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"Signs of Things to Come"

Kate and I just returned this past Wednesday from a trip to Wisconsin to see my Dad. 
We went out to celebrate his 90th birthday, which actually won't come until Dec. 18th.  But
since we hoped to gather family around him and the week before Christmas would just be a very
difficult time to do that, we decided Nov. 8th would be a good time.  So, with the permission of
the pastor of Dad's United Methodist Church, we planned to have a choir with extended family
and friends, to sing for him during the worship service, and then have a reception for him in the
church fellowship hall.  

You see, Dad comes from a large family, 11 children, 6 boys, 5 girls, all of whom sang. 
Grandpa and Grandma Krueger also were both musical, Grandpa having one of those true bass
voices that could really hit those low notes, and Grandma played the organ and piano, and
apparently was quite an accomplished musician.  So singing was a core part of my father's
upbringing and an expression of his and his family's faith.  He, along with all his siblings and
other relatives, sang in the old Merrill Street German Methodist Church that he grew up in. 
Later, when that church burned down, they built another small Methodist Church on 9th Street,
called St. Matthews and the Krueger family made up much of the church choir there.  That
church would later merge with the other, larger, United Methodist Church in Fond du Lac, to
form their present congregation, Covenant, UMC, where until just a couple years ago, Dad
continued to sing.  

Dad also sang in numerous other choirs.  He sang in his school choirs of course, and
there were a number of different civic choirs in Fond du Lac, and there was the Elk's Male
Chorus in which Dad, his father and all his brothers sang.  He participated in local musicals and
various cabaret type programs.  Dad also did a lot of singing for weddings and funerals and other
special events.  I believe he was even asked to  sing the Star Spangled Banner when Fond du Lac
was visited by President Kennedy.  And I remember a time when I was young, that I got to sing
with my Dad and our extended family, when the "Singing Kruegers" performed on stage for a
community talent show!

So singing and music have long held a very important place in my Dad's faith and his
life.  And so, that is why I thought the best way to honor him would be to gather the family and
sing.  And so we did, and he loved it.  We sang the Navy Hymn, "Great is Thy Faithfulness",
"The Battle Hymn of the Republic" and "The Lord Bless You and Keep You."

But it was an interesting exercise for me to gather the family, to sing.  We had not
gathered together to sing, for, who knows how long a time?  There have been family reunions
but we never sing.  Many of the family still sing in their own church or community choirs but
not as a family.  And by all accounts, one could say that the Krueger Family Singers no longer
existed.  All the signs suggested that it was a thing of the past.  But last Sunday, we learned that
it wasn't.  We had 40 some voices in our Krueger choir and with only one 2-hour practice, we
sounded great!  Sometimes, despite what things look like, despite what the signs would suggest,
with God's help, things turn out differently.



In our readings today, we have some wonderful examples of this very thing.  
Elkanah and his wife Hannah seem unable to conceive a child.  He has had children through his
other wife, Peninnah, but not with Hannah, whom he loves deeply, and she suffers emotionally
because of this and bears the taunts of her rival Peninnah.  She prays to God, that she might bare
a child, a son, whom she promises to consecrate to the Lord, as a nazirite, to serve God all his
days.  Eli, the temple priest, sees her praying but by the signs she exhibits, he believes she is
drunk.  When he confronts her, she explains her situation.  Realizing his mistaking the signs, he
seeks to console her and sends her off with a blessing.  Through the power of God, in due time,
she conceives and bears a child.  She names him Samuel.  The name means "God has heard."  

Despite the fact that she had been barren, unable to have a child, through the power of
God, she gives birth.  And not just to any child, but to one who will go on to become a great
judge for Israel, the one who will anoint Israel's first two kings, Saul and David.

Then we had this beautiful "Song of Hannah" which we read responsively, the precursor
of Mary's Magnificat and other New Testament hymns of praise that speak of God turning the
tables on the high and mighty, the wicked and evil ones and exalting the lowly, the poor and
downcast, those who have been oppressed and who have suffered.  It is a celebration of long
awaited justice and of God's will finally coming to fruition in people's lives, on earth.  It is a
reposturring of reality, of the way things are, contradicting what all the signs may have been
saying.  

And then, we have the disciples, these peasant followers of Jesus, perhaps in Jerusalem
for the first time, so impressed with the Jerusalem Temple built by Herod the Great.  And it was
indeed very impressive!  Professor A. Katherine Grieb (N.T. scholar, Virginia Theological
Seminary), describes it as a platform 900' x 1500', twice as large as the Roman Forum and 4
times the size of the Athenian Acropolis with its Parthenon.  The huge retaining walls that
supported the Temple were built with massive white stones 40' long.  The Temple itself was
gigantic and rose high above the surrounding terrain, so that it's gold covered walls could be seen
glistening in the sun from miles away.  It was considered one of the seven great wonders of the
ancient world.

For the disciples, and for probably just about everyone at that time, all the signs
suggested that this was an indestructible edifice that would last for millennia.  But Jesus saw
beyond the signs of the times, and prophesied it's destruction, which would come in the year 70
AD, some 40 years later.

The scriptures, and our faith tradition, tell us over and over again, that the signs of what
is going on around us do not dictate God's action in the world.  That while things may seem very
bleak or scary, or headed in the wrong direction, and may look like they are incapable of
returning to or becoming what God would desire, that is, for goodness and true justice and love
and compassion to have their place once again, God does work in mysterious ways.  As the
prophet reminds us, God's thoughts are not our thoughts and often our ways are not God's ways
(Isaiah 55:8-9).  

We have to pay attention, we have to do as Jesus instructs his disciples at the end of his
discourse in chapter 13 of Mark's gospel, "And what I say to you, I say to all:  Watch!"  We have



to see beyond the signs, beyond the surface of what is happening around us and look for God's
presence, God's interactions, God's movement among us.  

In Paris this week, terrorists attacked and killed 129 people, innocent civilians, in
multiple places within the city.  These were acts of cowardice, acts of violence and hatred, and
as Kate said to me, they were acts of a complete disregard for life.  For the lives of their victims,
for the lives of those who loved and cared for them, and even for their own lives, as many of
these were suicide bombings.  I appreciated the words of President Obama when he said, "This is
an attack not just on Paris, it’s an attack not just on the people of France, but this is an attack
on all of humanity and the universal values that we share".  

The signs would suggest that these terrorists, ISIS or whoever it is, is powerful, that we
are all vulnerable, that we are all in danger.  But there is a greater power at work in the world in
which we live, a power greater than ISIS or any other terrorist organization, a power greater
than hate and fear and violence and lawlessness.  It is a power that incorporates the "universal
values" that President Obama spoke of, a power that is known to the great religions of our
planet, a power that unites us and mobilizes us to overcome the greatest of threats, no matter
where they come from.  A power that calls us to solidarity with one another.

It is a power that we as Christians refer to as God, as the Spirit of Light and Truth and
Love.  It is the power in which we place our trust, our hope, our faith.  And it is a power that
never fails us.  We have witnessed it over and over and over again in our own lives and in the
history of humanity.  And while the signs around us would suggest the world has lost that
power, it is around that, which we must once again gather the family, the whole family of God. 
It is that power and presence that we must turn to again now.  Amen.


