
Sermon, St. David’s, 11/10/2019, Haggai 1:15b-2:9 (Elizabeth Felicetti) 

We are wrapping up our year of the prophets this month, and today we have a reading from the 

book of the prophet Haggai, who isn’t a particularly well-known prophet. His entire biblical 

book is only two chapters long, so today’s snippet represents a pretty large portion of the whole 

book. Haggai prophesied after the exiles had returned to Judah from Babylon. But this snippet 

might be a little hard to understand, so I’ll explain a bit about what’s going on. 

The temple had been burned, sacked, and destroyed before the exiles were forced to march to 

Babylon. This was God’s beautiful temple built during the time of Solomon. The temple was an 

important central place of worship. Seeing it destroyed was probably something like the way 

many of us felt on 9-11. When I saw the towers fall, I fell down on my knees. I’d been to New 

York City a few times in my life, and I don’t think I was ever in those towers; but seeing them 

crash down on television moved me to my core. 

So imagine a great temple, central to the culture, but also a place of worship, like this place is for 

us. People we love have been baptized and married and buried here. Seeing this place 

deliberately destroyed would be devastating. This temple in Jerusalem was a symbol both of a 

religion and a country.  

The exiles were of course delighted when King Cyrus conquered Babylon and captives like them 

were allowed to return to their homeland, but they returned to ruins, and the temple was in ruins, 

and had been in ruins for decades. They rebuilt their own homes, and that’s when Haggai entered 

the picture. He encouraged them to rebuild the temple. 

Now that’s a really different kind of prophet, isn’t it? Other prophets we’ve talked about this 

year focus on the poor and the marginalized, but here Haggai prophesies about a building. 

Anyone else struggle with that a little bit? After all, we are taught again and again that church is 

about people, not a building. We are the church. This place is not the church. 

But this place is the church, too, and not only this room. So much happens in this building: the 

baptisms, weddings and funerals I mentioned before. Sunday and midweek worship. 

Celebrations and dinners and formation and choir practice. But also, cub scouts and boy scouts. I 

don’t know how many of you have ever been here on a Monday. Dana and I try to discourage 

Monday meetings, because the place is so full of scouts. We also have a new girl scout troop that 

meets on Thursday evenings. Tonight the neighborhood association for Bexley West meets here. 

Last month, the Providence homeowners’ association met. This place is becoming central to our 

neighborhood, as we want it to be.  

The exiles presumably returned full of hope. You may remember that the prophet Jeremiah had 

written to them to seek the welfare of the place to which they had been exiled, but they must 

have dreamed of home. Most of them would have died in exile, and those who returned to Judah 

would have mostly known of the temple only from their ancestors. While returning was the 



fulfillment of a dream, once they returned, rebuilding would have seemed overwhelming. They 

focused on their own welfare. They built their own houses, but did not rebuild the temple.  

In the first chapter of Haggai, God chastises them for this: “The word of the LORD came by the 

prophet Haggai, saying: Is it a time for you yourselves to live in your paneled houses, while this 

house lies in ruins?” 

Zerubbabel and Joshua did not know the temple when it was in its former glory. All they know is 

exile, drought, despair. 

But God offers them hope. Rebuild the temple. Value this communal place where God is central. 

As your rector, I sometimes feel discouraged about church. I no longer know how to measure 

how things are going. The first few years I was here, I judged by average Sunday attendance, and 

the first three years I was here, attendance went up and up and up. That was good, I thought! But 

then one year, even though attendance was up, pledges tanked. Then pledges came back, and 

membership was up, but attendance has declined or been flat.  

This reflects a trend across the diocese and our country. Very religious people attend church less 

often on Sundays.  Church is changing. The Episcopal church is changing. St. David’s is 

changing. Attendance is down, but pledges are up, and membership is up. Our parish 

administrator of fourteen years is retiring, and our long-term nursery attendants also plan to 

leave. While this is discouraging because we love these people, we also have opportunity for 

new things. Deacon Bill still thrives in his ministry, and we all know that he is better with people 

than I am. He is able to do more visiting than I am, and he prefers that to the work involved in 

crafting sermons. We now have Matthew White preaching for us once a month, as well as doing 

flexible work with newcomers. 

Change is hard, especially when it comes to a sacred place like the temple in Jerusalem, or like 

this place. God told the returnees, through Haggai, not to despair. When we read these words, I 

hope that we won’t despair, either. We hear messages of decline, but I don’t think decline is as 

accurate as change. One of the best parts of November for me is writing thank you notes for 

pledges. If you haven’t received one from me yet and you made a pledge, you will receive one 

soon. Writing these notes is a spiritual practice of gratitude for me. We have new people, new 

families, children. I think about newcomers who brought incredible balloon art to our scrappy 

Trunk or Treat that has served our neighborhood for seven years now. One newcomer brought 

bread and amazing desserts to fall formation. One new family brought us flu shots, and a little 

girl who loves sparkly shoes and is so much fun on the red carpet. The vestry and I underwent a 

Mutual Ministry Review last Monday night, and we started by looking at what’s going well. We 

have so many signs of health here at St. David’s. 

In today’s reading, God says, “the silver is mine, and the gold is mine.” That’s so fitting 

following a pledge campaign, when we talk about stewardship. We are all stewards. We will not 



live forever. We are caretakers of these bodies we inhabit, and caretakers of our loved ones, and 

of this place, our church home. I’m so grateful to everyone who made a pledge last Sunday. 

Having you all come up to the altar is always a significant spiritual experience for me. My first 

year here, I listened skeptically when Marti explained it to me, and I planned to do it the St. 

David’s way that first year and then change it to something more comfortable for introverts after 

that; but that first year was so humbling and beautiful, standing behind the altar while so many 

saints came forward and set their pledge cards on the altar that I have reluctantly embraced the 

St. David’s way. 

Attendance may be down, but other signs in our church are hopeful. God calls us to hope. When 

those returnees first began rebuilding the temple, it did not resemble the amazing structure that 

Solomon built. But something new and beautiful emerged. We don’t get as many people here on 

Sunday mornings as we did six years ago, especially on weekends like this, when Monday is a 

holiday so more go out of town. But this building is sacred. This building is important not only to 

our congregation, but to many neighbors, who embrace it as their own for their gatherings.  

How will we continue to rebuild in a new world? 


