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Nostalgia or Vision? 

Haggai 2:1-9 

 

  Nostalgia—we all engage in it sometimes, don’t we? Maybe even more so as we approach 

Thanksgiving and look back at our lives and give thanks. 

 Movies and television shows often appeal to themes that create in us not just a fond memory 

of something in the past, but a longing, even a yearning for it. 

 So does a lot of music. Songs like the Statler Brothers’ “Do You Remember These” and 

“Whatever Happened to Randolph Scott” are nostalgic to the core. For you who are a bit older, 

don’t you get nostalgic when you hear “It Had to Be You,” or “As Time Goes By,” or 

“Sentimental Journey”? Oldies music is a big business, and has been for the past 40 years or so. 

The music that many youth and young adults prefer today is very different, yet even some of 

them appreciate the Oldies.  

 The reality is that while a lot of us like the older music better, nostalgia is a large part of the 

appeal. 

 And what about the appeal of some automobiles that have come on the market over the past 

fifteen or twenty years that have body styles that are reminiscent of cars from the 1940s or 50s, 

or that hearken back to the muscle cars of 1960s and 70s? It’s nostalgia, pure and simple! 

Now according to the Merriam-Webster dictionary,1 nostalgia means “homesickness.” The 

Latin and Greek words that combine to form nostalgia literally mean something like “a pain to 

return home.” But the second meaning Merriam-Webster gives is the one that has become more 

prevalent: “a wistful or excessively sentimental yearning for return to or of some past period or 

irrecoverable condition . . .” 

When you think about it, we humans have a tendency when looking back to remember things 

either as better than or as worse than they really were. It’s like Will Rogers used to put it: 

“Things ain’t what they used to be and probably never was.” 2 Or as the retired pro golfer Chi 

Chi Rodriguez puts it, “I don’t exaggerate—I just remember big.”3 

 The truth is that the “good old days” often weren’t really as good as we remember them. And 

they weren’t so good for everybody—especially if you were a minority or you were living in 

poverty. 

 

Sentimental saints 

Sometimes we get nostalgic as church members, don’t we? We remember the glory days of 

the past, when the pews were full, the coffers were overflowing, and all was growing and going 

well. And we long for it. We become sentimental saints. 

 But if we look at our situation realistically rather than sentimentally, we realize we’re in a 
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drastically different world than we were 50 or 40 or even 15 years ago.  

Our society has changed dramatically. What used to be the Protestant South has become the 

secular South. The church is no longer established in the culture. 

Families are far more mobile now, often moving away because of work. Fifty years ago, a 

family with four children was kind of normal; now it’s large! It used to take two families to fill a 

pew—now it may take four or five! That means it takes far more family units in a church to have 

the same number of children and youth! On top of that, there’s a greater percentage of the 

population now who have never married or are single again. And many younger adults are not 

interested in Christianity, while many of those who are have strong reservations about the church 

as an institution. 

Add to that the change among churchgoers to a much more consumerist attitude of “What 

can this or that church offer me?” rather than “What can I offer to God through a particular 

church?” 

And I haven’t even mentioned the incredible changes that technology has brought about! 

Because of the exponential effect of technology, change is taking place at a far more rapid pace 

than it has at any time in history! 

And all this change has had an impact on churches! 

 

To Babylon and back 

But we’re not the first folks to deal with dramatic and rapid change. 

Around the year 587 BC, the Babylonians destroyed the city of Jerusalem. With his army, 

Babylon’s King Nebuchadnezzar had conquered Judah about eleven years earlier, taking about 

10,000 people, including King Jehoiachin and his family, into exile in Babylon. Nebuchadnezzar 

appointed Jehoiachin’s young uncle Mattaniah king, changing his name to Zedekiah. Later, he 

revolted against Babylon, so Nebuchadnezzar’s army laid siege to the city for nearly two years, 

destroyed it, and even burned down the temple. They took many more people to Babylon as 

exiles, but left some of the poorest. 

Then in 539 BC, Cyrus the Persian overthrew the Babylonian Empire, and reversed their 

policy toward their subjects. The Babylonians usually took captives back to Babylon and put 

them in the service of the empire. But the Persians allowed exiles to return home and encouraged 

them to revive their cultures and their worship, so long as they submitted to Persian rule.  

When Cyrus issued his decree allowing the Jews to return to Judah, Sheshbazzar (a son of the 

former king Jehoiachin) led a group of Jews back home. About 536 BC, his nephew Zerubbabel 

(also a descendant of King David), succeeded him as governor of Judah. Joshua was the high 

priest. They rebuilt the altar of sacrifice and laid the foundation-stone of the second temple. 

But due to the protests of the Samaritans (whose help the Jews had rejected), work stopped 

on the temple for many years. There was opposition, economic depression, and it just didn’t 

seem that urgent anymore, since they continued to worship the LORD in ruins of the temple. 

A crisis of power in the Persian Empire in 521-520 BC revived the Jews’ expectations of the 

Day of the LORD and the restoration of their kingdom. Zerubbabel was a descendent of David, 

and the prophets Haggai and Zechariah had high hopes that God was about to act. So rebuilding 

the temple took on a much greater urgency.4 

 

Haggai’s prophecies 

Now the book of Haggai is made up of five oracles from the LORD—messages of 

condemnation, challenge, encouragement, and promise—that came to Haggai over a period of 
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four months during the second year of the reign of the Persian King Darius. This text we’re 

looking at was the third of these oracles. Responding to the first two oracles, Zerubbabel and 

Joshua had led the people to resume the work on the temple and to finish rebuilding it. 

This third message offered words of encouragement to the people. There were apparently a 

few folks among them who remembered the original temple and its glory. They would, of course, 

be advancing in age, since it had been nearly 70 years since they had seen it. The LORD told 

Haggai to ask them, “Who of you is left who saw this house in its former glory? How does it look to 

you now? Does it not seem to you like nothing?” (2:3).5 

The LORD knew they were experiencing some nostalgia about the temple. So he reminded 

them that even though the rebuilt temple might seem to pale in comparison to the glory of 

Solomon’s temple, they were to be strong. He assured them that just as he promised the Israelites 

when they came out of Egypt, he was with them and would provide for them, even shaking the 

nations to bring what they desired to the temple. He would fill it with riches and more 

importantly, with his glory, so that the glory of this temple would be even greater than the glory 

of the first one. And he would grant peace (2:4-9). 

You might say that God gave them a vision for the future to replace their nostalgia for the 

past. 

 

Nostalgia or vision? 

We need that same thing sometimes, don’t we? 

Now it’s vital that we never forget the past. It’s crucial that we know where we’ve come 

from, as Isaiah 51:1 puts it, to “look to the rock from which you were cut and to the quarry from 

which you were hewn . . . .” We need to remember what God has done for us in Jesus Christ, and 

what he has done among us and through us. We must remember, celebrate, and give thanks for 

the past. And we need to learn from the past. 

But we can’t live in the past. That’s an impossible prospect, a paralyzing proposition. The 

past is the past. We should remember it, but we can’t return to it. What we have to do, by God’s 

grace, is to live in the present, and as someone has aptly put it, “lean into the future.” 

And to lean into the future, we need a vision—not a vision of what I want to do or even what 

we want to do, but of what God wants to do in us, among us, and through us. It has to be God’s 

vision, not ours!  

Like those ancient Jews that Haggai spoke God’s word to, we need God’s vision for the 

future to replace our nostalgia for the past.  

You see, it’s not about us and our desires. It’s about God’s purpose and what he wants to do. 

And what he wants to do is usually much bigger than what we would ever dream of. It has to be 

God’s vision, not ours.  

I love the visual George Bullard uses when he says that God’s vision has to be in the driver’s 

seat, with relationships beside it on the passenger side, supported by programs and management 

in the back seat. They’re all important, but God’s vision has to be in the driver’s seat for a church 

to be following Christ into the future.6 
 

 Do you remember the television series “Christy,” about a young teacher at a mission in the 

mountains of East Tennessee in the early 1900s? 

In a Thanksgiving episode entitled “The Sweetest Gift,” one of several story lines is that 

heavy late summer rains have hurt the crops severely, so the folks of Cutter Gap are facing a 

tough winter. Miss Alice, a missionary and respected leader, decides to organize a hunting 

contest, with everyone sharing what they kill. The prize for the largest turkey would be her 
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father’s prized saddle. Miss Alice appeals to the village’s doctor Neil MacNeill to ask his friend 

Billy Long, an excellent tracker, to join the hunt. When Long comes, a young boy named Creed 

Allen is amazed by his skill and begins to hang around him, nearly worshiping him as a hero. 

Later on, in Billy’s presence, Creed makes some disparaging and racist remarks about Indians. 

Miss Alice asks him if he’s ever known an Indian, and he says he hasn’t. Billy tells him he has—

that he is part Cherokee. Creed runs off and won’t have anything to do with Billy. 

 Later, Creed has a change of heart and wants to patch things up with Billy. He asks him, 

“Can’t we go back to the way things were?” Billy firmly says, “No,” and walks away. Creed 

follows him at a distance calling him. He catches up with him in a withered corn field. Billy 

picks up a dead ear of corn and says, “When something has died, you can’t bring it back to life.” 

Then he adds, “You can never go back—but you can go forward.” 

 Wise words indeed. Billy Long meant them about relationships, but they have tremendous 

meaning about nostalgia and vision as well. 
 

 We need God’s vision for the future to replace our nostalgia for the past. Over the past year, 

we have prayerfully discerned God’s vision for us to be that we engage our community with the 

presence of Christ and power of his gospel. Now we need to pursue it!  

It’s up to us whether we’ll limit ourselves by longing for a past we can’t go back to, or be 

drawn into the future by the vision God has given us, following Jesus faithfully into the future, as 

we live as the body of Christ, engaging our community with his presence and the power of his 

gospel. 

 So which will it be: nostalgia or vision?  
 MEG 
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5 Scriptures quotations taken from The Holy Bible, New International Version® (2011 edition).  
6 Bullard shared this visual in the breakout session “Finding and Following Your Church’s Future” at the 
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