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In the film, “Nobody’s Fool” Jessica Tandy and Paul Newman star in a film about a 60-year-old 

handyman named Sully.  The movie is set in a small town where everyone seems to know Sully 

and his past.  Although we aren’t given the reasons, we discover that as a young man, Sully 

walked out on his wife and infant son.  The son grew up without his father in his life. 

 

But when that son grows older and has a child, things change.  Sully comes back into his life.  

He develops a strong relationship with his grandson Will.  The son watches all this with shock 

and surprise until he finally can’t stand it any longer and asks, “How come you are a Granddad 

to Will but you were never a father to me?” 

 

Sully thinks about it for a while and then replies very matter of factly, “You have to start 

somewhere.”  It is a great line.  He cannot undo the past.  He cannot change what has happened.  

But what he can do is begin to work in this present moment.  He can become the person he 

wanted to be. 

 

I wanted to begin with this illustration as a way of indicating that we all have to start somewhere.  

We cannot change the actions of the past.  We cannot undo what has been done.  But neither do 

we have to be captive to that past.  We can change.  We can be something different.  The old 

adage says, “The best time to plant a tree was twenty years ago.  The second best time is today.”  

As the rest of this sermon unfolds, do not hear it as an indictment on what we should have done 

or any form of regret for the past, but as an opportunity for what we can do today. 

 

The book of Haggai in the Old Testament is referred to as one of the lesser prophets.  Unlike 

some of the other prophets, little is known about Haggai.  There are few clues about his life or 

circumstances in the brief chapters that make up this prophetic book.  The text only tells us about 

a brief period of time and the encouraging words of this mysterious prophet. 

 

Haggai begins by giving a very definitive date for its writing.  It begins by saying, “In the second 

year of King Darius, in the sixth month, on the first day of the month the word of the Lord came 

to the prophet Haggai.”  If our historical understandings are correct, that means that the prophecy 

began on August 29th, 520 B.C.E. 

 

This specificity is important for two reasons.  First, you may recall that the Hebrew people had 

been in captivity in Babylon.  They had been forced to leave their homeland and become slaves.  

They returned to Israel in 538 B.C.E.  So by the time Haggai is writing, the people have been 

back in their homeland for 18 years.  From other sources, we know that the initial return was 



filled with challenges.  People came back to a devastated homeland.  They also came back to 

find that new inhabitants were living in the places they once called home.  The pressing issue 

they faced is to whom does the land belong?  Is it the ancestors of the former inhabitants who 

have now returned or the new inhabitants that have been living there for years?  These were 

delicate issues that took time and patience to resolve. 

 

Along with resolving these issues, they were faced with the need to rebuild their cities and 

infrastructure.  Included in this was the need to rebuild the Temple which had been destroyed 

some 60 years previous.  The rebuilding of the Temple had begun once they returned to Israel, 

but it was progressing very slowly.  They have been working on it for 18 years and it is still not 

finished. 

 

Related to that, the second thing that is important about the very specific date is that Haggai says 

that it was the first day of the month.  The first day of the month was traditionally set aside for 

special sacrifices.  Being the first day of the month reminded him that this would normally be 

occurring, but the Temple was not done.  Where there should have been sights and sounds of 

people coming to the Temple, there was only silence.  The sacrifices couldn’t happen because 

the restoration of the Temple had not been a priority for the people. 

 

Life is filled with those kinds of reminders.  At holidays you may be aware of an empty chair at 

the table and remember a loved one who has passed.  You may walk by the empty room of a 

child who is now grown and living out of town and the emptiness will remind you of what once 

was.   

 

John Wesley, the founder of Methodism, was educated in his early years by his mother.  As soon 

as they were old enough, she gave them the education they needed right there in the home.  She 

taught them all how to read Latin and Greek.  Most of the education took place in a family 

setting.  But each of the children received one hour of private education with their mother.  This 

happened every week at the same time.  I don’t recall the specifics of John Wesley’s appointed 

hour, but he noted later in his life that he still thought of his mother every time that hour of the 

week came around. 

 

This is the reminder that Haggai notes.  It is the first day of the month, the day that there should 

be sacrifices held in the Temple.  But they are not happening because the Temple is not yet 

finished.  Something is missing in the rhythm of our communal lives, something important, 

something memorable. 

 

This is the crux of Haggai’s message.  He is encouraging the people to finish what they have 

started.  For eighteen years they have been working on the Temple.  It is time to complete it. 

 

There were some who felt that the new structure was not as good as they old one.  They too were 

reminiscent, but their nostalgia was for the new Temple to be as good or better looking than the 

previous one.  When they look at the current reconstruction, they feel dissatisfied because it just 

isn’t like the Temple they remembered.   

 



This is the other side of nostalgia.  On one hand, nostalgia may cause us to remember people and 

places and moments in life.  These memories conjure up a moment of delight and joy.  Even 

those moments that are tinged with sadness as we remember an empty chair at Thanksgiving or 

the memory of a loved one, these fill us with a feeling of appreciation for the life that is being 

remembered.  But, nostalgia also has a shadow presence.  No matter how good things may be, 

the changes will never be good enough.  The new Temple will never measure up to the former 

one.  Things can never go back to what they were before.  But we have to start somewhere. 

 

Along with encouraging the people to finish the project, Haggai has one other positive statement.  

He assures the people that just as God was present in the old Temple of their memories, God will 

be present in the new Temple that is being constructed.  Even if it isn’t all that they might 

remember, the one thing that will be consistent is God’s faithfulness.  They will experience God 

in the new Temple, just as they did in the old one. 

 

We might dismiss Haggai’s message this morning because we don’t experience those deep 

feelings of disappointment.  For all the changes that have occurred to our church throughout its 

history, I haven’t heard many comments about wishing the entry to the church was in its original 

place on the corner of the sanctuary.  I don’t hear folks wishing the chancel looked like it did 

when the building was originally constructed.  There is not that type of nostalgia. 

 

But, like almost all churches, there are likely places where things around us have changed and 

we struggle with the ways we need to adapt or change.  In my previous appointment, I arrived to 

find a very small preschool housed in the church.  Unfortunately, this preschool was losing 

money.  It had not been well managed.  And because of that, there were folks who wanted to 

close the doors.  I am grateful that they didn’t act hastily.  We were able to determine why the 

preschool was losing money, made some necessary changes and turned it around.  It continues to 

be a very successful ministry of the church. 

 

But, while this was going on there were a small group of folks who questioned why a preschool 

was even necessary.  They recalled their childhood days in which there was always a parent at 

home.  And when that wasn’t the case, they were able to stay at their grandparents who typically 

lived nearby.  They were remembering a time that has changed for most folks.  Whether by 

necessity or choice, most families have two working parents.  And more often than not, 

grandparents are not close enough to provide the daily childcare needed.  The changing culture 

created a need that the church was in a position to fill by providing safe, affordable preschool.  

The folks who questioned the need for a church to have a preschool were good folks, but they 

were remembering times that had long since disappeared.   

 

Another significant change that has happened within our culture is the shift away from sabbath 

days.  My guess is that many of you remember that there were not school or sporting activities 

on Wednesday nights or on Sundays.  These were reserved for church activities.  Whether people 

attended or not, these were nights when little else happened because people were in church.  

Those days are gone and they are not coming back. 

 

Today, there are a lot of things competing for our time.  In Bloomington, I always wrote down 

the college basketball schedule in my calendar and avoided scheduling anything important on 



those nights.  The last year IU went to the NCAA finals was the year that the semifinal game was 

played on the night before Easter.  We had an Easter vigil that night.  One of the ushers was in 

the back of the sanctuary holding up periodic updates of the score while the service was going 

on.  When the service ended, we quickly dismissed into the Fellowship Hall where a television 

showed the end of the game.  When IU won, many of us in the church walked out the doors and 

onto Kirkwood Avenue to join the celebration.  It certainly made for an upbeat Easter 

celebration, although they went on to lose the championship game on Monday. 

 

We have to acknowledge that there are many different activities and events calling for our 

attention.  We might lament the fact that traveling sports teams means many families are away 

on the weekends or a home Colts game impacts our worship attendance.  But these are the 

realities of our time and they are not likely to change.  Instead the church has to adapt and 

change. 

 

What can we do?  First, I believe this means that we have to do worship, and all that we do, with 

the highest integrity.  Rather than lamenting all the things competing for our time, I hope that the 

church will rise to the occasion and make worship, and all that we do, something that is worth 

attending.  We attend sporting events and concerts and all other events because we enjoy the 

time there.  We come away talking about that incredible touchdown pass or how moving the 

oboe solo was.  Church needs to be the same kind of thing.  I enjoy the challenge of thinking that 

worship should be equally as compelling and not just worship.  This includes missions where 

people talk long afterwards about how meaningful it was.   

 

But, along with that, we need to find ways to make worship accessible to all.  With such busy 

schedules, we need to be able to make it possible for folks to experience church in many 

different ways.  We have been having conversations in our staff meetings about videotaping our 

worship services and having some portion of that available online.  For those who cannot attend, 

we want to make it possible to still experience worship.  Imagine that you have been traveling or 

sick or working…rather than feeling guilty about missing church, what if you could go to the 

church website and view the service there?  It is one of the ways that the church can respond to 

the changes and continue to bring the good news of God’s love to all people. 

 

This is what makes Haggai’s prophetic message meaningful for today.  We are not building a 

Temple, but we are continually learning what it means to be God’s people, the Church.  We 

listen, we respond, we share God’s love in new and exciting ways.  Rather than responding with 

anger at the changing culture, we can respond with appreciation that God has entrusted 

something so precious and important that we want to share it in whatever ways we can.  And we 

can delight in the fact that God is with us in all these new opportunities.  May God continue to 

guide us into the future together. 
 


