DON’T PANIC – Mark 13:1-8 Beauworth 
“Don’t Panic” - these words are written on the cover of the Hitchiker’s Guide to the Galaxy  The plot is that Arthur Dent escapes from earth before its destruction and then travels around the galaxy with a couple of alien friends.
A major theme in the book is the story of the earth.  In the book, billions of years ago an alien race were on a quest to discover the answer to the ultimate question of “life, the universe and everything”.  Their super computer takes several generations to come up with the useless answer “42”.  The real problem being to work out what is the question.  The aliens then decide to build another computer – which is the earth.  The earth, however, is destroyed by mistake by the Vogons who are clearing interstellar debris out of the way to make room for hyperspace highway.  So ends human existence.
Now this is all ridiculous nonsense – although it is a lot of fun.  It does, however, illustrate something really important which brings us back to the gospel reading today.  The question of life, the universe and everything.  Why are we here, where is history leading and when and how will it all end?  
Various movements have tried to come up with a big picture story to explain the direction that history is taking and what it all means.
The big picture of the Enlightenment was that increasing use of reason and education would produce a world which would live in harmony with itself.  Education and knowledge would eradicate conflict and suffering.  This idea still pervades much modern secular thinking.  However, the idea that the more education, the less conflict there would be; was demonstrated to be false by two world wars (between highly educated societies).
The big story which succeeded it was Marxism - the inevitable triumph of the proletariat over their masters as capitalism collapses due to its own contradictions.  Again, it was Marxism which failed with the end of the Soviet Union.  

The most recent big picture idea is what is called Post Modernism.  Post modernism says that there is no big story at all.  What happens is all just chaos - completely random.  As in the Hitchhikers Guide, life on earth doesn’t have a meaning and it is not going anywhere.
But we Christians have an opportunity to take a different view.  It is the view demonstrated by Mark 13.  Judeo-Christianity’s big picture story is that the world was created perfect by God.  However, man destroyed its perfection by his disobedience.  Suffering is a product of that fall.  In the Christian story, the rest of history is in two parts – the build up to the arrival on earth of God in person – Jesus Christ and the redemption (by his suffering on the cross) of each one of us who chooses to take advantage of his offer..  The second part of history is the period in which we now live, where Satan has been fatally wounded; the Kingdom of God has begun, but Jesus has not yet returned to finally establish his authority over creation.
But why should we believe the Christian big story?  Why is it any better than any of the others that various movements have put forward over the centuries?  One reason is contained in this small piece of scripture that was read this morning.  
Most scholars seem to agree that Mark’s gospel was written in the 50s or 60s AD – thus about 30 years after Christ’s death.  Jesus prophesies the fall of Jerusalem – “not one stone will be left on another, every one will be thrown down”.  There is no suggestion from the text that this had happened at the time that Mark wrote the gospel, but we know that it did in fact happen in 70AD.  The siege and total destruction of Jerusalem is described in great detail in a book by a non Christian Jew called Josephus, who lived at the time.  
Jesus is at the centre of the Christian narrative.  He demonstrates his credentials by predicting accurately the destruction of Jerusalem and of course (much more importantly) by giving the greatest proof ever offered – by rising from the dead.  Whereas all the other big stories of previous movements have failed to deliver – the Christian story stands uniquely uncompromised by history and indeed confirmed by it.
But why does this all matter to us today?  What difference should it make to our lives?

I was just a child when President Kennedy was assassinated.  It was only later that I discovered that it had been him who had carefully managed the Cuban Missile Crisis so that we did not have a major nuclear war (which could have destroyed the human race) in 1962.  Almost but not quite.  We were remembering last weekend the battles of the second world war – in which the world was almost reduced to slavery by Nazism – almost but not quite.  
Today, radio telescopes scan the universe for the risk of an asteroid colliding with earth which could wipe us out.  Yet since human beings have walked the earth, it hasn’t happened yet.  We hear in the media of diseases which could eliminate the world population – and yet it never quite happens.  We worry about terrorists getting weapons of mass destruction – yet despite the collapse of the Soviet Union it hasn’t happened yet.  Global warming could raise the sea levels with huge consequences in terms of warfare, famine and disease.
But the message of Mark’s gospel really is “Don’t panic”.  Unlike the Hitchhikers Guide and the post modern world view with its random agenda, where there is every good reason to panic, Jesus warns us: “when we hear of wars and rumours of wars, do not be alarmed.  Such things must happen, but the end is still to come.  Nation will rise against nation…there will be earthquakes in various places and famines.  These are the beginnings of the birth pains”.  The Christian big story is that the world will not end without the return of Jesus Christ and eternal life for those who love him.  So how should we respond to all this?

Firstly, we should not be consumed with worry about what we read in the newspapers.  Of course, it is important to be responsible stewards of the earth.  Of course, we can vote, give and otherwise act in ways that we believe may reduce suffering for those affected by these great events – that is our Christian duty to neighbour.  
But let’s not forget our primary duty to love God in the process.  After all, whether Jesus returns and the world as we know it today ends in one year, ten years or another two thousand years, and whenever we leave it; what we are doing for eternity will depend upon what we do in the few years that we have left.  
Are we certain that we have taken up the offer that Jesus gives us of eternal life with him?  Have we opened the door yet to a relationship with him?  Are we ready for him to return?  Church attendance is not enough.  If we do not yet know him and if he does not yet know us – we are not ready.  
Whenever we are inclined to panic by reading or watching the news, let’s use this instead as an opportunity to repent, to pray and to build our own relationship with him and then whatever disasters happen in the world “he who stands firm to the end will be saved”
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