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Not one stone will be left her upon another; all will be thrown down. 

In the name... 

I vividly remember, as a sophomore in college, crowding into a friend’s dorm room — packed 
shoulder to shoulder into 150 square feet with what seemed like hundreds of other students — around a 
cathode ray tube television trying to understand why another plane had now flown into the other World 
Trade Center tower. Most had been elsewhere when that first plane flew into that first tower — for my 
part, I was in the last row of the balcony of the college chapel, not listening to a sermon when it happened 
— but most people I knew had made their way to a television in time to catch the second plane crash, live 
and in color. 

Every age, of course, has its cataclysmic events and impending disasters, but the frequency with 
which a sword seems to hang over our collective heads for the last century or so is, if not unique, then 
remarkable. Way back in the 1940s, WH. Auden declared this the “age of anxiety.” One wonders if he 
wasn’t a bit premature in his pronouncement. Shortly after his poem on the alienation and tumult of 
modern life was published, the Soviet Union tested their own atomic bomb. Then we were really off to the 
races. And while the literal end of the world is a very real possibility, contributing to a vague sense of 
dread that always lurks in the background, most of our anxiety is much more local and pedestrian. The 
possibility of corporate downsizing, a cancer diagnosis, stock market volatility, the unexpected death of a 
loved one, the end of a marriage, the estrangement of a child, a DUI, or mounting medical bills: these are 
all little, private cataclysms. 

Anxiety has become for many away of life. In a 2016 study, researchers found the number of adults 
prescribed benzodiazepine rose by more 60% since 1996. The same study estimated that in 2008, 5.2% of 
all American adults filled one or more benzodiazepine prescriptions.1 We even now substitute “anxious” 
for “eager” when we talk, as in, “I am anxious to see how the Eagles do this afternoon.” Even the 
fascination in popular religion with “the end times” over the last several decades feeds on and into our 
collective anxiety. 

Uncertainty, impermanence, and instability have long been drivers of human anxiety; the effort to 
sure up the inherent shakiness of life is behind most of politics, economics, and technological innovation 
over the last few thousand years. Everything from military build ups to bigger cars, nutritional 
supplements to strategic multilateral agreements between nations are efforts to forestall the dread that lives 
in the back of each mind that the present order of things — and even life itself — is temporary and fragile. 
This was certainly Herod’s aim when he funded and oversaw the rebuilding and refurbishment of the 
Second Temple. This project, to restore the very modest second temple to the former glory of Solomon’s 
temple that was destroyed in 587 BC, took 80 years and employed thousands of priests in its construction 
and maintenance. Some of the stones used in its construction — probably those pointed out by the 
disciples in today’s Gospel —were in excess of 35 feet long. Stones that size weren’t essential for 
structural integrity, of course; they were symbolic, meant to project permanence, security, and wonder. 
But even these, Jesus insists in the Gospel lesson, will be thrown down. Indeed, within the lifetime of 
some of those disciples, the Romans would utterly destroy Herod’s temple and the walls of Jerusalem, 
laying bear the futility of guarantees of security and peace. Later, looking across the valley at the Temple 
from the Mount of Olives, Jesus tells his disciples that the future will be characterized by “wars and 
rumors of wars,” the rise of nation against nation, kingdom against kingdom. “There will be earthquakes” 
and famines, he insists. 

And there will be false prophets who will try to lead the faithful away. That is, just as Herod has tried 
to assure his people that anxiety is a thing of past now that a glorious, permanent Temple had been 
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constructed; so teachers will seize on future moments of instability and anxiety to promise security and a 
path to divine protection from the chances and changes of this world. But Jesus makes no such promise. 

Jesus never promised comfort, wealth, security, or health to his disciples; he never told them that he 
would protect them from all evil or calamity. In fact, he promised just the opposite. That Christians suffer 
just like their neighbors shouldn’t be a surprise to us today, then. Shattered marriages, heart problems, 
global warming, money troubles, addiction, and, yes, anxiety: these are equal opportunity evils, visited on 
the just and the unjust alike. 

Jesus did promise, however, that he would be with us always, even till the end of the age. 
The miracle of the Gospel, friends, is not that God came to protect his people from all calamity and 

suffering: it is that he made himself subject to that same calamity and suffering out of love. It turns out 
that this is the love of God: that he willingly submitted to suffering with and for us, not as consolation 
only but also as the beginning of the renewal of all things. This is the beginning of the birthpangs, Jesus 
says: the advent of a new heaven and a new earth. 

The corruption of God’s creation through sin has unsettled all things, unleashing all the suffering and 
tumult of the world that drives our anxiety. God’s answer to a despoiled creation, however, was not that he 
would build for us temples or fortresses that will buffer us from instability and catastrophe. That is the 
answer of Herod, the answer of vanity, the answer of the world. No, the restoration of God’s creation is 
not an end run around its corruption, but right through its heart: it is by and through that very corruption 
that God has accomplished the salvation of the world. 

That is, precisely because God chose to suffer with and for us, subjecting himself in the person of 
Jesus Christ to the cruelty, misery, and caprice of a sin-sick cosmos, he has made away to restore us and 
redeem all that afflicts us. This is the good news of the Gospel and the consolation of the Christian: there 
is no suffering or uncertainty that has not already been visited upon God in Jesus, no despair or anxiety or 
disaster that has not already been redeemed by God in Jesus. The worst and most terrifying possibilities of 
life — even these will be redeemed and made new when Our Lord comes again. 

The so called “end times” according to the Gospel is not some future tribulation that we can predict 
with tea leaves and New York Times articles. It is not some seven-year preamble to the return of Jesus: the 
end times is now. The chapter of human history between Jesus’ death and resurrection and his coming 
again — the time in which we live — is the end of the world. Wars, rumors of wars, famine and 
earthquakes: these are fixtures of the world until history is brought to its terminus. But so also is the 
Church and God’s promise to abide with us and to never let the gates of hell prevail against us. This is 
why the Gospel pulses with urgency: Jesus is our consolation, but we are the world’s. New Testament 
scholar and theologian A. K. M. Adam writes. 

Jesus told his disciples to live every minute as though it would be our last minute on 
earth, as though every beggar would be the last person we had a chance to help; as though 
every word we spoke were our last chance to speak the Word of truth and life to our 
neighbors; as though every moment was our last chance to offer God the sacrifice of 
praise and thanksgiving which we make by serving those in need.2 

We are a people between times — living at once from the grace of God given in Jesus’ death and 
resurrection and toward his coming again. The world has already been made new; this is our consolation 
and hope as Christians as we wait and pray toward the consumption of our salvation. Our commission is to 
be consolation and hope to a world that is suffering and anxious, just as we are, but does not yet know the 
most consequential secret in the history of the world: the strife is over and God’s victory has been 
accomplished. Even while buildings crumble and fire rages — even while all is being thrown down — the 
renewal of all things is afoot. 
I have said... 
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