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"Heading for a Break Down"

"The cleansing of the Temple."  This is the name given to this passage of scripture.  It is
one of the few stories told in all four gospels.  Matthew, Mark and Luke place this story near the
end of their gospels, in the last week of Jesus' life.  There, as he enters Jerusalem for the first
time in his ministry, the day we call "Palm Sunday", Matthew and Luke tell us that on that same
day he enters the Temple and causes a commotion, disrupting the money changers along with
those buying and selling.  It is basically the same story for Mark except that it happens one day
after his entrance into Jerusalem.

However, in John, we have this story near the beginning of his gospel.  In John, this story
is the first thing Jesus does in his public ministry.  He has called a number of his disciples, and 
has attended, with them and his mother, a wedding in Cana, where he miraculously changed
water into wine, the first of his signs, but it is a private thing.  The only ones who are aware of
the miracle besides Jesus, is his mother, his disciples, and the servants who do what he tells them
to do.

A few days later, he goes up to Jerusalem for the Passover feast.  He enters the Temple,
that is, the "One Temple", the center of Jewish religious practice and faith, where on this
occasion, Passover, thousands of faithful Jewish people would have come from all over Judea
and the Galilee, and many parts of the ancient world.  

As he enters the Temple, he sees this mass of people there.  They have come to bring
sacrifice and must buy from the merchants involved in the selling of sacrificial animals.  There
were also the money changers, who could take the various forms of currency which the pilgrims
brought, and exchange it for a currency that was acceptable at the Temple.  Of course, all of
these were there not just to provide a service, but because it was there business, and they were
there to make money, and some, likely, took advantage of the situation and, if you will, made a
killing, selling to people who had no choice but to buy from them, who had to have an animal for
sacrifice which they could not have possibly brought with them the many miles which they had
to travel to get to Jerusalem.  

This then is the scene that John gives us in his gospel.  A man whom he introduces us to
at the very beginning of his gospel, as the Word of God, present with God from the beginning of
time, in whom was life and light, a light that would shine in the darkness, a light that the
darkness would never overcome.  That man, whom he has also referred to as the "Son of God" is
looking at this place that is supposed to be his "Father's house" and is filled with a passion, an
anger, that drives him to upset and disrupt the whole crazy mess that he sees before him.  Later,
John tells us, his disciples will connect his actions and his fervor with a line from the scriptures,
from Psalm 69, "Zeal for thy house will consume me."  It was a moment, an experience of their
new teacher that they would never forget.

John has also referred to Jesus as "the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the
world."  That was what sacrifice was to do.  That was what the Temple was really all about,
sacrifice and cleansing.  Bringing the people of Israel back in right relationship with their God.  



But let's take one step back from the story.  Let's think about how those who John was
writing to, those in John's congregation, may have been hearing this story.  This gospel of John,
probably written around the end of the first century, 90-100 C.E., came long after, 20 to 40 years
after the other gospels were written, 60 to 70 years after Jesus was crucified.  Those who were
reading or hearing these words, very likely already knew the Jesus story, knew at least the
basics, that he was a Jewish man, a teacher.  They may have known some of his teachings, his
parables, that he was Messiah, the Christ, and that he was crucified and then raised on the third
day.  

They would have been living in a time, some 20 to 30 years after the destruction of the
Temple by the Romans, that occurred in 70 C.E.  And so in the story that John is telling here,
when Jesus responds to the Jewish leaders when they ask him, "What sign have you to show us
for doing this?" he says, "Destroy this temple, and in three days I will raise it up", these readers
of John's gospel had an inside knowledge of what this was really about.  

You see, for those of them who were Jewish, they knew their whole religion had been
turned on its head.  No longer was there a Temple to worship or make sacrifice at.  No longer
was there a center of their faith which united them with all other Jews.  Jerusalem itself had
fallen and those who had fought in resistance to Rome, had been annihilated.  And besides that,
those that had taken up following the Way of Jesus, who understood him to be Christ, who would
come to be called Christians, were being driven out of their own synagogues.  It was a time of
radical change and social upheaval.  And it is not difficult to imagine the personal anxiety and
uncertainty this all may have placed on those people.  And as present day Biblical scholar John
Dominic Crossan, said on the video we watched at our Friday night study at the parsonage, it
wasn't so much a cleansing of the temple that Jesus did, it was a symbolic destruction of the
temple, that he initiates here in John's gospel.  And that it is now through Jesus, the Lamb of God
that humanity finds its right relationship with God, once again.

So, perhaps John has this story of Jesus and the Temple, in the beginning of his gospel
because it is the story, not only of the passion and zeal of the Word of God, the Christ, but also
because it speaks about the breakdown of a way of being, of a religious practice and tradition.  It
acknowledges what his congregation has gone through.  But it is also indeed the story of a new
era, the beginning of a new chapter, the continuation of a new Covenant, that God has begun and
which they, the people of his congregation and his time, are now part of.

Fifty years ago, a middle aged woman gathered with a couple hundred other people in
Selma, Alabama to march to Montgomery to protest for the right for black people to vote.  It was
Sunday, March 7, 1965 and the group was stopped before they even crossed the Edmund Pettus
Bridge leading out of Selma.  Police in riot gear ordered them to turn around and go home.  They
did not.  You know the story.  The police advanced with batons and tear gas, beating the
unarmed and peaceful protesters, knocking many down, causing injury and scattering the crowd.  

That day has come to be known as "Bloody Sunday" and Amelia Boynton Robinson was
there.  She had been hit and knocked unconscious.  Two days later, after the nation had viewed
the horrendous images on television, Martin Luther King, Jr. and thousands from all around the
country, came to Selma again, but again they were kept from marching forward.  A third march
was made on March 21, and with the security of federal troops, it took the protesters all the way
to Montgomery.  It was an action that would lead to passage of the Voting Rights Act.  Amelia



Boynton Robinson was there as a guest of honor, with President Lyndon B. Johnson, as he
signed the act into law, 5 months later.  It would change the nation forever.  

Now 103 years old, Amelia Boynton Robinson was interviewed and was on one of the
national news shows.  She spoke of how many of today's young people thank her for all she did
and for her role in the civil rights movement, and how they feel that now they stand on her
shoulders.  Well, she said, what she tells them, is that "they need to get off of [her] shoulders and
get to work!"  

We live in a time, in some ways, like the time of Jesus, like the time of John, like the
time of Amelia Boynton Robinson, where we may be uncertain as to what lies ahead.  Scholars
tell us that the Church is in the midst of a radical change.  We have been headed for a
breakdown, have seen a gradual decline in the vitality and influence of mainstream Christianity. 
We know something is coming, but we don't know what.  The whole world seems on the brink of
some kind of revolution, with violence and war and unrest in so many quarters.

The question is, will we open ourselves up to the passion and fervor known in Jesus and
others like Martin Luther King, Jr. and Amelia Boynton Robinson, who stood with zeal and
courage and hope in their hearts in the face of injustice?  Will we get down from the shoulders of
those brave people who have gone before us, and get to work, doing the things that will prepare
us, involve us in the struggle to bring life and light, the light and life of Christ into our world?  

In this Lenten season, may we join with one another as we journey through this desert
time, and be willing to look closely at our own temples, the temples of our own lives and be
filled with the passion and zeal we need to get them cleaned up and ready, ready to live in the
light and life of Christ, no matter what lies ahead.  Amen.


