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It was August 29th. There are very few places in the Bible when one can pinpoint with such accuracy a date on the calendar. However, on August 29th, 2,529 years ago; on August 29th, 520 BCE, there was a certain prophet in Jerusalem who just couldn’t hold back any longer. His name was Haggai.

We don’t hear much about Haggai in our faith journey, do we? Let me apologize for that. Even pastors get comfortable with their few pet books from the Bible and their favorite Bible lessons. It is fun to rediscover significant rendering of our faith.

If you read Thursday Thoughts this past week, you’ll remember how I stumbled on to Haggai. We were doing sound checks and I needed something to read so I could continually verbalize over a period of time while the mike was being equalized. I flipped open the Bible which opened at Haggai and began to read. I felt as if I were transported to another place. Not physically necessarily, but the words just became so real for me. All of a sudden there was this hyper focus on what I was reading. It became evident that there was a message here that I needed to hear. A message that I think is important for all of us as we move forward together in our journey as a church.

We don’t know much about Haggai. There is no family history or genealogy that is recorded. He does have his own book in the Bible that is all of two chapters long, and we hear about him in the Ezra-Nehemiah story of the rebuilding of the temple after the Babylonian exile. We do know that on August 29, 520 BCE, he started to prophecy which ended four months later on December 18th. 

Here is what he had to say: It was time to rebuild the Temple. And if you do, God will be with you every step of the way.

When Haggai began prophesying in 520 BCE, it had been about 16 years since Cyrus of Persia defeated the Babylonian Empire and allowed the Jewish people to return to their homeland. The temple in Jerusalem had been laid to ruins 50 years earlier when the Babylonian army decimated Jerusalem and Judah came under the control of Babylon. So when the Jews returned the first order of business was to rebuild the temple.

We read in the 3rd chapter of Ezra that they began to lay the foundation for the temple. They bought cedar from Lebanon to panel the temple. But they began getting some opposition from the Samaritans; convincing, perhaps scaring the people of Judah from continuing with the temple rebuild. They even petitioned the new King Artaxerxes (Cyrus who allowed the Jews to rebuild had died), and Artaxerxes decreed that they should stop building. So the new foundation lay fallow for 15 years until Haggai finally had enough.

We can read from the first few chapters of Ezra, and from our lesson in Haggai that the Jewish people were a discouraged and defeated people even though they were back in Jerusalem. They became complacent in their relationship with God and in their service to God. Instead of being fearless, trusting in God, they became fearful of King Artaxerxes. So, for fifteen years they did nothing for God, only for themselves. They withheld from God because they thought that was the way to survive.

What we are told in Haggai is that the economy was not good. But it wasn’t that they lacked for things, it’s just that their priorities kept them from living faithfully. They focused more on their own homes then on the house of God. They focused on their own priorities rather than the priorities of God. They camouflaged their complacency with an excuse found in verse 2 that obviously, given the times and the economy, it is just not the right time to build the temple.

Man, how often have I used that excuse? I’ll bet you have, too. 
“It’s just not good timing,” we might say.

“I’ll wait for the economy to get better. Things are too tight right now.”
“Things are too busy at work. I don’t have time to get involved.”
“I don’t know how to lead a Sunday School class, someone else should do it.”
“I’ve done my part, now it is time for someone else to get involved. Someone younger.”
“Fiddlesticks!” says Haggai on August 29, 520 BCE, but he could be talking to us today. “God is not interested in our excuses,” he says with this simple challenge: “Consider how you have fared” (vs. 7). Haggai says, “You say that it is not the time to build the temple, and yet here you are living in your paneled houses. How is it that it is time for you to live luxuriously, yet the temple still lays in ruin?” Then he simply says, “Get busy with what God is calling you to do.”
Particularly, he tells his contemporaries to run up into the hills and get wood so they can build the temple. Now this should cause us to pause and say, “hmmm...”
Remember our reference to Ezra, chapter 3. In the first year of their return from exile, the Jewish people began to rebuild the temple. They even ordered and had shipped from Lebanon cedar to panel the temple. So why is it that they now have to run and get more wood? There ought to be a storehouse of cedar lying around somewhere. Where is it?

The truth of Haggai’s accusation might be as literal as it is figurative. “Is it time for you to live in your paneled houses, while [God’s] house lies in ruin?” Where did they get the wood to panel their houses? And where did the wood go that was meant for the temple? Hmmm!

Haggai’s complaint isn’t that people shouldn’t live in nice houses. It’s that to do so, they were stealing from that which was set aside for God. God has called us to live to something that is bigger than ourselves. To dwell in that covenantal relationship with God that asks of us to mark as God’s a portion of all that we have — time, money, possessions, and talents — which ultimately is all God’s anyway. None of us has gotten to this place in life because we are good, but because God is good. Here’s the irony: no matter how much we have, no matter how luxurious we live, we will always be wanting until we allow God to be the God of all that we are and all that we have.

Friends, here is where the story of the past becomes the challenge of the present. God is still asking, “Why are we so slow to build the temple?” Are we able to answer that?

Now we may not have an actual building to build, although we do still have a mortgage. The temple that God calls us to build at this time is not with brick and mortar. I don’t even think that was God’s ultimate concern when speaking through Haggai. Instead it became a symbol of how our self-serving priorities work against the many blessings God wishes to bestow. 
The last couple of weeks you have seen PowerPoint presentations of the many ministries and programs this church does in an attempt to be faithful to God’s calling upon our lives together as a church. It is a testament to God’s grace in our lives. This last year has been hard economically and we have had to make some pretty drastic changes that I trust will not be permanent because I believe it has slowed down the temple building that God has called us to. I don’t think God will let us use the economy as an excuse any more than he let the people use the economy as an excuse in 520 BCE.

God still calls us to be a community who will openly welcome and gather people in all stages of their faith journey that they may grow in their commitment to Christ; that they might know God, love others, and serve the world to the end that we might raise up a new generation of Christ followers.

I believe that God is calling us to continue and grow in our ministries to introduce the love of God to the children of this community.

I believe that God is calling us to continue and grow in ministries to the youth where they can find acceptance and identity in the person of Jesus Christ.

I believe that we need to continue and grow in our ministries to the university, especially the students, to help them identify meaning in life that goes beyond a good-paying job.

I believe that we need to continue and grow in our outreach ministries, that the blessing of God might be made manifold to those for whom society seems to care the least.

This is the temple that God calls us to build. And it is worthy of your commitment to it with a proportion of your time, a proportion of your talent, a proportion of your money.

Many will ask, “How much money do we need ‘for the temple?’” The answer is, to maintain what we have now will take about $1.3 million. That does not include all the mission work we do, nor does it include the areas of ministry in which we wish to grow. But when it comes to God’s calling on our lives to be faithful stewards, the church budget isn’t what is important. It is a call on our lives as individuals to proportionally give back to the work of God through the church as a grateful response to how God has blessed us. Even though all that we have belongs to God, Scripture is clear that God only expects 10%, a tithe, in order that the church might faithfully be about the work of God - a tithe not only of our money, but of our time and talents.

It is clear from the statistics that Marianne shared that most of us do not tithe. But how do we move in that direction? First one has to figure out what percentage they do give. It is probably difficult to jump from where we are at to a tithe, but what if this year we gave 1% or 2% more that we are giving now, and do that each year until we can claim to be among the ranks of tithers?

Next week we will all have the opportunity to pledge to the work of God through this church. I think that you will agree with me that it is a sound investment and a productive place for your stewardship.

I pray for the benefit of God’s ministry through our church, that God finds you and me eager to “build the temple.” Amen.
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