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When it comes to architecture, we like to be dazzled. It’s why people travel thousands of miles each year to see 
the Great Pyramids of Egypt, the Great Wall of China, the Roman Coliseum, the Taj Mahal. It’s why people 
visit the Empire State Building or drive over the Golden Gate Bridge or walk through the lobby of Trump 
Tower — although that may evoke other emotions these days. 
 
But we are drawn to imposing facades and massive columns and dramatic rooflines. In the spiritual realm, 
church architecture has long sought to inspire the faithful, drawing hearts and minds upwards with flying 
buttresses and soaring steeples and vaulted ceilings. Wonder and awe burst forth as we take in the great 
cathedrals like Notre Dame in Paris, St. John the Divine in New York, Westminster Abbey in London. 
 
In a world that can feel so fleeting, there is something tantalizing about an edifice that conjures the permanent; a 
sense of security in approaching a structure that has endured for many years and will remain standing for 
countless more.  
 
These are some of the feelings the unnamed disciple of Jesus must have felt as he left the Temple that day. 
“Look, Teacher,” he says to Jesus, “what large stones and what large buildings!” Now, at one level, he comes 
across as a small town yokel visiting Manhattan for the first time. Wandering aimlessly around the streets, 
looking up in astonishment at the tall buildings, getting in the way of the throngs of commuters. And it makes 
sense — this man was a Galilean peasant who’d followed Jesus from the countryside to the big city of 
Jerusalem. He can’t contain his wonder at seeing the most impressive building he’d ever witnessed in his entire 
life, and his words come gushing forth. “Look, Teacher, what large stones and what large buildings!”  
 
But, still, his overenthusiastic reaction to the Temple’s splendor must have caused Jesus to do a face palm. He 
does that a lot in Mark’s gospel. Or at least that’s how I imagine it, as the disciples stumble and bumble their 
way through their time with Jesus; misunderstanding and misinterpreting and misconstruing his message again 
and again. They aren’t fools or foolish, they are just very, very human. 
 
Now, the awestruck disciple probably expected Jesus to agree with him; or at least to nod in knowing 
appreciation at the splendor they beheld. It was so impressive! And massive! 
 
Never mind that Jesus kept pointing his disciples away from worldly splendor and towards the kingdom of God; 
that he urged them to keep their minds not on earthly things, but on heavenly things. The allure of the big and 
shiny is strong. It dazzles and distracts. 
 
So maybe Jesus didn’t do a full-on face palm but he probably at least sighed deeply before responding, “Do you 
see these great buildings? Not one stone will be left here upon another; all will be thrown down.”  
 
On the surface of things, this was a ridiculous answer. An answer that would lead you to question Jesus’ sanity. 
There was nothing more permanent than the Temple, after all. It had stood for 500 years. It took 23 years to 
build. These “stones” weren’t mere rocks but massive slabs of white marble. The Temple was literally the 
bedrock of God’s relationship with God’s people, the beating heart of Jewish religious life. It was impressive 
and impenetrable and immovable. 
 
 



 

 

Now, the Temple was destroyed about 40 years later by the Roman Empire. So Jesus was literally correct in 
saying that the stones of the Temple would be thrown down. But more to the point, through Jesus Christ, a new 
way of worship was raised up out of the rubble. One not dependent upon the corrupt system that had traded on 
the goodwill of people like the poor widow who placed two small coins in the Temple treasury. One that didn’t 
include money changers and religious leaders profiting off the backs of the devout. Jesus, himself the way and 
the life and the truth, became the source of divine relationship. In John’s gospel, after flipping over the tables, 
driving out the money changers, and accusing the leadership of turning the Temple into a den of thieves, Jesus 
proclaims that after the Temple is destroyed, he will raise it up in three days. An overt reference to his 
impending death and resurrection. Jesus himself, his body, is the Temple. Broken and raised up. 
 
But still, despite all of Jesus’ teachings about discipleship and faith and love and humility, we retain much of 
that disciple’s initial response in our own hearts. We remain drawn to the big and shiny. Whether it’s the latest 
political savior or the bigger house or the nicer car or the prettier girlfriend or the better job, we’re rarely 
satisfied enough to enjoy what we have. The allure of the big and shiny is powerful. And that’s sad. 
 
I’m reminded of that scene from Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade — that’s the one where they search for the 
Holy Grail. Legend has it, of course, that the Grail was the cup Jesus used at the Last Supper. In the movie, the 
Grail not only offered the promise of eternal life, it also held healing powers, which Indiana needs to save his 
dying father, played by Sean Connery, who had been mortally wounded by an evil American businessman who, 
along with his blond sidekick, was in cahoots with the Nazis. It’s all coming back, right?  
 
After they pass through the three tests, they make it to the Grail’s chamber, which is guarded by a Monty 
Python-esque medieval knight, who’s been kept alive for 700 years courtesy of the Grail. They approach an 
altar lined with a stunning array of fancy chalices of all shapes and sizes. The true Grail is hidden among many 
false Grails, but the catch is that only the true Grail brings life, while a false one claims it. The bad guy’s eyes 
are drawn to the shiniest one, a jewel-encrusted gold chalice, assuming the Holy Grail fitting of the king of 
kings would be the most impressive of the lot. Surely that’s the one. But of course it’s not. And after drinking 
holy water out of it, he rapidly ages and dies in horrifying Spielberg special effects fashion. At which point the 
knight deadpans, “He chose…poorly.” Indiana Jones has one chance to choose the true Grail and, as he surveys 
the choices his eyes fall upon a simple clay vessel, the cup of a carpenter. And, of course, “he chose…wisely.” 
 
The scene, contrived as it may be, does help make the point about looking past the shiny facades of life to what 
really matters. The good stuff of life is often hidden in plain view. The relationships we take for granted; the 
simple pleasures that bring joy; the freedom to worship Jesus without fear. If this weekend’s Holiday Boutique 
marked the unofficial start of your holiday season, and I trust it did, I hope you’ll carry this message of moving 
beyond the big and shiny with you throughout the next month and a half.  
 
Look past the fancy facade to what’s inside; don’t be dazzled by the gleaming chalice, but look to the simple 
vessel of substance. That’s most often where we find Jesus. In the unexpected places. In the unexplored crevices 
of life. Seek him out. And even more importantly, allow Jesus to seek you out. Open your heart to the Temple 
of God’s presence being built up stone-by-stone in your soul. The divine construction project taking place 
within you is the most impressive structure you will ever encounter. Allow the humble carpenter to do his work. 
Assist him with his grace. And know that this holy habitation will be more glorious than anything you could 
ever ask for or imagine. 
 
 


