Cassa’s Lent Sermon No 3  (Sunday 8th March)
How challenging do you find the teaching of Jesus? Are there times when you feel like squirming or being like the stall holders or Judeans in the temple, ‘now hang on a minute you can’t come in here and act like that!’. I would like you to imagine the general synod of the Church of England meeting in session and the doors of the assembly area are thrown open and Jesus walks in throwing over tables, pushing papers on the floor and when people come over to him to complain and ask what is going on he says, ‘this whole place is a disgrace! It is corrupt from top to bottom’. 

It is difficult in a parallel illustration to get across exactly what Jesus did that day, but I think it helps us to re-visualise this familiar story to try to recapture just how challenging Jesus’ teaching and behaviour was. 

This Sunday we are focussing on the challenge of the Gospel. I hope you have had an opportunity to look at some of the other Lent course material on the Church Urban Fund’s website, particularly the short videos which are inspiring – I commend them to you. 

So today we are thinking about the challenge of the Gospel message. One of our main challenges as Christians is applying the teaching of Jesus. The challenge is…. not to domesticate it, make it smaller because we find the enormity of it too hard to accept. 

Let me give you an example: our Gospel story today is often applied by Christians to situations where there are ethical questions related to money in church. Should cathedrals have shops? Is it okay to have a fair trade stall in church where there is an exchange of money? How do churches go about fundraising events where money changes hands in church? Now these issues need to be considered and this is one passage that we can refer to. But I wonder if when we use this passage in this way are we limiting the challenge of Jesus’ actions? 

-is this passage really just about money in the temple?

-is this passage really just about buying and selling a sacred space? 

How do we hold the challenge of Jesus’ teaching and be able to apply it in our own context? I would point out that standard ethical practice when applying scripture to ethical problems is to look for several passages in order to draw out a theme in Jesus’ teaching or behaviour that can be applied. It can be problematical to apply just one passage of scripture- this is because of two thousand years of history between then and now and a very different social and cultural context. 

So lets have a look at the passage together and try to recapture some of the challenge of Jesus’ behaviour and teaching. You might like to have your bibles open. 

The first thing for us to notice about this event in Jesus’ life is that it is recorded by all four Gospel writers, so it is an important incident. However Matthew, Mark and Luke place this event at the end of Jesus’ public career, in the last week of Jesus’ life when he arrives in Jerusalem for the last time rather than at the beginning in chapter 2 as John does. 

- different nature of biography now and biography then. 

Different theories exist as to which is right – or whether even, Jesus did something like this twice! In favour of putting the incident at the beginning as John does is that Matthew, Luke and Mark do not have Jesus going to Jerusalem at all during his adult life so the last week is the only place where this event can happen. John, however, has Jesus going to and fro from Jerusalem throughout his short career. And therefore if this event is placed at the beginning of his public ministry it explains certain things very well: why Mark records people come from Jerusalem to check Jesus out and why some of the religious establishment of the temple (High Priest) feel they have a case against him and must act. 

The second thing for us to think about in the background of this passage is the central place of the temple in Jerusalem – it is ‘The’ place of worship and our system of churches and cathedrals does not really capture this – that is why I used the general synod in my example earlier, but this too is completely inadequate. We do not have an equivalent. The temple was the place where YHWH (God) promised to live in the midst of the people – in the holies of holies God is resident. The temple was the focal point of the nation of Israel. So then an unknown prophet from Galilee comes in and throws everything upside down. And the question arises: what was wrong with the temple? Why did Jesus do what he did? 

It is important to remember that this event takes place at Passover time – Jesus is in the temple when the people are celebrating freedom, liberation and rescue from slavery. But Jesus sees the temple filled with the usual human corruption of what is good – the making money from people’s wish to come to God in worship (you had to exchange your money for temple money, at a profit, in order to buy sacrificial animals. People had to buy pure/clean animals (at a profit) in order to sacrifice them for various religious acts or duties (the Passover celebration being one). Again we don’t really have an equivalent to this. Jesus is pointing to the corruption in the temple caused by human beings making religion fit their own ends, i.e. profit making. Jesus is making a comment on the inadequacy of institutional religion – the temple is to be overthrown and replaced by the person of Jesus. Jesus’ death and resurrection will be the reality to which the Passover celebration points. Challenging stuff indeed!! 

So is this passage really about money changing in the temple? Yes and emphatically no! If we apply this passage just to situations like shops in cathedrals or exchanging money in church we are domesticating the massively challenging message Jesus was getting across. If we are going to apply this passage we might want to think about what Jesus might have to say about the institution of the Christian Church – I wonder if he would be throwing over tables at General Synod? I wonder what Jesus might throw over here at Holy Trinity? 
Challenging stuff indeed – are you squirming now – I am! 

So to end with a couple of ideas on how we might apply Jesus’ challenging teaching so we do not domesticate it:

1) Always look at more than one passage or teaching from the scriptures so alongside our reading today I might want to place Jesus’ teaching in the Sermon on the Mount and Paul’s teaching in 1 Corinthians. 

2) Look for what makes us uncomfortable – what are we trying to shy away from: that is usually where the challenge is. 

3) Read several commentators on a passage of scripture – look for points of agreement. Does the standard interpretation of this passage make sense when applying it to a particular situation? 

One thing we can take from this passage is that Jesus got angry, got into conflict with others when he saw situations of injustice – this is one way we should apply this passage to our lives. 

