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Stones.
Stones upon stones.
Altar stones, and pillow stones. Pillars and foundations.  Weapons, building blocks, the seal for a tomb. A stone can be so many things. Serve so many purposes. 
Altar stones, as the stones that were stacked by Sarah and Abraham as they followed God from place to place. 	
Building stones, as in the Tower of Babel, a story that invites us to remember that human desires and God’s dreams don’t always align, since God knows our needs even more acutely than we do. 
Stones can disappoint or redirect. 
A rock can be a pillow. Ask Jacob. He slept under the stars one night, and for some strange reason, used a stone for a pillow. (Why not just pile up some sand?) His dreams led him to believe he was sleeping on God’s doorstep – which is, actually a truth we could all claim – and he proclaimed, “God is in this place, and I did not know it.” He then took his pillow stone, stood it up, poured oil over it and said, “I will call this place Bethel, House of God.”
Stones hold dreams, inspire testimony.
A stone may be a memorial. Stones of remembrance. The tribes of Israel, after 40 years of wandering, upon crossing over into the land promised to them, each took a stone from the River Jordan, and stacked them on the shore to commemorate God’s promise fulfilled. “When your children ask what these stones mean, you can tell them the story.” 
Stones hold memories. 
Stones can also be misused. 
Satan said to Jesus, “You are famished, just turn these stones into bread.” Barley, wheat, rye. Pick one. Feed yourself.” But Jesus didn’t. He embraced his hunger, fasting in the wilderness, standing in solidarity with all who had ever hungered, all who ever would hunger. 
Stones can betray.
But stones can be a strong foundation when the waters rise. One house was built upon a rock, the other on the sand. When the rains fell and the floods rose, one house remained, Jesus said. Consider what is beneath your feet? 
“What parent would give their child a stone if they begged for bread?”  Jesus asked his disciples. If human parents know how to love their children, do you not imagine that God loves you even more than that? 
Stones bear witness to the truth. 
But stones can be weaponized.
Sometimes, a necessary thing. As David the shepherd would tell you. Without a sling and stone, his flocks could have been scattered, destroyed. Stones offered protection. But that’s not always the case. 
The woman who was confronted about committing adultery would tell you this. The men who threatened to take up stones against her were brought up short when Jesus reminded that they deserved those stones as much as she. And that he had no desire to see anyone suffer. Instead, he desired to see them turn away from anything that wasn’t life giving. Lives tangled up in fear or lies, coverups or deceit.
Sometimes we have to let go of stones.
Because sometimes stones are merely a distraction.
Which is what it sounds like Jesus was saying to his disciples, as they gaped at the enormous stones of the Temple. I would have been like them, caught up in the immensity of the structure, amazed by the engineering skill and brute strength that would have been needed to create such a structure. Jesus says, “don’t be distracted by this.” 
Jesus doesn’t really have time for these superficial conversations. 
“These stones will all come down,” Jesus says, and the disciples are left speechless,  saddened by this heavy word. And though Mark doesn’t say this, I can imagine Jesus saying to them, “Wait…hang on! Come with me. I want to show you something.”  Jesus then leads them from the Temple, through the city and up the hillside of the Mount of Olives. He offers them a new perspective. Now they can look down at the Temple – still beautiful, still impressive – but a structure made by human hands, built out of the earth created by God.  The Temple can’t begin to compare to the hillsides surrounding it. The Temple is but a small structure on a stunning planet, a planet which has seen the Temple rise and fall and rise again. 
 The disciples, however, are distracted by the idea that these stones would be brought down, again. “When will this happen?” They need to know what to expect, how to prepare. At which point, Jesus is probably wishing he had never said anything about the Temple’s collapse for now he has to guide them back, help them get reoriented. 
While this portion of Mark is often referred to as the “little apocalypse,” Stephen Kraftchick calls this the “antiapocalypse”[endnoteRef:1] since Jesus doesn’t actually predict anything about the end times. While acknowledging that “wars and rumors of wars”, earthquakes and famines will occur, that isn’t the end. It is a beginning, the earliest labor pains.  [1:  Stephen Kraftchick, Cynthia Jarvis and Elizabeth Johnson, eds. Feasting on the Gospels: Mark,  (Louisville, WJK Publishing) p, 398.] 

Still, it’s frightening stuff. It feels a bit like what we have been witnessing, even though he didn’t throw a pandemic into the list. The hatred and division within our country carries the intensity of a war’s emotions. We do feel as if the earth just keeps shaking beneath our feet. We have been starved for community, starved for normality. 
And I can say I have found it easy to get distracted. The stress can eat away at your faith. The grief can be numbing. The fear of the long term affects this pandemic will have on children is enough to keep you up at night. The toll it has taken on teachers, therapists, doctors, nurses. The toll on those who work in any number of vulnerable capacities. Maybe we all need to take a moment to sit down on our own version of the Mount of Olives, and look back across at whatever it is that we have lost, or feel that we are losing. Maybe there is a different perspective we can gain. Maybe there is focus to be found or hope to be regained. If we fear that the stones are tumbling down around us, maybe we need the reminder that it isn’t the end. It’s a beginning. 
I offer this example – 
As the first year of the pandemic unfolded it hit me that if the merger between University Presbyterian and Covenant Presbyterian had not happened, University would have struggled to survive. You see, University, like every church near campus, depended upon football game day parking income. Significant income. In 2020, those funds would not have existed. Combine that with the massive condominium developments that have shot up in every direction adjacent to the former UPC campus, and I just don’t know what would have happened. I don’t think it would have been a very hopeful situation. The building that housed UPC, is gone now. The stones, the bricks all came down, and that was painful. But letting go of those stones, meant this community could be born. Both congregations made sacrifices, laboring together to create something new. 
Even being a church can be a distraction. We can get very attached to the stones. But I hope whenever that happens, we can find our Mount of Olives, and regain our perspective. Jesus’ concern was that the disciples would be so distracted that they would forget their mission. He feared they would get so preoccupied with things beyond their understanding that they would forget to feed people in body and soul. 

It is said that John Calvin refused to preach on the book of Revelation. He didn’t believe it was worth the time to try to untangle the mysteries of what might happen, when the work of building the kin-dom here calls for all our energy, all our faith.[endnoteRef:2]   [2:  Cynthia Rigby, Cynthia Jarvis and Elizabeth Johns, eds. Feasting on the Gospels: Mark, (Louisville, WJK Publishing), p. 402. ] 

As they sat there on the Mount of Olives, worried and fearful, Jesus offered them an image that they could only tangentially grasp: labor and birth. A mysterious image. An image not without fear, as death and childbirth were no strangers to one another in Jesus’ day. A risky image, a bold image. The reminder that once labor begins, it cannot be stopped. It will be carried through to completion. What a funny group of midwives Jesus gathered on that hillside. They didn’t seem at all right for the job. But that’s the way of Jesus, isn’t it? Thanks be to God. 
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