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When some were speaking about the temple, how it was adorned with beautiful stones and 
gifts dedicated to God, Jesus said, "As for these things that you see, the days will come when 
not one stone will be left upon another; all will be thrown down." (Luke 21:5ff) 

• We are fortunate to have a growing medical center here in Grand Rapids. It 
joins a list of other, and better-known, medical centers around the nation. One 
of the most impressive is the Texas Medical Center in Houston, the world’s 
largest, which attracts patients from many other countries. Near the heart of its 
21 hospitals and 4 medical schools is the Institute for Spirituality and Health.  I 1

have attended two conferences there, which allowed me to visit some of the 
hospitals. Walking into their attractive reception areas furnishes a memorable 
experience. The newest of the buildings not only provide administrative 
efficiency and the best technology that money can buy; these structures are 
examples of world-class architecture and design. (note handout photos) Together, 
these buildings reveal a fundamental insight about our modern American 
culture. As an older British priest once put it ~ “you Americans worship the 
goddess hygeia.” Travel anywhere in the United States, with this question in 
mind: for what sorts of buildings are we willing to pay the largest amount of 
money, while also investing them with the best architecture that we can find? 
Hospitals stand out, even as compared to airport terminals and bank buildings, 
and certainly as compared with churches!  2

• When our friend joked about how we-Americans worship the goddess hygeia, 
he was not simply being rhetorical and funny. The Old English root of the word 
‘worship’ can best be rendered as “worth-ship.” Truly, we worship what has 
greatest worth for us. And so, if we place physical health amongst our highest 
values, we are likely to see it as having the highest worth and, in effect, to 
‘worship’ it. Our hospitals and clinics then begin to take on the significance of 
temples or shrines. This is not surprising, especially given another revealing bit 
of etymology. Health and wholeness are historically connected with the words 
holy and holiness. Until the 19th century, people were as likely to seek out 
churches and religious sanctuaries for healing as they were practitioners of the 
medical arts. But now, when we feel out-of-sorts, we’re more likely to assume a 
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physiological or psychological cause for it, than we are a spiritual one. Yet, all 
three are profoundly inter-related. 

• The problem associated with this shift in our view, appears when we find 
ourselves tolerating, and then assuming, a separation between things that 
belong together. Western medicine historically emerged from an originally 
faith-based context. But now, we view medicine in a largely secular way, even in 
some church-connected hospitals. One way to identify this is to examine 
whether a hospital has a chaplaincy staff, and whether chaplains are an 
integrated part of the health care delivery process. Otherwise, physical health 
can be pursued as an end in itself, at the expense of equal attention to the 
spiritual dimensions of human flourishing. A CREDO colleague of mine, who 
works in both Chicago and London, recently told me about her experience of 
this. She is both an established MD, and an ordained priest. When dressed as a 
cleric or as a lay chaplain, she feels overlooked by fellow physicians, who don’t 
recognize her as a genuine colleague. Yet, when in her white doctor’s coat, 
suddenly, she seems to gain in stature and credibility! This is revealing! 

•  Wholeness of being is less than it should be when we don’t include attention 
to holiness. We don’t want our modern medical temples to become like the 
Temple in Jerusalem had become, in the first century. In Jesus’ view, it was no 
longer a compelling sign of Israel’s fidelity to her vocation, to her calling to be 
a light to the nations.  We should therefore ask that our hospitals and clinics 3

remain true to our vision, that human wholeness includes holiness, and that 
true wholeness can’t genuinely be pursued apart from it. 

• A corollary of this point concerns how we look at a building like the 2012, M.D. 
Anderson MidCampus Tower building in Houston. I have had parishioners who 
have been treated at M.D. Anderson, and who benefitted from it immensely. I 
find this building to be a stunning example of contemporary design, and a 
beautiful work of architecture. I can’t imagine anyone predicting or threatening 
its destruction, especially given what it represents to so many people. Yet, the 
same was true of the Temple in Jerusalem, two thousand years ago.  
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• The disciples and others must have been both amazed and horrified to hear 
Jesus predict the Temple’s utter destruction. Indeed, his words were quoted 
back at him, in his trial before Caiaphas.  But there is more than one way to 4

hear his words. Certainly, they may simply have been prophetic, in the sense 
that he correctly predicted what would happen at the hands of the Romans 
some time in A.D. 70, in the siege of Jerusalem. Yet, Jesus may also have been 
speaking figuratively. In other words, he may also have been saying something 
like this: “You see this impressive building with all its expensive and elaborate 
detail. It’s God’s temple! And yet, without the presence of sincere and 
repentant worship, it has no real purpose, and cannot be maintained.” 

• Another aspect of this corollary can be expressed through the words and 
images of contemporary writers and thinkers who have noticed an astonishing 
paradox. We spend literally hundreds of millions building our temples of 
modern medicine, and huge amounts of money for the services offered within 
them. Thereby we place the highest value upon maintaining or restoring 
physical health. And yet, we live in an age when we our culture has increasing 
uncertainty about what it means to be human, and about the value and 
purpose of human life. We want to live. But we are no longer sure what we want 
to live for! 

• With today’s Gospel, our lectionary turns toward themes that anticipate the 
Advent season, just ahead. Jesus speaks of what we traditionally call the End ~ 
the end of the world and of history, and our fears concerning ‘the apocalypse.’  
Our use of the English word, “end,” has two principal meanings. The end of 
something can means its termination point, when it ceases to be what it was. 
Yet, the ‘end’ of something can also be its point of fulfillment, and refer to the 
realization of its purpose. When we think of the end of our lives, we usually 
mean the former, imagining the cessation of our breathing, our heartbeat and 
brain function. But ‘the end of our lives’ can also mean the final attainment of 
where we are headed, when at last we become who we were created to be. 
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• When Jesus speaks of the end of the Temple, and about the end of the world, 
surely he has in mind both dimensions of the word ‘end.’ He is not simply 
speaking about the demise of an institution and the termination of history. He 
is also pointing to our final purpose. For we can have no real life in ourselves 
apart from our life in God, and God’s life in us. And so, in one sense or another, 
we always live toward our end! Either we live in patterns that lead us downward, 
or we live in ways that lead us upward. Either we live toward our death, or we 
live toward the fullness of life. By not taking our spiritual vocation seriously, and 
not seeing it as a fully integrated part of our own humanity, we live toward our 
own diminishment and eventual cessation. Yet, by living into our spiritual 
vocation, and seeing it as a fully integrated part of our being, we live toward 
our fulfillment. We then live toward the realization of our potential, as human 
beings. For we were created, and are being redeemed, in the image and 
likeness of God. 

Luke 21:5-19 

When some were speaking about the temple, how it was adorned with beautiful stones 
and gifts dedicated to God, Jesus said, "As for these things that you see, the days will 
come when not one stone will be left upon another; all will be thrown down." 
They asked him, "Teacher, when will this be, and what will be the sign that this is about 
to take place?" And he said, "Beware that you are not led astray; for many will come in 
my name and say, `I am he!' and, `The time is near!' Do not go after them. 
"When you hear of wars and insurrections, do not be terrified; for these things must take 
place first, but the end will not follow immediately." Then he said to them, "Nation will 
rise against nation, and kingdom against kingdom; there will be great earthquakes, and 
in various places famines and plagues; and there will be dreadful portents and great 
signs from heaven. 
"But before all this occurs, they will arrest you and persecute you; they will hand you 
over to synagogues and prisons, and you will be brought before kings and governors 
because of my name. This will give you an opportunity to testify. So make up your 
minds not to prepare your defense in advance; for I will give you words and a wisdom 
that none of your opponents will be able to withstand or contradict. You will be betrayed 
even by parents and brothers, by relatives and friends; and they will put some of you to 
death. You will be hated by all because of my name. But not a hair of your head will 
perish. By your endurance you will gain your souls." 
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Houston, Methodist Hospital Outpatient Center 

Houston, M.D. Anderson Cancer Center 
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NOTES:
 The Institute was formerly known as the Institute of Religion at the Texas Medical Center. Its present, 1

and newer location, is not quite so central among the clinics and hospitals as it once was.

 This should surprise and discomfit us.2

 Note this observation by Tom Wright : “The Temple, the most beautiful building one could imagine, 3

adorned and decorated by the skill and love of hundreds of years, and occupying the central place in 
the national life, religion and imagination – the Temple itself would be torn down. It had come to stand 
for the perversion of Israel’s call that Jesus had opposed throughout his public career. If he was right, 
the present Temple was wrong; if God was to vindicate him, that would have to include the Temple’s 
destruction. This was as unthinkable for a devout Jew as it would be for an American to imagine the 
destruction of the White House, the Washington Memorial and the Statue of Liberty; only much more 
so, because the Temple signified a thousand years of God’s dealings with Israel.”  {Wright, Tom 
(2001-01-19). Luke for Everyone (New Testament for Everyone) (pp. 251-252). SPCK. Kindle Edition.} 

 See Mark 14:53ff, and its parallels.4
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