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There comes a point when I am travelling in another culture when the differences start to grate on me. The food doesn’t taste right, the smells aren’t southern Alberta enough, the language is incomprehensible, everything is just ick. This is when I start to dream about returning home. What am I looking forward to, what am I missing?
In the Shawshank Redemption, Morgan Friedman has a line about what he wants to do when he gets released from prison. He says, “I hope I can make it across the border. I hope to see my friend and shake his hand. I hope the Pacific is as blue as it has been in my dreams. I hope."
Returning home is about hope. Hope that relationships can be re-established. Hope that that burger tastes as good as it does in my memory when all I have to eat is squash and rice. Hope that my own bed will still fit my tired body. 
The first thing we do when we get home speaks about what we hope for. Maybe a return to what was, or maybe the beginning of a grand improvement. 
Haggai writes into a community of people who are living through exactly that. The Babylonian empire raged through Israel, utterly destroying the glorious temple that Solomon had built, and deporting the Jews into exile. Some seventy years later, the Babylonian empire is crumbling, and the exiles are returning to Jerusalem. 
What have they been hoping for? What is the first thing that they want to eat? What is the first thing they want to see and do when they return to the ancestral land of their grandparents (remember, they’ve spent three generations in exile, so these people are Jewish in memory and in story, but also heavily influenced by Babylonian culture and the melting pot of world cultures)?
It's a bit of a twist that I didn’t see coming. 
The descendants of the original exiles stand at an historic crossroads, on the cusp of drastic upheaval. They look around at the landscape and they see the looted, burned and weathered stone of Solomon’s temple, the breached and scattered walls of the city, and the small crowd of the remnant, less than 50,000 people. How can they begin again?
I remember being in Guatemala in 2010 with InterVarsity. During our stay, we experienced a volcanic eruption, a tropical storm, and an earthquake. Within three days. The result was a landslide that buried the town at the bottom of our mountain. When I looked around me, I could not even fathom how to begin cleaning up. Yet the Guatemalans devised a plan to bring order out of the chaos. One shovel full at a time. 
So it is with a great deal of empathy that I read about the Israelites building their own houses first. That seems doable. SMART goals, right? Specific, measurable, achievable, relevant, and time-bound. 
The months go by, and people’s houses are starting to look less like a refugee camp, and more like a thriving rural village. The fields get planted and harvested, small herds of sheep and goats graze again under the watchful eye of Jewish shepherds. The temple grounds still bring a painful wince at the constant reminder of why they came back. And yet the task is insurmountable. Solomon’s temple took two generations of material gathering, international cooperation,[footnoteRef:1] seven and a half years to build, and was a remarkable wonder of the nations at the time.[footnoteRef:2]  [1:  Hyram, king of Tyre, supplied craftsmen and material, 1 Ki. 5:1-12.]  [2:  Like the Queen of Sheba marveling at its display of wealth and beauty, 1 Ki. 10.] 

The months turn into years, and still the temple grounds stand in ruin. 
The people work on restoring their homes. Even down to the wood paneling. I understand what that means – it’s not necessarily luxury, although it would be unusual. When I renovate my home, that last thing I do is the baseboard and casings. I once finished the baseboard the day before we gave possession to the new owners. . .
What this tells us is that the people have gone well beyond survival dwellings, and have completed homes, down to the final details, all while God’s house lies in ruins. The signs of neglecting God’s covenant that got their ancestors exiled in the first place are being given, and they are being ignored. 
Then the word of the LORD came through the prophet Haggai: 4“Is it a time for you yourselves to be living in your paneled houses, while this house remains a ruin?”
5Now this is what the LORD Almighty says: “Give careful thought to your ways. 6You have planted much, but harvested little. You eat, but never have enough. You drink, but never have your fill. You put on clothes, but are not warm. You earn wages, only to put them in a purse with holes in it.”
Hope, I think, is desire that is unsatisfied, but anticipated. The hope of three generations of exiles – for a return to Jerusalem and the restoration of the nation of Israel – rests on this remnant. Planting, eating and drinking, working and getting dressed up. Each of these activities that God lists is a way to try to satisfy desire, to establish a normal life. But, says God, they all miss the point. The hope for the restoration of God’s people is inseparable from their relationship with God, which is symbolized by the ruins of the temple. 
I wonder, if God were to speak to us today, what would this list look like?
Give careful thought to your ways, Lethbridge. You travel, and watch screens, you cheer and exercise, but you are still lonely. You work yourself to exhaustion, but you still can’t buy enough. You leave work half an hour early, but arrive at home two hours late, because Whoop Up.  You choose your identity, your profession, your truth, and you still feel like you don’t belong. You fall into bed exhausted each day to sleep, yet you wake up wake each morning as weary as you were when you went to bed.
“Give careful thought to your ways.” This is the invitation God gives to the people. 
“Give careful thought to your ways,” and ask yourself, “Why?”
It is because, God says, of where you are spending your high value time. “Because of my house, which remains a ruin, while each of you is busy with your own house.” 
The Israelites were working hard to establish themselves in the land, building and trading, socializing, but they were neglecting the very thing that could establish them – their covenant with God.
If your expectations are not being met, be honest, at least with yourself. 
High value time. That is a hard thing to wrap my mind around. So I made a pie. Because thinking is easier with pie.



The reality of high value time in the 1900’s was shaped by survival, and discretionary time was spent socially, centered around gathering for speeches, concerts, celebrations, choir, and church. 
This is obviously not the same as today. I mean, who has the time? We work longer, and harder. We have infinitely more complex demands on our time, from kid’s sports to committees, commuting, computers, connectivity – ugh!  
So, I was rudely corrected by the picture:
This is a typical schedule for a North American in the 21st century:


Where have we gained time? Work was legislated to contain growing industrial demands on time. Household chores (including parenting!) have been outsourced to businesses or technology. Church involvement (from 13 hours to 2). Give careful thought to your actions, and ask yourself, “Why?”
By 2025 high value time shifted from the demands of survival to the pursuit of entertainment. Social gatherings at the local church shifted towards individual pursuits. In 2025, high value time no longer gathers, it fragments. For many of us in middle class Canada, high value, discretionary time in 2025 is determined by what we choose to prioritize. To be quite honest, I am disturbed by what I see.
Who has the time?
We do. Where the Israelites were finishing their homes down to the last detail, giving their high value time to their own households, we’ve gone one step further. We’ve given our high value time to our own individual leisure. Screens. Holiday travel. Hobbies. Concerts. Sports. And yet ours is a society also marked by hopelessness, loneliness, purposelessness, and indebtedness. 
Our choices matter to God, and to his work in us and creation to right injustice and heal from sin. Prioritizing our own household (giving the highest value time to work, schedules, goals, family opportunities like sports or travel or recreation), does God’s household get any prioritized, high-value time? We cannot neglect practices like Sabbath rest, prayer meetings, and regular gathering for worship, and expect a vibrant life with God. To thrive, we need the centering, focusing, true north of gathering around the name of God to rescue us from the chaos of modern life.
The Israelites listened to Haggai’s message, and they built the temple. Well, they built a temple. And it sucked. Just like that old violin in the poem Dahlia read to us this morning, its potential was intangible, and invisible.
How many of you made a macaroni pen holder in school? 
Here is what could have been, had kindergarten me had google. But alas, this is what my dad got on Father’s Day long ago. 
His reaction was not about how it looked, or what he really wanted instead. His reaction was to the best efforts of a five year old child pouring effort into a gift for his dad. 
That pencil holder sat on his desk for years.
So, why did God want them to do it?
I think that Haggai shows us that there is a second reason that we do not realize our hopes.
Different opens us up to the risk of disappointment, and we are generally terrified of disappointment.
What happens when we do all the right things – we do justice and love mercy, and walk humbly, we repent, we forgive, and we still don’t feel God? Or we are still mired in the muck? Or we still face consequences or pain?
We know that something needs to be done, but there is some kind of legacy that we can never live up to, or expectation of what has been before us. We procrastinate, or just deny the need to start, because we long for what has been, and know that no matter what we do, we can never bring back the glory days. 
This is especially tempting for us as FirstB. Like Israel in Haggai, we are a community that stands on the precipice of great change. With all of the changes the last year has brough to us, it can be tempting in the extreme to fall back into old routines and habits.
God willing, this fall we will have new leadership. This means that FirstB Lethbridge will be different from what has worked for us in the past. Consider carefully, and honestly, do we assume that different will mean disappointing? 
This is the danger of holding on to the past, or as one friend recently put it, being bull-headed about our own idea of what needs to happen in a community. We hold so tightly to our preferences that anything else will be disappointing. 
So we don’t do anything different. Or, we sabotage ‘different’ with lack of effort. Which winds up being disappointing. It’s a self-fulfilling prophecy.
Let’s not do that. I have been filled with hope in the last month. We have shown that we want to build on the things that have been done here at FirstB. And we have leaned hard into change. I also think some of us are getting tired. There might be a temptation for us to go for a quicker fix. We may also be tempted to go with something familiar, because more change sounds more exhausting! And, what if it sucks?
We stand on the precipice of a new season in our church. All it will take is a small nudge to tip either way. We can tip towards the familiarity of the past and old habits because different may mean disappointment. Or we could tip further towards the commitments that we have already invested with so much time, energy, and work.  
Haggai gives us the promise that we need to follow through. 
“I will fill this place with glory, says the LORD of Heaven’s Armies. The silver is mine, and the gold is mine, says the LORD of Heaven’s Armies. The future glory of this Temple will be greater than its past glory, says the LORD of Heaven’s Armies. And in this place I will bring peace. I, the LORD of Heaven’s Armies, have spoken!”
Haggai 2:7b-9
Different does not mean disappointing in God’s kingdom. It means opportunity. God can accomplish his purpose without us, but he doesn’t want to. 
The obedience of God’s people is part of how God works for justice and goodness in the world. Don’t worry if your efforts are unimpressive, or even disappointing. My dad kept the macaroni pen holder on his desk at work for years, because he saw beyond the tin can to the boy giving it. God himself will fill our best efforts with glory and will cause the intended fruitfulness. 
“And now get to work,” God says in 2:4, “for I am with you.” 
This should motivate God’s people to both humility AND action. 
Humility because without God, our efforts, and our resources, are so limited. 
Action because God has promised to include what we do in his work to heal and save creation.
Haggai is a good news story, with a happy ending. The people who came back to Jerusalem after exile stood on a precipice of history, needing the barest nudge to topple, either into faithfulness or apostasy. That nudge came through Haggai, and they responded with their best. 
Let’s do that. 
There are two ways to do this. 
Come the fall we will need new volunteers. In youth ministry, music, tech support, building upkeep, congregation care and hospitality, fundraising – loads of opportunities to give some high value time to this ministry. Are you one of those new volunteers?
Second, let’s prepare well to lean into new leadership. On September 20th we are going to do another 24 hours of prayer. We want to focus as a church on our new leadership, either preparing for their arrival, or praying for their selection. And we want to prepare our hearts for the effort of this next change, so that we expect a miracle of God. So please sign up for a prayer hour or two. 
Benediction:
“I will fill this place with glory, says the LORD of Heaven’s Armies. The silver is mine, and the gold is mine, says the LORD of Heaven’s Armies. The future glory of this Temple will be greater than its past glory, says the LORD of Heaven’s Armies. And in this place I will bring peace. I, the LORD of Heaven’s Armies, have spoken!”
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				Hr/Wk 1900		total hours		percent

		Paid Work		66		168		0.39

		Household		30		168		0.18

		Church		13		168		0.08

		Leisure		5		168		0.03

		Sleep		54		168		0.32
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				Hr/Wk 1900		total hours		percent

		Paid Work		47		168		0.28

		Household		13		168		0.08

		Church(2 hrs)		2		168		0.01

		Leisure (includes Social)		42		168		0.25

		Sleep		64		168		0.38






