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Let us pray. Dear God may the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be acceptable in your sight. O 
Lord, our Rock, and our Redeemer. Amen. 
 
When I first arrived in Washington nearly six years ago, there was an earthquake, and as this was happening. I 
remember our former bookkeeper looking up from her shaking desk across the hall and asking . . . “Is this an 
earthquake?” Being a California native, I suppose I am a bit of an expert on these matters, so I was able to answer 
authoritatively. “Yes. This is an earthquake.” 
 
Our church was fine, but just a few blocks north of here, the National Cathedral did not fair as well.  
 
Many of the children growing up in our church have no memory of the cathedral without scaffolding on its towers, 
and without broken stonework in the front lawn. 
 
The Cathedral on the hill has not crumbled, but its bruised and broken appearance is a reminder that—in the end—
it is just a building. A human construction.  
 
The temple was more than a building. It was everything. It was the religious, political, social center of the lives of a 
people. It was the seat of God, established by Solomon, the Son of King David.  
 
Even though Israel was occupied by Rome in Jesus’s time, the temple was assurance that God was with them. A 
bridge from the people to their Lord. Its greatness and grandeur were visible signs of assurance. 
 
“Look teacher! What large stones and large buildings!” 
 
“Do you see these great buildings? Not one stone will be left here upon another; all will be thrown down.” 
 
To imagine it thrown down was to imagine God’s own power and authority being upended. It was unthinkable. 
And yet, there had not always been a temple.  
 
A thousand years earlier, when David sat on the throne, he wanted to build a temple worthy of God. Even his 
trusted advisor, the prophet Nathan, thought it was a faithful endeavor and urged him to do it. But God chided the 
king and the prophet: “You think you know what I need? If I wanted a house, don’t you think I would have asked for one sooner?” 
God reminds David, “It is I who have built you a house, not the other way around.” 
 
But the demand for a temple continued. The people wanted assurances. And God gave the people what they asked 
for: a permanent place to worship God. And God was in that place, faithful to the people. 
 
Even before the temple, the kingdom of David was a testament in itself to God’s power in the world. The Hebrew 
Bible records that no enemy could stand when up against the people who were faithful to the Living God. To 
imagine the kingdom destroyed was to imagine God’s own power and authority being upended. It was unthinkable. 
And yet, there had not always been a kingdom.  
 
After the Israelites were freed from slavery and had entered into the promised land, they were ruled by divinely 
appointed Judges who acted as prophets and generals, subject only to God. 
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But the people wanted assurances. The people said to Samuel, a beleaguered latter-day judge, “We are determined to 
have a king over us, so that we also may be like other nations, and that our king may govern us and go out before us 
and fight our battles.” The Lord said to Samuel, “Listen to the voice of the people . . . for they have not rejected 
you, but they have rejected me from being king over them . . .” And God gave the people what they asked for: a 
kingdom and a king to rule over them. And God was with that kingdom and promised to establish that king’s house 
forever. 
 
The demand for assurances is even found in the primal history of our faith. The book of Genesis writes of a world 
where God strolled with the first people in the cool of the evening, where communion with God was simple 
conversation. 
  
But, even then the people wanted some assurances. They saw the tree of knowledge of good and evil, and saw that 
would make them wise. God told them not to eat of that tree or they would know death, but the people got what 
they asked for. Once they ate, they had the knowledge to govern themselves.  
 
Their communion with God was broken, but God was with those people as they walked from the garden. 
 
Humanity, in its desire for certain assurances, has gotten everything it asked for. And when we don’t find 
satisfaction with these assurances, we ask for more.  
 
We want to know how to live for ourselves!  
You live for me alone. Eating of that tree brings death.  
But we want assurances—we want to know for ourselves! 
You want to know how to live on your own, you get what you ask for. 
 
Things get dangerous . . . God, we want protection! Give us a king to fight our battles!  
I am your king. Give allegiance to me. I protect you.  
But we want assurances. Give us a king like other nations.  
You want a king to fight your battles instead of me, you get what you ask for.  
 
Yes, but we want to know you’re still in our corner God! Give us a temple to house you in our country so we can 
know that you are with us. 
I do not need a house. I provide your house. 
But we want assurances. We want a temple like other gods.  
You get what you ask for.  
 
God has given all that was asked. And now we have a world full of assurances. 
And these assurances: the tree, the kingdom, and the temple show themselves to be poor substitutes and even 
distractions from our relationship to our Creator. 
 
These are not the only things we run to for comfort and assurance. Money, power, status, control. We grasp at 
guarantees only to place more and more things in between ourselves and the only guarantee we have: God.  
 
Our requests may begin innocently: we think need a bridge, something to grasp, something to help us reach God. 
We ask for more knowledge, more security—assurances we can recognize and control. And while we seem to get 
everything that we ask for, we fail to gain what we say we have wanted all along: God.  
 
This becomes clear when our “bridges” are revealed as “barriers” to our relationship with God. The temple was 
built to be the house of God, but as time passed, it became too cozy with Rome; too focused on maintaining itself 
for its own ends rather than as a bridge from the world to the creator.  
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The church has a tarnished record too. How many of us have experienced the church as a barrier to God? How 
many of us know someone who has turned from God because of this institution?  
 
Even in the church itself we don’t get it right. We celebrate 500 years of the Reformation, which tore down 
obstacles between people and God, but today we are a people divided against ourselves. The church universal 
splintered into tens of thousands of denominations. Our house of God is littered with splinters and brokenness.  
 
Our lives are characterized by anxiety, hiding behind our assurances which bring us little peace.  
 
And when we cry out to God, “Where are you?”  
 
God cries back the words he asked the first people who hid in the garden: “Where are you?” 
 
And that begs the question. If we want God in our lives, why do we waste our time with the rest? If we want God, 
why do we seek to put so many assurances—our jobs, our happiness, our country, our families, even ourselves—
between us and God? All those requests for bridges to assurance betray our underlying failure:  
 
The real answer is maybe we don’t want God. We want the assurances we think God provides: security, identity, 
ethics, prosperity… but on our own, without God. We don’t say it, but we want our own worldly assurances 
without the humility, vulnerability and trust that an honest relationship with God entails.   
 
We sit in our houses built of cedar and our institutions built of stone and we think they are all we need. We forget 
who has placed us there.  
 
But God’s power—God’s security—God’s love—these are not commodities for us to take for ourselves to be used 
as we like. They are gifts to be freely given and received daily.  
 
And even when we have forgotten that, God has not forgotten us. Those gifts are still here. God has never stopped 
being our Creator, even as we sought to pretend otherwise.  
 
God does not leave us abandoned to our own devices. Though we desire to be what we are not, and to control what 
cannot be controlled, God’s grace is present even in the barriers we erect. In the temple, in the kingdom, in our very 
lives, God is with us and for us, loving us through our sin.  
 
Despite all of our distractions, God is here.  
 
In Jesus, God tears down the temple of stone and builds up the temple of a community of faith.  
 
In Jesus, God gives us a king, not subjugating his people but calling us sisters and brothers, children of the Father.  
 
In Jesus we have a true bridge to God, but . . . more than that . . . Jesus is God with us.  
 
What we long for—knowledge, security, a bridge to God—is there for us unmediated and immediate.  
 
Jesus is both the answer to our demand for assurance and a challenge to the selfish nature that request.  
You want a temple? I am your temple. 
You want a king? I am your king. 
You want to know what I know? Know me.  
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In the light of Christ all the assurances that we cling to are shown for what they really are: poorly crafted idols—
crude substitutions for God.  
 
And when we place our faith in this King, the anxieties that consume us are replaced with a peace that passes 
understanding. The disciples feared the destruction of the temple as a threat to God, but Jesus declared, “Heaven 
and earth will pass away, but my words will not pass away.”  
 
Jesus tears down our false assurances and leaves us with nothing. Nothing but himself. 
 
And as it turns out, that is everything we could ever ask for.  
 
Thanks be to God.  


