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“From Old Stones to a New Temple”
Psalm 133; Ephesians 2:11-22 August 16, 2015

Beneath the ground, near the ancient Hagia Sophia in 
Istanbul, Turkey, lies the Basilica Cistern. The cistern gets 
its name because it was built in the 6th century during the 
reign of the Byzantine Emperor Justinian on the site of the 
ruins of an ancient church. It was constructed to hold water 
for the palace and part of the city. The name also reflects the 
fact that the vaulted cistern roof is supported by 336 marble 
columns. To tour the cistern, you descend down many steps 
and walk on a boardwalk that is situated slightly above the 
now shallow water at the bottom of the cistern. Walking 
between the rows of columns and seeing the light reflected 
off the shimmering water gives you the feeling of walking in 
an ancient underground sanctuary. Each column is 30 feet 
tall. The columns are all different: some are Corinthian, 
Ionic and Doric; others carry special carvings and even a 
Medusa head. The cistern was built from the rubble of the 
past, from columns and stones carved for other buildings. 
Some were even carried to Constantinople from the ruins 
of other cities for a new use and a new building.  

Paul reminds the church in Ephesus that God has 
torn down old walls and made a new building in Jesus 
Christ.  The old walls divided people from each other. The 
walls were not always made of stone. They were made of 
centuries of cultural, ethnic, political, social and religious 
differences. The Jews lived according to the Law of Moses; 
the Gentiles lived by other laws and customs. These walls 
were not made of limestone, marble and granite, but of 
fixed ideas and beliefs that existed in the human heart, in 
human laws and human communities. When Paul says that 
Jesus abolished the law, he does not mean that we can act 
any way we want or live without any moral direction. He 
means that obedience to the commandments is no longer 
what makes us a part of the family of God. It is through 
God’s grace in Jesus Christ, revealed in the cross, that we 
become part of God’s family. As God’s own family, we keep 
the commandments not out of fear or slavish obedience, 
but out of joy and gratitude. 

“In the cross of Christ, God has abolished the walls 
that once divided Jews and Greeks. God abolished the 
hostility that kept them apart. Christ is our peace. In 
Christ, God has taken those who did not know God 

and adopted them into the household of faith so that 
those who were once enemies have become friends. 
Those who did not know God have now come to know 
God through Jesus Christ. Strangers and aliens have 
become citizens of the heavenly kingdom and members 
of the household of God. As the psalmist says, “How 
very good and pleasant it is   when kindred live together 
in unity!” (Psalm 133).

We are not only citizens of a heavenly kingdom and 
members of God’s family, we are also a “holy temple,” a 
dwelling place for God. Like the Basilica Cistern, God has 
taken the stones of the past and built something new and 
useful. Christ is the cornerstone and God is the builder. As 
a holy temple, we live not with a sense of privilege, but with 
a heart of humility; we live not with an air of superiority, 
but with a desire to serve others; we live not with a spirit of 
rancor and discord, but with a spirit of peace and unity. We 
embrace the gifts of others and we welcome brothers and 
sisters of different cultures, languages and traditions. We 
are no longer strangers and aliens, but fellow citizens with 
the saints and members of the household of God. Never 
forget that our strength and power come from the Spirit of 
God who dwells in us. God is reshaping the old stones of 
our lives and our varied past into a new creation.  

We learn from the past of our own congregation as we 
face the challenges of the present time. Our past pushes us 
to a deeper faithfulness, a bolder witness and greater love. 
As a New School Presbyterian Church, we have always been 
evangelistic in our outlook, committed to reformed worship 
enhanced by music and the arts, ecumenically minded in 
our work with other congregations and traditions, focused 
on educating children and adults, and bold in our efforts to 
serve Christ in the community and world. So much of what 
we do today is rooted in what this congregation has been 
led by the Spirit to do over many years. We do not simply 
repeat the past; we use the stones of the past to meet the 
challenges of today with the gospel of Jesus Christ.

The different ways people express their faith, the many 
traditions that come together in the church, and the diverse 
backgrounds of believers can be challenging at times. Yet, 
the many stones of our different traditions and personal 
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experiences become the building blocks for living and 
proclaiming the gospel in a deeply divided and polarized 
world.  This new creation, this new household of God, this 
new temple of the Spirit, can demonstrate to the world 
that there is another way to live together than hatred, 
violence, revenge, greed and suspicion. 

Only the Spirit of God at work in us has the capacity 
to eliminate petty squabbles, transform judgmental minds, 
and open closed hearts. Only the Spirit of God is powerful 
enough to forgive wrong, overcome alienation and build 
true community. The gospel of Jesus Christ transcends all 
divisions and by transcending them transforms them. Jesus 
can reform and reshape the old stones of unyielding ideas, 
the generations of suspicion, and even present animosities 
that lie in our hearts into a new temple. As Paul says, Jesus 
is our peace. He has broken down the dividing wall of 
hostility and created one new human family in him. Our 
calling as a holy temple, the body of Christ in the world, is 
to demonstrate by how we live together the possibility of 
peace for the whole human family.   

I was away on study leave when the news of the Charleston 
massacre of nine people in “Mother Emmanuel” AME 
church broke. We were all shaken by the news. I did not 
know any of the victims, but I did know many of the 
community leaders and pastors who spoke on the news. I 
worked with some of them when I was a pastor in South 
Carolina through the SC Christian Action Council, the 
state council of churches. A deeply alienated and racist 
gunman entered the church, was welcomed by the people, 
participated in a Bible study, then opened fire and killed 
nine of them. He wanted to start a racial war.  

Over the days that followed we watched the people 
of Charleston of every race and religious creed gather in 
support of the grieving congregation and hurting city. His 
actions did not spark a racial war or even violent protests. 
His actions led to a profound public witness by the church 
community to the gospel of Jesus Christ. We listened to 
the families of the slain victims speak at the initial hearing 
for the accused murderer. They spoke words of forgiveness 
and asked for God’s just mercy on him. They would not 
let his hatred and his violent act that took away the lives 
of their loved ones destroy their lives by the same hate and 
violence.  

Daniel Henninger, a deputy editor of the Wall Street 
Journal, was in Charleston on a long planned vacation 
at the time of the funerals for some of the victims. In the 
city, he was surprised again and again by the people he 
encountered who demonstrated genuine warmth and a 
“remarkable spirit of conciliation.” He wondered where 

did this reconciling spirit come from in an increasingly 
secular and unchurched national culture where anger 
“overwhelms everything.”  His answer: it comes from “the 
habits of religion” that are learned in their congregations.   
In his essay, he ends with the question, “Where will a 
predominately secularized culture learn virtue?”  (“What 
Charleston Knows,” WSJ, 7/2/15).  

We learn Christian virtue in the church. We cannot learn 
it by simply dropping by when it is convenient. We learn 
it by living and breathing the gospel. We learn it by being 
the church together. In the gospel, God is creating a new 
kind of human family that alone has the power to answer 
the violence and oppression in our cities and in our divided 
world with the reconciling love of Jesus. Here in the life of 
the church, we learn how to let Jesus take the old stones of 
prejudice, oppression, bad religion, fear, disparaging talk, 
social injustice, and violence that are not only in our culture 
but in our hearts and reshape them into a living temple, a 
dwelling place for God.


