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Based on 1 Peter 2:1-12, John 14:1-4 

 

Do not let your hearts be troubled.  That’s not an easy thing for Jesus to say.  At 

the beginning of chapter 13, John wrote, ‘before the festival of the Passover, Jesus knew 

that his hour had come to depart from this world and go to the Father.’  That has to be 

troubling. 

Next, during that last supper with the disciples, Jesus was troubled in spirit when 

he declared that one of them would betray him, and then he watched as Judas got up and 

left the room. 

Later, at this point in the evening, everyone’s hearts were troubled.  Peter was 

troubled because he wasn’t sure what it might mean to lay down his life for Jesus, though 

he said that he would.  He had no idea that he too would someday be crucified, not 

twenty years before John wrote these words. 

The other disciples were troubled because they just don’t know what Jesus is 

talking about.  His entire ministry has played out on multiple levels, but they can only 

grasp the earthly aspects of the journey.  Now, finally, they’re beginning to ask questions. 

‘Lord,’ Thomas says, ‘we do not know where you are going.  How can we know 

the way?’  And of course, we know Jesus is the Way.  Jesus is on his way to death and 

resurrection to prepare a dwelling place, a resting place for the righteous, a place to 

which we are all invited, just as we are all invited to the Table. 

Maybe Thomas was trying to avoid thinking about the inevitable when he says his 

biggest fear is that they’ll get lost.  But Jesus assures him, ‘You know the way.’ 

Jesus also said no one comes to the Father except through him, prompting Philip 

to say, ‘Show us the Father.’  Jesus responded with infinite grace and patience, saying, 

‘How can you still not know me?’  This is a theme in John’s Gospel: Jesus repeatedly 

shows the disciples who he is – teacher, healer, rabbi, scandalous rule-breaker, prophet, 

the Way – and they keep wondering, who is this guy, really? 
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Saint Augustine said that no one believes anything unless they first think it is 

believable.  The prophet Isaiah wrote that ‘if you believe you will understand’ (7:9). 

When someone tells us about an event that happened before our time, Augustine 

said it is not proper to say, ‘I know it;’ rather, one must say, ‘I believe it.’  We can only 

believe John’s Gospel, but Philip and the disciples were hearing it straight from Jesus: 

‘Believe in God, believe also in me.’ 

Today’s reading presents Jesus at the edge of the grave.  Judas has left the table in 

order to betray Jesus who knows he will be arrested soon.  The Way was about to be 

glorified on the Cross; the Truth was about to be condemned by his own people; and the 

Life was about to end up in a tomb.  Yet Jesus assures the disciples that all will be well.  

His death will not be the end but the beginning, the destination being a room in God’s 

house.  Jesus says he is going ahead of them to a future the disciples cannot imagine, but 

one which will include them in God’s dwelling place. 

Though losing Jesus is troubling enough, the disciples are wrestling with other 

troubling issues too: Which of them is the betrayer?  Will Peter really deny Jesus once, 

twice, three times?  Jesus has the same answer to every question: ‘Believe in God, 

believe also in me.’ 

Of all the disciples, I think Peter did the most work to rehabilitate himself 

following Jesus’ death and resurrection.  He must have felt terrible when the truth of 

Jesus’ prediction of denial came true. 

So, it’s no big surprise that Peter includes a section about stumbling stones in his 

letter.  He quotes Isaiah twice and Psalm 118 once.  It’s the second Isaiah quotation that 

interests me, because it’s only a partial quote. 

Isaiah wrote that God would become both a sanctuary and a rock that one 

stumbles over (8:14).  The image of God as a sanctuary I get completely because that is 

how God has been for me.  But God as a stumbling block is a troubling image. 

When I think of stumbling blocks, I think of them as being impediments to faith 

thrown up by others; or as something to block our path that we put in place for ourselves, 

out of fear or anxiety, or from procrastination.  But we can also think of them as objects 

that stop us in our tracks to make us look at where we are right now, and where we have 

been, and where we might now go for having stumbled. 
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Humanity has experienced conflict of one kind or another almost continuously 

ever since Cain took a rock to Abel’s head.  We’ve done nothing but get better at it with 

each passing generation.  The benchmark for gauging man’s inhumanity to man has long 

been the European Holocaust from World War II, though we can name other contenders. 

Today, the victims of National Socialism are remembered by brass plaques set in 

Stolpersteine – stumbling stones – installed in the pavement in front of a person’s last 

address before they were taken by the Nazis. 

Just four inches square and often obscured by dirt and dust, the stumble stones tell 

the casual walker that in that house once lived people who were rounded up and taken 

away because of their ethnicity, religion, politics or sexual persuasion.1  The inscriptions 

engraved on each stone begins “Here lived,” and includes the person’s name, when they 

were born, when they were taken, and their fate. 

According to the weirdly named web site AmusingPlanet, ‘The idea was first 

conceived by German artist Gunter Demnig in 1992 to commemorate individual victims 

of the holocaust.’2  Demnig has installed over 70,000 stones all across Europe and 

Russia.  Each one is raised up from the surrounding pavement just enough to make you 

stumble when you come across one without looking. 

Unlike other holocaust memorials that focus only on Jews, the Stolpersteine honor 

all victims of the Nazis.  They remember those who were murdered in camps, those who 

survived, and also those who escaped,3 so you can find stones in Switzerland 

remembering people who were caught smuggling at the German border, and in Spain, 

where many people fled to France after Francisco Franco's victory. 

And although small, they have collectively become the single biggest Holocaust 

memorial in Europe. 

Michael Friedrichs-Friedländer, the craftsman who makes each Stolperstein, said 

“I can’t think of a better form of remembrance.  If you want to read the stone, you must 

bow before the victim.”4  These might be the single best use of a stumbling stone. 

We are often our own stumbling block to building a relationship with God, and it 

is through lived experience that we suddenly realize God is here, waiting for us, not 

impatiently but maybe slightly amused.  Opening up to Jesus in faith can be a powerful 

moment, and in that moment, we know that God dwells within us. 
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Raymond Brown wrote that ‘[Jesus] plans to come back and take out of this world 

those who believe in him, leading them to a heavenly house.’5 

And if you were to ask, ‘what is heaven?’ someone who has endured war and 

revolution might answer, ‘united humanity.’  The Father’s house might have to mean 

human society6 if we understand the kingdom is to be created in this life, as Jesus taught. 

So, what is God up to down here?  What is the Father’s work?  Nothing less than 

fulfilling love on earth: love of God, love of self, love of neighbor. 

John’s Gospel portrays Jesus as ‘the true revealer of God.’  And God, through 

Jesus, has promised to love us, to make room for us, to know and be known by us.  The 

evidence abounds. 

In these past few months, we have witnessed and honored the selfless work of 

countless nurses, doctors, and caregivers in this time of the virus.  People who previously 

have lived life at a go-go-go pace and have been forced to slow down as we self-

quarantine at home have discovered that slowing down feels good.  Notice how many 

little red heart signs have appeared in every town in New England. 

Believe it or not, people are beginning to treat each other a little kindlier.  This 

looks a lot like God working in us, through us, and with us, in love. 

And knowing that we are so deeply loved, let us, as Peter wrote, let ourselves be 

built into a spiritual house, and may we continue to be God’s people long after the virus 

has become a memory. 

Amen. 
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