
 
 
 
  
 “Look at these stones, how large they are!”  
 

The disciples are from the country. They are legitimately impressed with the large 
stones and the big buildings in the Temple complex. They remind me of a time when our 
family was riding bikes down in Seagrove, Florida, crossing the street, when a car ran 
right through the bike path crossing. It stopped suddenly on the other side, and a guy 
yelled out the window, “Really sorry about that! We’re from Alabama. We ain’t got no 
bike paths in Alabama.”  
 

They ain’t got no big buildings and large stones like that in Galilee. It would be 
like someone who never stepped outside of, say, Triune, going into Nashville for the first 
time. I have to admit, I’ve been to Nashville lots and sometimes I am in awe of how 
much has changed – so many large buildings. The disciples are in awe. Jesus responds 
not with understanding, but with a heart-stopping pronouncement. “Do you see these 
great buildings? Not one stone will be left here upon another. All will be thrown down.”  

 
Some read this text today in Waverly, where their house was standing one minute 

and the next was washed away. Others hear the text from a hospital room after a 
devastating diagnosis. Others hear it in fresh grief, the one they loved, who was breathing 
and walking around and talking just days before is now gone. In Beirut and the Sudan, in 
refugees freezing on the border between Belarus and Poland, or Turkey and Greece, in 
families devastated by COVID, the world changes suddenly, not one stone left standing 
on another. What do you do when your world, the one you thought you knew so well, 
comes tumbling down?  
 

When the Gospel of Mark was written, the worst thing imaginable to any Jewish 
person had happened. After a failed rebellion against the Roman Empire, the Romans 
came into Jerusalem and destroyed the Temple. Not one stone was left upon another. The 
Romans humiliated the Jews by desecrating the Temple and leaving its smoldering rubble 
as a warning to any others who had thoughts of taking up arms.  
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 The church that heard these words read aloud was in the middle of the unthinkable. 
Lives centered in the Temple had been completely thrown off center. The world was 
unknown to them now. 
 
 And during that tumult, they hear the words of Jesus, “Do not be alarmed.” 
  
 Do not be alarmed. That is the word for today. But whenever you hear someone 
say something like that – don’t be afraid – you can bet there’s something there that is 
frightening. I remember a time when our son was out riding his bicycle – he was maybe 
eight years old – and he somehow got his whole foot wedged around the chain. It was so 
bad that we called 911, and the entire time I was kneeling there, saying, “It’s going to be 
okay, don’t be afraid.” Finally, Caleb looked up at me, tears flowing, and screamed, “I 
am afraid, and it is not okay!” I wanted to argue semantics, that I had said it was going to 
be okay, not that it was okay, but I wisely kept my mouth shut. You don’t say, “Do not be 
alarmed” unless there is something alarming happening. 
 
 What do you do when the world as you have known it is suddenly gone? 
 

We are greeted in our worship today with a text most preachers would rather avoid, 
including this preacher. It is a piece of apocalyptic literature, and apocalypse has acquired 
something of a bad name. Far too many people of the sort that Jesus warns about here 
have taken this literature and used it to do the very opposite of what Jesus intended – to 
strike fear. I know someone who has taken these words of Jesus and used them as 
justification to build something of a cellar fortress, with supplies that could last he and his 
family for years, and guns…so many guns. He talks about the end times with a sense of 
fear. When the world ends, he wants to be ready for the apocalypse. I understand, in a 
way. I sometimes can get in that fortress space in my head. 
 
 But apocalypse was not written to make us fearful. The word literally means, “to 
lift the veil,” and it was always intended to speak to communities who were experiencing 
pain, persecution, the falling apart of their world, and to say to them, “Fear not.” Because 
no matter what things look like on the surface, when you lift the veil you will find God at 
work, the God who brings life in the midst of death.  
 
 Jurgen Moltmann writes, “No one can assure us that the worst will not happen. 
According to all the laws of experience: it will. We can only trust that even the end of the 
world hides a new beginning if we trust the God who calls into being the things that are 
not, and out of death creates new life.” 
 



   It is very easy for us to fear. If we are afraid, it is certainly understandable. 
Emotions are not right or wrong; they simply are. But it is one thing to feel fear, it is quite 
another to act out of fear, to allow fear to become the thing that drives our behaviors and 
the ways we treat one another, to cause us to build fortresses and stockpile armaments. 
Even more threatening is when fear becomes so entrenched that it colors our faith, 
turning us inward, poisoning our ability to trust.  
 
 Apocalyptic invites us to see behind the veil, with the walls crumbling all around 
us, to dare to live as if the promised day was already here. 
 
 This is not the end. The ways things are is not the way they are intended to be. 
When you lift the veil, you see another vision. It has always been there, always 
summoning the world to a day that is being born. These are birth pangs. And birth can be 
a fearful thing. It is not without risk. But the day that is being born among us is the day of 
God, the God who has been revealed to us in Jesus Christ, the God who calls into being 
the things that are not, and out of death creates new life. 
 
 When the disciples and Jesus take their place on the Mount of Olives, looking 
down on the Temple, they want to know when these things will be. But those who are 
listening to this gospel years later know when these things are to be. They are living in it. 
Earthquakes in various places, famines, wars and rumors of wars. Hurricanes and 
wildfires, terrorism, massive displacement of people by all these things, homelessness, 
hunger.  
 
 And the siren song of those who would lead us astray, who tell us to be afraid, to 
hunker down, to not trust our neighbor, to fear the other, who come saying, “I am he!” 
Jesus, sitting down on the Mt. of Olives, speaks still to his church. “Do not be alarmed.” 
“Do not be led astray.” These are birth pangs, not death throes. This is the labor, and 
labor is hard, and uncertain, but it is on the way to something. Lift the veil, and you will 
see.  
 
 The question then becomes, “How then shall we live?” Now that we have seen 
beneath the veil, what now? 
 
 In her book, “Grateful,” Diana Butler Bass writes, “Every day there are reasons not 
to feel grateful and not to practice gratitude. Terrible, distressing, painful, and awful 
things happen all the time. The emotions of thanks elude us, and it is easy to choose 
ingratitude. Yet when I watch the news and fear grips my heart about whatever comes 
next, when a friend is diagnosed with cancer, or when a loved one dies, that Bible verse I 
memorized as a teenager, calls toward a better way: “In everything, give thanks.” It does 



not say “For everything give thanks.” Gratitude never calls us to give thanks for anything 
that is evil or unjust, never for violence, lying, oppression, or suffering. Do not be 
grateful for these things. The Greek word is “en”, which means in, within, with, 
throughout. Gratefulness grounds our lives in the world and with others. Gratitude is a 
place, perhaps the place, where we find our truest and best selves.” 
 
 Each day presents us with an opportunity to give thanks in all things, and to let that 
place of grace guide us into the living of all our days, and not just at this time of year. To 
respond to God’s grace in thanksgiving, to live toward God and one another with grateful 
hearts, even if the walls are falling down, is to see beneath the veil, to see what God is 
birthing even now, to give witness to the labor that heralds a birth of newness, and 
embrace it, and one another, and this beloved world, with hope and true joy. 
 
 Thanks be to God. Amen. 

 


