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Living God, may your word be proclaimed and may we claim it with joy for our lives today. 

Continue to speak to us through my words or in spite of them. Amen. 
 
 

Mark 13:1-8 
 

“As [Jesus] came out of the temple, one of his disciples said to him, 'Look, Teacher, what large 
stones and what large buildings!' Then Jesus asked him, 'Do you see these great buildings? Not 
one stone will be left here upon another; all will be thrown down.' 
 
When he was sitting on the Mount of Olives opposite the temple, Peter, James, John, and Andrew 
asked him privately, 'Tell us, when will this be, and what will be the sign that all these things are 
about to be accomplished?' Then Jesus began to say to them, 'Beware that no one leads you 
astray. Many will come in my name and say, "I am he!" and they will lead many astray. When 
you hear of wars and rumors of wars, do not be alarmed; this must take place, but the end is still 
to come. 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.'” 
 

 
When I was fifteen years old, a sophomore in high school, we had an unusual situation in 
our house. A guest was living with us that year — Victoria, a woman my family had been in 
relationship with for over a decade, dating back to when we lived overseas in Liberia. That 
year, Victoria stayed with us as our guest and as a refugee, seeking respite from the horrors 
of war in her home country and, as she was pregnant, desperately seeking a safe place to 
give birth to her child — a place free of violence, a place that still had the basics of hygiene 
like running water and electricity. That year is a much longer story to tell, but there’s a 
piece of it I want to share that is still vivid in my memories: The night the midwife stopped 
by. 

 

You see, in planning for the birth that was coming and the realities of navigating that 
without the luxury of health insurance, a woman from our church stepped up: Jane the 
Midwife. The evening in question, we were sitting around our worn, round kitchen table. 
“We” meaning Victoria, Jane, my mother, and me. I was there, though I wasn’t really sure if 
the other three were even aware of my presence. There was a lot to worry about then, and I 
was at the bottom of the list.  

 

Jane started laying out the plan for the home birth and listing off all the supplies that would 
be needed. Most of it sounded reasonable: water, washcloths, pillows, etc. Then she said 



something that horrified my impressionable fifteen-year-old ears: We needed to get a 
bunch of plastic sheets to line the bathroom where this birthing would take place.  

 

At that age, I knew very little about childbirth, but with those words, my mental image of 
this impending event immediately shifted from a beautiful Hallmark moment to a 
gruesome murder scene. What on earth was going to happen in that bathroom that would 
require us to line the walls with plastic?! In that moment, my fifteen-year-old self was 
pretty sure nothing good would come of this, and I needed to stay far, far away from 
whatever nightmare was about to unfold when the labor began. 

 

Then, in the next moment, Jane uttered words that made it all worse. Turns out, she was 
aware of my presence at that kitchen table. She looked right at me and said, “And Mary, 
you’ll help.” 

 

Now, my memory is fuzzy on how I reacted externally but internally? I was freaking out. I 
wanted no part of whatever was happening here. I was pretty sure this childbirth thing was 
gonna scar me for life. I don’t remember what happened next, but clearly the women 
finished making their plans, Jane went home, and we all went to bed.  

 

There’s more to the story than I have time to get into this morning, but the important part 
is this: In what I can only call a miracle from on high, I was saved from my nightmares as 
Victoria ended up giving birth in a hospital, assisted by wonderful medical professionals 
and — most importantly — not me. 

 

Oh, and I suppose the other important part of that story is that she gave birth to a beautiful, 
healthy baby girl named Luah. 

 

A few decades later, I have a little more perspective on what happens in childbirth, so I no 
longer conflate it with something out of a horror movie. That said, labor isn’t easy. 
Childbirth is messy. And, although, the children that are born are precious heaven-sent 
miracles, the process isn’t all sunshine and rainbows. 

 

Jesus alludes to this reality in today’s scripture passage. We’re in Mark’s Gospel, the 
thirteenth chapter. Right before this part of the story, we heard the charming tale of the 
widow’s mite: Jesus and his disciples are hanging out in the temple where they see an 
impoverished woman put a meager couple of pennies in the offering, for which Jesus 
commends her and extols her generosity, as it was everything she had.  

 



Then, in this next chapter, they’re leaving the temple, and one of the disciples seems a little 
starry-eyed gazing up at the building they were just in. In my mind, I picture the disciple as 
a caricature of an unsophisticated country bumpkin visiting Times Square for the first time, 
standing in awe of all the shining lights and glamour. The disciple is dazzled. Perhaps it’s 
warranted. Historians from that era describe the Jerusalem temple as quite the wonder, 
with stones forty feet long, occupying a space four times as large as the Athenian Acropolis, 
reportedly with the outside walls covered in gold so that those gazing upon the temple 
were blinded by the sunlight reflecting off of it. It was impressive, by all accounts. 

 

The disciple says, “Look, Jesus! Isn’t it amazing?” Jesus isn’t having it, though. He’s not 
impressed. Instead of politely agreeing and letting the poor disciple have this moment, 
Jesus kills the mood by saying, “You see all this? It’s not gonna last. This will soon be 
rubble.” Gee thanks, Jesus. Way to be a Debby Downer. 

 

Jesus travels across the way to the Mount of Olives. I picture his now-dejected disciples 
following him, plopping down next to him, and staring at this magnificent architectural 
wonder from their perch. They then start interrogating Jesus. Our translation says they 
“asked” but it wasn’t nearly so polite — the Greek word used here has a connotation of 
confrontation. They want to know more about this prediction of his, when exactly it’s going 
to happen.  

 

Jesus is frustratingly cagey in response. Without giving specifics or any hint of a timetable, 
he gives them all these things to watch for — power-hungry demagogues, war and rumors 
of war, devastation, earthquakes, famines, you get the idea — and then has the audacity to 
say, “Don’t be alarmed.” Really, Jesus?! You’re describing the pending apocalypse, and we’re 
supposed to stay calm? That is not how it works, friend. I can’t help but wonder if the 
disciples were just like me all those years ago, inwardly freaking out but trying really hard 
not to show it. 

 

But then. Then Jesus says something remarkable. Something beautiful. Something that says 
“things are not what they seem.” His closing words in response to this interrogation are 
simply, “This is but the beginning of the birth pangs.” 

 

And with that, everything shifts on its axis. What we thought was a gruesome horror movie 
is actually the miracle of birth. Yes, we still probably need those plastic sheets and should 
prepare for a mess. But those cries we hear? That’s not someone dying. It’s new life fighting 
its way into the world. 

 

Perhaps Jesus is pointing us to a new way of looking at this world we’re in. Destruction will 
happen, but maybe it’s not something to fear, to mourn. What we see as the end of all we 



know and love, all that gives us comfort and security… maybe it’s actually something new 
emerging in our midst.  

 

Birth is a funny thing. When the labor pains start, those giving birth know what they are. 
They don’t (generally) panic that they have a sudden-onset deadly illness, because they’ve 
been preparing for this moment. For months, they’ve been growing new life inside them, 
and they expect this pain when it’s ready to come into the world. “This is but the beginning 
of the birth pangs.” 

 

The other day, I got to enjoy the company of one of our church members over some 
delicious tea at Tea’s Me. Our conversation ran the gamut but, at one point, my companion 
thoughtfully noted how this past year and a half or so caused them to rethink pretty much 
everything. I concurred with that experience, and we discussed how common this reaction 
to the upheaval of 2020 and 2021 seems to be amongst our friends and neighbors. Many of 
us are looking around and saying, “What is happening here? And what am I doing with my 
life in the midst of all this?” 

 

Let’s be honest for a moment: We are firmly in a season of change, of what looks like death 
and destruction. The flowers and leaves are dying and falling at our feet. At the same time, 
it feels like there’s some dying happening in our churches — there are faces we remember 
from before COVID that we have yet to see again. There’s a sense of weariness in our 
churches, a weariness that feels deadly, as even those of us who have returned are tired 
and reluctant to dive back into the busyness of congregational life with gusto. Across our 
community, volunteer support is down. That groundswell of support our serving 
organizations saw in the early days of the pandemic seems to have waned. We’re walking 
around in a post-traumatic state, carrying too-often-unacknowledged grief with us as we 
try to pretend everything is normal. When it’s not. Our world has shifted. The things we 
knew and loved are not as they once were. It feels like the throes of death. 

 

And yet. Maybe we’re confused. Maybe we didn’t notice the new life growing inside us. 
Maybe we didn’t realize what was coming and failed to prepare for the labor. Maybe we're 
planning funerals when we should be throwing a baby shower! Is it possible that we’ve got 
it all wrong? That things are not what they seem? 

 

I’ll warn you before I go on: This is a sermon of mixed metaphors, and I blame Jesus for 
that. He went there first. 

 

You see, I see the signs of labor all around us. I see people who, yes, they are questioning 
everything these days — but it’s not all bad. Some of the questioning needs to happen. 
These dazzling temples we’ve built over generations? Some of them need to come down, for 



they stand on 40-foot stones of injustice, oppression, greed, or, even worse, indifference. 
And perhaps when it falls down, we can actually sift through the rubble to find those solid 
pieces of foundation that are still there, that are worthy of rebuilding upon. Here in this 
church, we’ve been celebrating 200 years — there are most assuredly some solid rocks 
buried in that foundation.  

 

Signs of labor are evident when organizations and churches are forced from the 
complacency of “how we’ve always done it” into a more challenging space of seeking new 
answers for living into our mission in this particular time and place. The call hasn’t 
changed, but how we respond must. 

 

We see laboring happening all around us as curiosity is encouraged, learnings are 
incorporated, courage is discovered, plans and priorities are shifted, and dreams are 
tentatively voiced aloud. 

 

There are plenty of painful cries in the world today, if we have the ears to hear. But 
perhaps, if we listen closely, some of those are actually the sounds of labor, the groaning of 
all of creation giving birth even as towers tumble all around. 

 

I had another conversation with a different church member this week, and they shared 
with me their frustrations about the seemingly-pervasive grumbling and complaining from 
their friends these days. They commented that everyone just seems so grumpy right now. 
They’re not wrong. I wonder, though, how much of that grumpiness is grief talking, as folks 
are processing and grieving what looks to be the death of the life they knew. I also wonder 
what would happen if, alongside acknowledging that grief, we collectively shifted our 
perspective to see possibilities instead of problems, cups half full instead of half empty, 
birthpangs instead of death throes. 

 

There’s a lot going on in our lives these days, in our church, in our world. And at first 
glance, it might look like and sound like a horror show we want nothing to do with. But if 
we look a little deeper, perhaps we’ll see what’s really happening… that the laboring has 
just begun. I don’t know how long eschatological labor lasts. I suspect it’s a little longer 
than the hours of labor we see in childbirth — long as that may seem. And I really want to 
say to Jesus today, “Are we seriously still in labor? Hasn’t that gone on long enough?” But 
alas, here we are. 

 

And understandably, we want new life to come without pain, to be ushered into this world 
as sweetly and gently as a lullaby. We’d like an epidural for life in 2021, but that’s not on 
the table for us. The pain isn’t to be avoided or ignored. It’s real, so now we get to practice 
breathing through the pain and, when the time is right, push with all we have. 



 

Friends, I won’t pretend to have this all figured out, to know exactly what God is doing right 
now, but I do know this: God is always doing a new thing. God is always bringing forth new 
life from the rubble. God is always ushering in a new way of being, a new way of life that is 
far greater than we could ever imagine. We just have to see what’s actually happening here. 

 

 

My invitation to you today is to just consider. Consider that things are not as they seem. 
Consider that, while the pain is real, we might not be dying — rather, we might be giving 
birth. Consider the possibility that something is happening here, because I think that might 
just change everything. And as you do: Know that God the midwife is at our side, telling us 
to breathe and reminding us that it’s worth it, because a miracle that’s coming. 

 

Consider that it could be true. 

 

Friends, this is the Good News for all of us today. Thanks be to God! 


