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Haggai 2:1-9, 2 Thessalonians 2:1-5, 13-17 

 One of the ancient spiritual practices I commend to you is 

something called lectio divina. You can pronounce this Latin as lex-ee-o 

divina or lek-tee-o divina. Either one is correct. It simply means “divine 

reading.”  

Here’s one way you do it. Pick out a passage in the Bible that you 

find meaningful, maybe a psalm or part of a psalm, a section of Jesus’ 

teaching or Paul’s. Let me know if you need a suggestion. Get yourself 

settled and calm as you breathe slowly and deeply. Pray for God’s 

guidance as you read. Then read the passage slowly. After reading it 

through one time, pause and reflect on what you’ve read. Then read it 

again slowly, and this time notice if any word or phrase seems to leap 

out at you or “shimmer.” After reading, take your time and reflect on 

that word or phrase. How is it speaking to you and your life or the life of 

the world? How does it lead you or comfort you? Finally, consider 

writing in a journal what you’ve noticed. Then go into the world 

confident of God’s love and God’s communication with you.  
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As I worked on the sermon for this morning, before I did any 

research, I prayed. I read both of these scripture readings suggested by 

the lectionary for this Sunday several times, at least one of those times 

aloud. And as I read there was a word that leapt out at me, a word found 

in some form in both readings. The word is “shake” or “shaken.”  

I confess my first thought was a line from those old James Bond 

movies in which the ever debonair Agent 007 tells the bartender he 

wants his martini “shaken not stirred.” You’ll be shocked to learn I’ve 

never given such instructions to a bartender, and I have no idea why this 

image pops into my mind. But it’s probably not the work of the Spirit in 

lectio divina. Maybe it’s the work of other kinds of spirits.  

Yet the word that leaps out to me from both Bible passages today 

is “shaken.”  

We know that in 2 Thessalonians Paul is writing to a Christian 

community that is waiting, anxiously, nervously waiting for Jesus to 

return in power and glory. They have been waiting for decades. Another 

pastor says, “My husband once asked a particular congregation to 

identify one of their hardest times. Since the church is located in a port 
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city, he expected them to talk about the changes in the church as various 

immigrant groups arrived and changed the nature of the town. Perhaps 

they would go back to their early history and talk about their 

Revolutionary War experiences. The British had burned the church and 

shot and killed the minister’s wife. No, none of those topped the list. The 

congregation said that the hardest time came in 1843, when a…pastor 

persuaded members of the congregation to give away their homes and 

farms, to put on their white robes, and to wait on the hilltop for Jesus. 

They waited, but then they had to come back home and, shamefaced, ask 

for their property to be returned.” (Neta Pringle in Feasting on the Word, Year C, Vol. 

4, 278.)  

We suspect nobody sitting in this sanctuary this morning is likely 

to sell everything and head for a hillside to wait for Jesus. We probably 

are not shaken with waiting for the return of Jesus.  

Instead, you and I are sometimes, as Paul says of the Thessalonian 

church, “shaken in mind” anxious about a stewardship campaign, or 

conflict, or the loss of members. Or we are simply shaken by pain, loss, 
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and fear in our personal lives. As Paul says, we may be “shaken in mind 

or alarmed” by the stress of it all.  

And then Paul mentions one more stressor--a “rebellion” against 

God that’s coming, and a “lawless one” who will be revealed. As Paul 

says, “He opposes and exalts himself above every so-called god or 

object of worship, so that he takes his seat in the temple of God, 

declaring himself to be God.”  

Who is this “lawless one,” opposed to God, exalting himself, 

declaring himself to be God? Who is this? We do not know for certain. 

A number of ancient emperors and kings fit the description. And a 

number of leaders throughout history and into modern-day fit the 

description as well. But the biblical scholars simply do not know who 

this “lawless one” is. And maybe it’s better that way, so the church in 

every time and place might keep its eyes and ears open, praying and 

speaking the truth, ever ready to declare in word and deed that God 

alone is God.  

So Paul mentions his concern that the church is shaken and he adds 

this additional stressor of “the lawless one.”  
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But then Paul gives a strategy for response. He doesn’t say, 

“Lower your standards. Quit expecting anything good. Protect yourself 

by becoming cynical and hard.” And he doesn’t say, “When the ‘lawless 

one’ comes along, just ‘go along to get along.’ It’s easier that way.” And 

he doesn’t advise, “Keep your mouth shut and your head down. It’s safer 

that way.” No. 

Instead he provides a multi-faceted strategy for responding. He 

says, “But we must always give thanks to God for you, brothers and 

sisters beloved by the Lord, because God chose you as the first fruits of 

salvation through sanctification by the Spirit and through belief in the 

truth. For this purpose he called you through our proclamation of the 

good news, so you may obtain the glory of our Lord Jesus Christ. So 

then, brothers and sisters, stand firm and hold fast to the traditions you 

were taught by us…”  

In other words, Paul tells the Thessalonians that he and the people 

with him give thanks for them, because they are beloved by God, chosen 

by God for salvation (a new kind of life now, not just when we die). God 

called the Thessalonians through the preaching of the good news by Paul 
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and company. So the Thessalonians need to “stand firm and hold fast to 

the traditions” they were taught.  

When we are stressed and shaken these words speak to Christians 

in every age. What if we remember and give thanks that we are beloved 

by God, chosen by God for a new life now and when we die? We learn 

this through preaching (and other ways). And we’re called to “stand firm 

and hold fast” to the good news we’ve learned and continue to learn.  

In essence what Paul commends is our continued faithfulness and 

strengthening through the church. As we take part in Sunday school, 

Bible studies, and book studies we remember and give thanks that we 

are beloved by God and chosen for new life. As we worship, we hear the 

“proclamation of the good news” for the world and us. And as we gather 

together in fellowship and service, as well as in our personal devotional 

time, we “stand firm and hold fast” to the Christian faith that sustains us 

in good times and bad, when we’re feeling calm and when we’re shaken.  

It’s what the church has done for centuries--the daily life of faith 

over the years that gradually shapes us and our children as followers of 

Christ like pebbles made smooth and beautiful by a stream.  
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The Prophet Haggai faced a similar situation to the Thessalonian 

church’s situation. After the Babylonian Captivity ended and King 

Darius was in power, the people of Israel were allowed to return to 

Jerusalem. But what did they find there? The temple in a shambles. 

Speaking through the prophet, God offers a word to “the remnant of the 

people” and asks, “Who is left among you that saw this house in its 

former glory? How does it look now? It looks like nothing, right?”  

 As you may know, most of the so-called “mainline” denominations 

in North America--Presbyterian, Episcopal, Methodist, Lutheran, United 

Church of Christ and so on, saw the height of their membership and 

prestige in the 1950s. Since that time their membership numbers and 

numbers in worship have shrunk dramatically.  

Prestige has also evaporated. People readily joined congregations 

back then in order to make business connections. And folks tended to 

move up the congregational prestige ladder towards more affluent and 

educated churches and denominations, and Presbyterians were in the top 

group.  
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Those days are long gone. “Who is left among you that saw this 

house in its former glory? How does it look to you now?” It’s okay to 

grieve those losses not only for denominations but for each 

congregation, including our own. The people of Israel, at least “the 

remnant of the people” still around certainly grieved what had become 

of the temple.   

But speaking through the prophet, God cuts short any plans for an 

extended pity party. “Take courage,” says God to the faithful remnant. 

“Take courage, all you people of the land…Work, because I’m with you. 

Remember how I brought you out of slavery in Egypt? My spirit still 

abides among you. Do not fear.”  

Do you hear what God is saying to the faithful remnant then and 

now? “Don’t be afraid. Be courageous. Get to work, because I’m with 

you and I’m providing the resources you need. Remember how I brought 

you out of slavery before? I’ll do it again. Do not fear.”  

A number of theologians believe that in our day God is actually 

breaking the church down, honing and refining it, so that it might be 
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reborn as a community more faithful and vibrant. But it will take work 

and it will take commitment.  

And then comes that word again, that word that shimmers. But this 

time the word is used differently. God says, “Once again, in a little 

while, I will shake the heavens and the earth and the sea and the dry 

land; and I will shake all the nations…and I will fill this house with 

splendor…And in this place I will give prosperity.” The Hebrew word 

translated here as prosperity is actually shalom. And you may remember 

the word shalom means peace, wholeness, completeness, all is right.  

Do you hear what God is saying to Israel and what God is saying 

to us? God is saying, “I will shake the heavens and the earth. I will shake 

the earth and the sea and the dry land. And I will shake all the nations. 

Nothing and nobody will stop me from getting to you with my love. 

Nothing and nobody will stop me from getting to you with my love and 

restoring what is broken and making everything whole again.”  

Life will bring events and people that threaten to leave us shaken. 

But when they come, that’s exactly the time, as the old hymn says to 

“Count your blessings, name them every one. Count your blessings, see 
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what God hath done.” And that’s precisely the time to stand firm, hold 

fast to the gospel and to the church. It’s all about commitment and 

courage.  

Our God will shake the heavens and the earth, the sea and the dry 

land, even the nations. One day it will all be shaken. Because, you see, 

when it comes to God, sometimes it’s best to be shaken not stirred. 

Amen. ©Jeff Paschal 


