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Something in my heart broke yesterday. Something latent in memory and myth. Something I’d never 
seen with my own eyes, touched with my own hands, smelled or heard or sensed in any real way. I’m sure 
you’ve all seen pictures or videos of the fire that ravaged Notre Dame Cathedral in Paris. I hated to see those 
apocalyptic images, but I couldn’t turn away. My eyes entranced by leaping reds and oranges glowing within 
plumes of smoke, behind intricate metalwork and stone. That was a terrible thing to see, and in Holy Week no 
less. The fires of Holy Week should’ve been small candle flames or the wild -- but contained -- new fire of 
Easter. The smoke should’ve been incense, filling the space with heavy and sweet clouds carrying prayers to 
God. But what we saw instead was tragedy, unimaginable loss, though thank God, today, word has come from 
the greatly relieved faithful, that the loss is somewhat less than feared. But it’s still loss, with some things never 
to be replaced.  

I saw an outpouring on Facebook and Twitter and all those places people post these sorts of things, I saw 
an outpouring of grief. People desperately naming the connections they had to that sacred place. Some of those 
folks were people of faith, and they shared how terrible it was to witness such a sacred place so violently 
affected. And some of those folks were not people of faith, and they shared how terrible it was to witness 
irreplaceable art and architecture so violently affected. And some came from a place like me. Folks that’ve 
never been there. In fact, I couldn’t tell you the last time I thought about Notre Dame. It just sits in my memory, 
a legend more than a reality, so a part of this world that I took its existence for granted.  

But those weren’t the only things I saw and heard yesterday. I also ran across a surprising number of 
folks, clergy mostly, from a number of denominations that lashed out in their grieving. Grumbles about all those 
social media posts and selfies in front of the cathedral. They grumbled something along the lines of “the losses 
from the fire aren’t about your vacation. Quit trying to make this about you.” But they took it an extra step 
further, getting angry about all those people grieving the loss of art and architecture but not saying anything 
about religion.  

Well, in case you couldn’t tell by my set-up, I’m feeling grumbly about those grumbles. Here’s the 
thing, those folks posting selfies, even if they aren’t religious, they’re sharing a connection they have felt with 
something sacred. And even if they don’t see it as sacred, something in the place still resonates with them. 
That’s kinda the point of Gothic architecture - the place should mean more than you can comprehend. Notre 
Dame resonated with those folks on a deep enough level to grieve its loss. And rather than embrace that grief 
and invite folks deeper in (which is kinda the point of Holy Week), those grumbly clergy types belittled their 
grief and pushed their unnamed desire to connect to the sacred away.  

I can’t help but hear an echo in our Gospel reading tonight. In the middle of this festival, there’s some 
Greeks who don’t really know much about what’s going on with this Jesus guy, but they’re drawn to him. 
Drawn to him enough to hunt down a disciple and say, “We wish to see Jesus.” I think the selfie-posting folks 
could be responding to that same desire, but they don’t have the vocabulary, don’t know enough about what’s 
going on with Jesus and his Church to say what the grumbly clergyfolk would hear as the right thing. So, 
instead, the clergy shut them down. In the middle of Holy Week, no less. Why, when unchurched folks say 
they’ve loved something about the church, why would we ever tell them they shouldn’t?  

Notre Dame burning, those images will stick in my heart for a long time. I hope never to see the church 
so wounded again. But what broke my heart, the true shock of yesterday, was the rejection of so many hurting 
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people by the leaders of Christ’s church. I hope never to see the unchurched so wounded again. What do we do 
when the world wishes to see Jesus? 
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