accurate across the centuries and the miles.  They are true over and 

over again.  Words spoken to the Jews end up applying to the Gentiles as well.  

God’s Word and Will do not change. As Jesus said in Luke 21:33: Heaven and 

earth will pass away, but my words will not pass away. 

A useful and legitimate tool to use in Bible study, especially when we are 

confronted with the so-called hard sayings, is to let scripture interpret scripture.  

In Hebrews 12:25-29 we find these words:  

See to it that you do not refuse him who is speaking.  For if they did not 

escape when they refused him who warned them on earth, much less shall we 

escape if we reject him who warns us from heaven.  His voice then shook the 

earth; but now he has promised, “Yet once more I will shake not only the earth but 

also the heaven.”  This phrase “Yet once more,” indicates the removal of what is 



shaken, as of what has been made, in order that what cannot be shaken may 

remain.  Therefore let us be grateful for receiving a kingdom that cannot be 

shaken, and thus let us offer to God acceptable worship, with reverence and awe; 

for our God is a consuming fire. 

When your world is falling apart, look up.  When everything in your life 

seems to be coming unglued at the seams, look up.  When the most natural thing 

in the world is for you to look down into the deep well of your sorrows and your 

troubles, look up.  Look up!  Your redemption is drawing near to you.  May you 

not only ask; may you receive.  May the God whom you seek find you first, and 

being found, may you find what you are looking for, in Advent, and in all seasons 

of your life.  May all the doors upon which you knock be opened to you as Jesus 

graciously promised they would be.  Look up!  Look up!  Look up! 

   

  

  

   


