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Haggai 2:1-9 — In the second year of King Darius, in the seventh month, on the twenty-first day 
of the month, the word of the LORD came by the prophet Haggai, saying: Speak now to 
Zerubbabel, governor of Judah, and to Joshua, the high priest, and to the remnant of the people, 
and say, “Who is left among you that saw this house in its former glory? How does it look to you 
now? Is it not in your sight as nothing?” Yet now take courage, O Zerubbabel, says the LORD; 
take courage, O Joshua, the high priest; take courage, all you people of the land, says the 
LORD; work, for I am with you, says the LORD of hosts, according to the promise that I made 
you when you came out of Egypt. My spirit abides among you; do not fear. The latter glory of 
this house shall be greater than the former, says the LORD of hosts; and in this place I will give 
shalom, says the LORD of hosts.  

If you’ve heard me preach more than a few times, you’ve probably heard me talk about stories 
— not just the stories of the bible, but the stories of our lives today. Your story, my story. We all 
have stories to tell and a bigger story to live. This morning, I want to talk a bit about our story as 
a congregation. What is this church’s story? Now, you all know that I’m new here. I stepped into 
your story just four months ago. And since then, as I’ve been learning what this church looks like 
and getting a sense for where it is now, I’ve also been learning what it looked like in the past and 
trying to understand where it has come from.  

What I’ve learned so far is that you’ve come a long way. 168 years ago, in 1848, you all were 
born as a congregation. This building, where we now worship, opened its doors 20 years later. 
It’s changed a fair amount since then, since the 1860s and ‘70s — when, by the way, your pastor 
was also a recent graduate from Princeton Seminary. Since that time, you all have installed a 
magnificent pipe organ; built a chapel on the back of the sanctuary, which later became our Play 
& Learn Preschool, still running; you all put in a heating system, for which all of us will soon be 
immensely grateful; and (here’s one of my favorite stories), you all dug out the fellowship hall. 
Literally, in the 1950s, congregants used shovels to clear out space under our sanctuary, 
somehow keeping the foundation in tact, and then constructed the fellowship hall beneath us. 
And that paved the way for some of the best parts in this church’s story, I think. Thanks to that 
space, we have been able to host, through the years, not just fellowship hours, but congregational 
meals, youth events, concerts, art shows, oyster suppers, and so much more. 

“Those were the good old days.” It’s been said in most churches by now. Back when we had 
more events that brought in more people from the community; back when the pews were fuller, 
and Sunday mornings were a bit more bustling; back when church was an anchor in life — and 
not just our lives, but in (so it seemed) everyone’s lives; back when we knew that we as a 
congregation mattered, and we didn’t feel so small, so sidelined in the world. This too has 
become a part of our story: religious nostalgia, a longing and perhaps lamenting remembrance of 



our church’s past. It’s become a part of the story for most American congregations. For most of 
us, the glory days were sometime in between the years 1950 and 2000, and since then, we’ve all 
been in decline — at least by most standards. We used to feel like we were at the center of things, 
but now, we feel ourselves on the periphery. And wouldn’t it be nice to get back to where we 
were?  

“Who is left among you that saw this house in its former glory? How does it look to you now? Is 
it not in your sight as nothing?” Those are the words of the Hebrew prophet Haggai. It seems that 
his people were experiencing some religious nostalgia as well. To give some context, the 
Babylonian empire had destroyed Jerusalem and its sacred temple 65-70 years earlier, and many 
of its residents had been taken into exile in Babylon. After 50 years of exile, though, the 
Babylonians had been supplanted by the Persians, and a Persian king named Cyrus freed the 
Jewish people. So, by the time of Haggai’s writing, the Jewish people have been reassembling in 
their homeland for 10-20 years, and they are slowly but surely rebuilding the temple in 
Jerusalem. You might think that this would be a time of great hope for Haggai’s people — they 
had been liberated from Babylonian captivity, and now they are rising up again. But it’s easy to 
feel discouraged even as you rise, when you keep thinking about the things you’ve lost.  

How then did Haggai encourage “the remnant of the people” to keep at it, to give faithfully, to 
labor towards the flourishing of their community of faith? And how might God, through 
Haggai’s words, encourage our remnant this morning — to labor, to give, to keep at it? I have 
three thoughts to share.  

First, unfortunately, God doesn’t often endorse religious nostalgia, notwithstanding the earlier 
quote I read. We should not forget the past, of course, and it’s perfectly fine to miss the past, to 
mourn the passing of people, of traditions, of anything that’s been lost. But the fact is, we can’t 
walk ahead very well when our heads are turned around. Constantly looking behind isn’t 
conducive to moving forward, or to noticing what’s right in front of you. Now, that said, there is 
one kind of backward gaze that God commands throughout the bible, and it occurs in this 
morning’s passage as well. Haggai refers to “the promise that I [God] made you when you came 
out of Egypt.” In the Hebrew bible, the Old Testament, God says over and over again, 
“Remember when you were slaves in Egypt, and remember the exodus, when I led you out of 
bondage. You are free now, but you must regularly remind yourselves that you were once an 
oppressed people.” So, if we’re going to frequently look back at the past, God wants us to look 
back at how God’s people have been liberated through the years, more so than at how we used to 
have this great thing or used to be that great thing. For example, when this congregation was 
founded, women were not allowed to be ordained as elders, those who were born Catholic would 
have felt unwelcome in this space, and I, an openly gay man, could not have been your pastor. 
And there’s much more than this, friends. For generations, God has been faithful in freeing us to 
be the people who God has made us to be. So, let’s look back, celebrate, and then look forward.  

Second, as we move forward, we do so boldly — not because we are confident that we can bring 
about whatever it is we want to bring about, but because, simply, God is with us. Three times in 



our passage this morning, Haggai tells us to take courage, as we work, for the LORD of hosts is 
with us. Then again, do not fear, as we work, for God’s spirit abides with us. This exhortation not 
to fear — it can be hard for today’s struggling congregations to hear. Don’t you realize that we’re 
struggling to stay afloat? Don’t you realize that we could lose our building? According to 
Haggai, though, the worst thing that could happen to a congregation is not that it could go under 
— after all, nothing lives forever, and good things can come to a good end; the worst thing that 
could happen to a congregation, rather, is that it could lose touch with the spirit abiding within it. 
That spirit may be calling our church to grow in number, or it may be calling our church to grow 
in other ways instead. Regardless, God’s spirit is calling us to work with enthusiasm, with 
spiritual attentiveness, and with confidence not in our own abilities, but in God’s faithful 
guidance.  

Third, and lastly, we don’t know all that lies ahead on our congregation’s path, but we do know 
that our path leads to glory. Now, when Haggai writes, “The latter glory of this house shall be 
greater than the former,” he is thinking at least in part of financial greatness: “There used to be a 
lot of wealth in this temple,” he says, “and I believe that there will be again, and even more than 
there was before.” That’s all well and good, but personally, I don’t think that God’s word for us 
today is about monetary gain. (Although, if you can make a pledge next week to that effect, 
that’d be wonderful!) The greater glory, though, that awaits our congregation is this word at the 
end of our passage: shalom. “In this place I will give shalom, says the LORD of hosts.” Some 
bibles translate it as “prosperity,” but if by “prosperity” we mean merely the possession of 
material wealth, then that is not shalom. Other bibles translate it as “peace,” but if by “peace” we 
mean merely the absence of conflict, then that is not shalom either. Shalom is God’s gift of 
holistic well-being; it is flourishing in body, in mind, in soul, and in relationships; it is perfect 
harmony within us, between us, and all around us. Shalom is where God is taking God’s people, 
and along the way, we get to see glimpses of it. And not only to see; we get to make it happen: to 
work and bring small experiences of heaven, of God’s perfect reign, to earth.  

Who is left among you that saw this house in its former glory? How does it look to you now? 
However it looks, friends, let’s look forward, and let’s keep moving forward, towards the same 
shalom that has made this house glorious for generations. Amen.  


