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     The liturgical year ends next Sunday with the feast of Christ the King.  We heard the ominous readings from Daniel, and then in the gospel Jesus quoted from the Book of Daniel.  The Book of Daniel was one of the last books of the Old Testament to be written.  The unknown author wrote during the terrible persecution of the Jews by the Syrian Greek king Antiochus Epiphanes 160 years before the birth of Christ.  Daniel is the hero of the book which told of events from four centuries earlier when the Jewish nation was overrun by the Babylonians and centuries of foreign domination and persecution began.  It had become more and more apparent that fidelity to their God would lead to suffering and sometimes even martyrdom.   The Jewish people, who had to live with this paradox of being faithful to the one, true God and then having a much harder life because of their belief, did not see this as a sign of God’s rejection.  They had to live under the iron fist of one despot who did not respect their God, and then another and another.  The Jewish people lived a history that was intertwined with the histories of world empires that rose up with devastating power, held Israel in a stranglehold for a while, and then collapsed only to be replaced by another tyrannical power that repeated the process.  This terrible repetition in the history of empires did not crush the Jewish spirit but gradually opened their eyes to the belief that the history God was trying to draw them through was not directed toward a culmination in any earthly superpower or paradise.  History with all the failures, hardships, and oppression it contained was actually calling them forth to look beyond it to something lasting and transcendent, something completed only in the one God.  
     C. S. Lewis may have spoken to this theme in a more directly personal way when he wrote to Mary Shellburne, an American widow.  Lewis kept up an incredibly large number of correspondences with people all over the world.  He and Mary wrote letters back and forth across the pond for more than a dozen years.  Both were now in declining health and very near the end of their lives when Lewis wrote, “Can you not see death as a friend and deliverer.  . . .  Has this world been so kind to you that you should leave it with regret?  There are better things ahead than we leave behind.”   Lewis then closed the letter with “Yours, (and like you a tired traveler near the end)” (C. S. Lewis, Letters to an American Lady, Letter of 25 June 1963, p. 117, 118).  While this may sound maudlin at first, C. S. Lewis did not intend it to be as he wrote to his 
dying friend.  His attitude was not unlike that of the Jews after the time of the Babylonian destruction of Jerusalem down through the time of Daniel and on to Jesus’ public ministry.  Yes, we are here at a distinct place and a certain time on this planet.  It is very good that we are here now in this place, because God has placed us here for a definite reason and with a certain purpose, and that is to make him known to everyone we can, in every way we are able, no matter how inconvenient, difficult, or even dangerous that may be. 
    Thursday as I looked up from my keyboard and gazed out my window at the large beautiful flakes of snow gently drifting down from the heavens, I thought, “How fortunate the snowflakes are.  Each flake in its never to be repeated uniqueness flutters down from a cloud making its journey to a rooftop or a yard where it joins millions of other snowflakes which have likewise completed their journey  and purpose on earth.  Lewis’ point to Mary Shellburne was that our lives are not so easily summarized or lived out in such a bonny fashion as a lovely snowflake.  Yet while our lives may lack that quiet, beautiful trajectory of a snowflake falling from above the northern skies, neither do they end or are they completed on a rooftop or yard or in anything transient on this earth.  As Lewis noted and firmly believed, “There are better things ahead than we leave behind.”  The Jewish people began to see this with the passing centuries following the Babylonian destruction. The dimensions and reach of history are still earthbound.  It is only in the power of God, in the Word of God, and finally in the incarnate Christ that we reach the farthest margin of history where our eras and epochs begin to touch the transcendent, and where that historical time we call our lives begins to touch the divine, the God who has always called us, the God who has always been present to us, the God who has always walked with us, even when we were inattentive to his steps and deaf to his voice, because we were enamored by the siren songs sweetly sounding from the stony shorelines of the world.  
       In the same letter to Mary Shellburne, C. S. Lewis pointed out that we struggle against things we fear, but maybe it’s really the other way around: maybe we fear because we struggle in life and recognize that we could lose the struggle.  He asked Mary, “Are you struggling, resisting?  Don’t you think our Lord says to you ‘Peace, child, peace.  Relax.  Let go.  Underneath (you) are the everlasting arms.  Let go, I will catch you.  Do you trust me so little’” (C. S. Lewis, Letters to an American Lady, Letter of 25 June 1963, p. 117)?
     The Jewish people gradually had to come to realize this: some dreams and aspirations such as being a mighty kingdom on the order of Egypt, Babylonia, Greece, or Rome were not going to happen, and importantly were not part of God’s plan anyway.  God’s plan was not about arriving at the hanging gardens of Babylon, the Acropolis in Athens, or the Pantheon in Rome but about reaching the heavenly Jerusalem, the eternal kingdom.  Our lives are not about reaching an earthly city of wealth, success, security, and comfort.  Our lives and efforts should be about reaching the heavenly Jerusalem.
     I can assure you that I will always be captivated by the amazing beauty of snowflakes falling to earth from above the northern skies as if on the breath of the Lord.  It takes no effort on my part to be so enchanted by these spectacular particles of God’s good creation. 
It does take, however, sincere effort and the ability to accept the grace of God, to look at our  lives and death itself  to see the beauty that surpasses all earthly beauty.   
     Lord, help us to pray that we can be as equally captivated by your words to us: “Peace, child, peace.  Relax.  Let go.  There are far better things ahead than anything you will leave behind.”  Amen.
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