One of the most profound questions in the world 


is the simple three letter question,



 “Why?”  

If you have been with a child during a time of discovery, 


you know that eventually you have to answer, 



“Because I said so.” 



or “I don't know.”  


To which you get the 50th consecutive question of “why?”  



When we reach that point, 




we sometimes find ourselves asking the same question.  



Why does it happen that way?  


If you wanted to find a good way to spend an hour a day, 



after prayer and reading scripture, 




asking yourself a single why question 




and trying to find the solution 






would open the world to you.  

Back in my teaching days, 


I was working with some students 



who's assignment was to create a world 



and explain why everything worked that way in the world. 


It was a wonderful time, 



because I got to sit there 



and ask the consecutive “Why?” questiosn.  

One student had created a civilization on earth, 


but earth under 50 feet of snow.  



So ice tunnels and living under ground were needed.  


I asked him why the earth was covered in ice, 



he responded because on ice age had come.  


Why had an ice age come?  



I don't know.  


Thirty minutes of research later, 



we discovered that the only thing preventing another ice age 




is whether the jet stream moves from warm air to cold 




or cold to warm.  


That was enough why questions for the day for both of us.

In our text today, 


we have moved ahead 23 months from the first vision 


and the people are seeing the actual temple take form at the 50% built stage.  


Exterior is established, 



roof is going on, 



rooms are set out, 




progress is being made.  

The Word of the Lord comes to Zechariah, 


because God is aware that people of Bethel have come 



asking questions about what is necessary now.  

It looks like things are on the mend, 


we are at peace with our overlord, 


temple is being built, 


gold is coming in, 


people are coming back, 

do we still need to mourn and fast, 


as we have done for the last 70 years?  

God's response is a pretty simple answer 


if you read between the lines.  

The Lord asks, 


“Why were you mourning and fasting?”

This is an effective way to resolve conflict.  


Get down to the true intentions of people.  



Why were you doing what you were doing?  

This question is here, 


because if you read through the Old Testament, 

you will find many circumstances 


where God calls us to behave in certain ways 


at certain times.  

But never did God tell the people to mourn and fast 


in the 5th month every year.  

But like the  family that cut the ends off the ham every year, 


only to find out great grandma did that, 



because her pan was too small, 


so the people have been fasting 


without really knowing why.  

They had been mourning and fasting, 


but God never asked them to.  

They may have been trying to control God, 


make it so he had to bring them back.  

Or it might of started that way 


and become a ritual 



that took on a life of its own, 


with no one ever stopping to ask, 



“Why are we doing this?”  

The only recorded history of anything close to a fast 


is in Jeremiah 41:4-5.  

Reading that text, 


one would say that is not what God required, 

because the 80 men form Bethel who came to fast and mourn 


in light of the temple's destruction 



were slaughtered by the ruler of Jerusalem at that time.

The question comes down to 


what is the purpose of fasting and feasting?  


Why are you doing it?  

The Lord questions the people in verse 5, 


was it for the Lord you fasted, 


did the Lord benefit when you feasted?  

There is a chance 


that it was a sign of true repentance, 



but how verses 8-9 are answered 




will show the pure intentions.  

The question of feasting 


has the same question of benefits.  

When you eat, 


you benefit.  

But you were called to feast at times 

and fast at times, 


to set yourself apart as God's people.  



Are you doing that?  



Why are you doing that?  

My extended family has asked that question often this last decade 


as everyone's life situations have changed.  



With spouses coming into the picture, 




new traditions 




and limited time, 





not all things have continued as before.  

Are we doing this to keep our mothers happy 


or because we find this to be a festive way to to celebrate with them?

To which our mother would respond similarly to God in verse 8 and 9.  


Here is what is really important.  

Not the fasts or feasts, 


those are good, 



but take care of the first things.  

For God's people, 


those first things are: 


‘Administer true justice; 



show mercy and compassion to one another. 


10 Do not oppress the widow 




or the fatherless, 




the alien 




or the poor. 



In your hearts 




do not think evil of each other.’  

The feasts and fasts 


are times when we rehearse the story



 of why we are to live in such a way, 


but if we carried out justice, 


showed mercy and compassion,


 and did not oppress the weak 


or think evil  of each other, 



we would not need to be reminded 




of what we are supposed to be doing at feasts and fasts.  

The reciprocal is also true.  


If we are feasting and fasting, 



but not carrying out these four parts, 




then our feasts and fasts are meaningless.  


They are just for us.

God reminds the newly returned exiles 


that this is why they had just come back from Babylon.  

Their ancestors had forgotten about serving others, 


made the feasts and fasts about them, 

and in the process of creating a religion of me, 


had left God on the periphery.  

If they did not want God at the center 


then God would move them out of where God was supposed to be the center.  Babylon was where god's served the people, 


instead of the people serving God.

Before you hear that 


as God wanting to be pleased like the Roman or Greek god's, 



look again at that list.  

It is what the world is asking for all the time.  


Justice being administered fairly.  



The protests concerning arrests 



and questionable deaths of people of color 




were calling for justice to be administered on the same level 




for all people.  


Showing mercy and kindness to one another 



would eliminate the hate crimes 



and school shootings that have plagued our nation.  


The lack of oppressing the weak, 



including the orphan, 



widowed, 



foreigner, 



or poor 




would require us to rewrite our banking policies and tax laws.  



Show me a bank that charges more for an account 




to those who have lots of money 




than those who have little money 





and I will know we are living this out.  




Overdraft fees 





only hurt those who already don't have enough money.  Finally, 


there is the call to examine our hearts 



and see how we view each other.  


Do we view each other as evil 



or as fellow children of God.  




Is your neighbor plotting against you, 




your competition,





 or a fellow lost sheep 






in need of a savior?  

These four are big callings,


 high callings.  

They are not the way of the world we live in.  

But they are the standards of the Kingdom of God 


and why people will respond to God 



when they see others living in such a manner.

That was Israel's calling.  


As time progressed, 



they not only struggled to live it out, 



they walked farther and farther from it.  


Until finally, 



the Babylonian Exile came to be, 




to reset the focus of the people.  

We have experienced a bit of a reset ourselves.  


One we are about 50% of the way through ourselves.  

The Pandemic was a shorter exile from worship together.  


We have a full October 


and then December of activities that will help set the tone 



for what kind of a church body we are going to be.  


January though April will be our season of Sabbath,



 and come May next year, 




we will have a new opportunity 





to fully live out who we are going to be.

As we will hear next week, 


as stories are shared from the life of the congregation over the last 125 years, 



there have been many life changing things that we have been a part of.  

That is because, 


no matter how far from God we are, 



God is still at work.  

He has not given up on humanity.  


But, we always need to be making a choice 



on how we are going to live.  

Like our ancestors 


we can always live more fully into the way God has called us to live by: 

‘Administering true justice; 


showing mercy and compassion to one another.  


Not oppressing the widow or the fatherless,



 the alien or the poor. 


And In our hearts not thinking evil of each other.’ 

When we are doing these things, 


feasts will be fuller 


and fasts will be for greater life change.



To God's glory,




not just ours.
