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13 As he came out of the temple, one of his disciples said to him, “Look, Teacher, what large stones and what large 
buildings!” 2 Then Jesus asked him, “Do you see these great buildings? Not one stone will be left here upon another; all 
will be thrown down.” 

3 When he was sitting on the Mount of Olives opposite the temple, Peter, James, John, and Andrew asked him 
privately, 4 “Tell us, when will this be, and what will be the sign that all these things are about to be 
accomplished?” 5 Then Jesus began to say to them, “Beware that no one leads you astray. 6 Many will come in my name 
and say, ‘I am he!’[a] and they will lead many astray. 7 When you hear of wars and rumors of wars, do not be alarmed; this 
must take place, but the end is still to come. 8 For nation will rise against nation and kingdom against kingdom; there will 
be earthquakes in various places; there will be famines. This is but the beginning of the birth pangs. 

 Perhaps this term was around before 2008, but I first heard ‘too big to fail’ during that ominous year. I believe it 

happened in the context of Lehman Brothers, the fourth-largest investment bank in the country that went all the way 

back to 1844 when it was founded as a mercantile dry goods company in Montgomery, Alabama. The conventional 

wisdom was that as bad as things were in that subprime mortgage crisis, our treasury department opted against saving 

that 150 year old bank from collapse and as a result the once 46 billion dollar company went all the way to zero in the 

September of 2008. And in a span of days, the more than 150 year old company was no more, and Lehman Brothers 

became the signature company of the 2008 financial crisis. It is still debated whether the government should have bailed 

Lehman Brothers out because not doing so nearly brought down the entire global economy and sent the country and the 

world into a prolonged great recession.  

 During the 1980s and 1990s, one of the largest companies in the United States was Blockbuster Video. Its founder 

and owner Wayne Huizenga also owned the Miami Dolphins and the football stadium in Miami for sometime was called 

Blockbuster Stadium. Not that long ago, I was cleaning out my wallet and finally got rid of my Blockbuster video 

membership card. At one time, nearly every town and community had a Blockbuster video, where you could rent videos 

and DVDs and video games. In fact, when my family and I moved to Scotland in 2010, there was still a Blockbuster video 

on a corner in our neighborhood. That business model changed with the advent of Netflix and digital streaming, and now, 

according to the Seattle Met news, the last Blockbuster Video is still standing in Bend, Oregon.1 Nothing against Bend, 

Oregon, I have heard it is beautiful, but it is the only historical evidence and remnant of what was once a large multi-

national Fortune 500 company.  

 
1 https://www.seattlemet.com/travel-and-outdoors/2024/05/last-blockbuster-video-bend-oregon 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Mark%2013%3A1-8&version=NRSVUE#fen-NRSVUE-24717a
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 A generation or more ago, the missionary to India and ecumenical theologian Lesslie Newbigin ended his service 

of many decades working with the Christian community in India to found the Church of South India, an ecumenical 

effort of Presbyterians, Anglicans, and Methodists to found a joint witness of the Christian community there. Newbigin 

and his wife Helen, decided to drive back home to the UK and along the way to visit various sites and places as they 

traveled from India back to the UK; each Sunday they would stop and worship with a different Christian community 

wherever they were visiting. In Eastern Turkey, they stopped in Cappadocia, which was once the center of Christian 

theology and in many ways the center point of Christianity at that time; in late 20th century, it was the only place [on 

their] whole trip where ‘we had to have our Sunday worship by ourselves, for there was no other Christian to be found.’ 

Newbigin adds this reflection: ‘We took a picnic lunch and walked over the fresh green turf of the Goreme Valley on a 

crisp April day, explored the ancient cave churches with their vivid wall paintings and tried to come to terms with the 

fact that a great living Church can be completely destroyed.’2 

 If you want a gospel narrative that really captures the ineptitude and cluelessness and wrong-headedness of 

Jesus’ disciples, the gospel of Mark would be the place to go. In Mark, the disciples always miss the point of Jesus 

teachings, they interrupt him or talk over him with their debates about which one of them will be greatest, they shoo 

helpless children away like bodyguards certain that Jesus has more important things to do then to waste time among the 

powerless and the vulnerable. They believe Jesus is the Messiah but don’t want the kind he promises to be. And then here 

in Jerusalem, where our passage unfolds, when the going gets tough, they fade into the shadows and deny ever knowing 

Jesus. Here the disciples are like two small town yokels visiting the big city remarking at how big all the buildings are. 

‘Look, Teacher, what large stones and what large buildings!’ In other words: this is what stability looks like, this is what 

greatness looks like, this is what constancy looks like. Jesus, however, is not impressed. ‘Do you see these great buildings? 

Not one stone will be left here upon another; all will be thrown down.’ So much for permanency. So much for eternal 

stability. So much for powerful permanence. So much for unending finality. The most dominant structures, the most 

permanent temple, the most powerful pillars, are as fragile as life itself and can be reduced to rubble tomorrow.  

 When he was a Methodist bishop in Alabama, Will Willimon had this reflection about the church: ‘That’s one of 

the things people love about a church – it doesn’t move. It blooms where planted and, long after it withers, stays planted. 

We build our churches to look at least two hundred years older than they actually are. Inside, we bolt down the pews 

and make the furniture heavy and substantial. That the world around the church is chaotic and instable is a further 

 
2 Lesslie Newbigin, Unfinished Agenda: An Autobiography (Geneva: WCC, 1985, 241. 



3 
 

justification for the church to be fixed and final. One of my younger churches worships in the “contemporary worship” 

idiom. The pastor complained to me of boredom: “We are singing the same songs, using the same pattern of worship that 

we’ve been stuck with for the past twenty years. Worst of all, we call it ‘contemporary’!” “Why not change?” I asked 

naively. “This is a highly mobile suburban neighborhood,” he explained. “Only a couple of my members have been here 

longer than I. The last thing my people want is for church to force even more change. Contemporary has become our 

hallowed, immutable tradition.”  

Willimon concludes: ‘in a time when many feel overwhelmed by change’ – the digital fragmentation of our world, 

the challenges of inflation and higher costs, a uncertain future for young adults, shifting political alliances, soaring 

government debt to cover entitlements and the largest military in the world, the demise of once sound institutions, 

changing social mores, the information explosion, Willimon concludes, ‘the church is tapped to play the role of island of 

stability amid a sea of change.’ He adds this theological conclusion: ‘What is incomprehensible is that we call this 

stability-protecting, past-perpetuating institution “the Body of Christ.” All the gospels present Jesus as a ceaseless 

peripatetic. Never once did he say, “Settle down with me.” No, with vagabond Jesus it was always, “Follow me!” Consider 

the first days of Christ’s resurrected life. Not content just to be raised from the dead, the risen Christ is in motion, 

returning to the rag-tag group of Galilean losers who had failed him. (Matthew 28:16-20) And what does Jesus say? “You 

have had a rough time. Settle down in Galilee among these good country folk with whom you are most comfortable. Buy 

real estate, build a church, get a good mortgage, and enjoy being a spiritual club”? No. The risen Christ commands, “Get 

out of here! Make me disciples, baptizing and teaching everything I’ve commanded! And don’t limit yourselves to Judea. 

Go to everybody. I’ll stick with you until the end of time — just to be sure you obey me.”3 

 Personally, I like risk-free Christianity. You know, playing church on Sunday but not having to think about it 

until the next time it rolls around. Heck, I don’t even like to be outed as a Presbyterian minister when I am on an airplane 

when inevitably I got stuck in the middle seat and the person next to me leads with this question, ‘And what do you do?’ 

Following Jesus is hard. I want an easy Christianity. Discipleship is challenging and uncomfortable. I would rather just 

stand and look up and admire the greatness of the Temple; I would rather be satisfied being a religious customer only 

worried about my own spiritual needs and out there looking for the best deal; I would rather be church with people who 

see the world like I do and agree with me on all the issues. Jesus, on the other hand, Jesus seems quite comfortable with 

the instability of life, Jesus seems confident with a community that can be raised up even when all the stones are thrown 

 
3 Will Willimon, Peculiar Prophet: Musings from an Accidental Preacher, https://willwillimon.com/2014/06/27/bishop-the-
body-of-christ-in-motion/ 
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down, Jesus seems unperturbed that in this time between his coming and his return, that there will be turbulence in our 

world and in our lives. I, on the other hand, I am a stability addict. I am a comfort chaser. I prefer a risk-free Christianity, 

where it only happens when it is convenient to me. I prefer a secure version of church with stones so large that it will be 

impossible for them to be moved or ever turned to rubble.  

 The gospel of Mark ends several chapters later with verse 8 of chapter 16, where the women disciples show up at 

the empty tomb and told to tell others about this good news they have witnessed. Mark ends the story with this line that 

would seem that everyone went home with their heads down never to talk of any of this again. He says ‘so they went out 

and fled from the tomb, for terror and amazement seized them; and they said nothing to anyone, for they were afraid.’ Go 

back to Galilee, go back to your stable uneventful lives. Say nothing to anyone and pretend this never happened. It’s 

almost like Mark is giving us one of those Clue movies where there are multiple endings…is this really how you think it all 

is going to end? Does the story end with the temple being reduced to rubble? Does the story end with the women 

disciples staying silent about what they have witnessed? It would be a lot less risky if they kept their heads down and 

mouths shut. It would be a lot more comfortable if they just went back to Galilee and never mentioned this to anyone 

again. It would be a lot easier if assumed that the end of the big powerful temple would be the end of their own faith. But 

they can’t seem to shake this Savior and this story; it challenges them but also gives a greater purpose to their lives. And 

not just them; us, too.  

 
 


