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Cleaning Our Religious House

Exodus 20:1-17

John 2:13-25

One of the interesting things about reading scripture is that you can read the same passage over and over again, but through the years, it seems to change. This passage from John is one of those for me. In my younger years I was all about the righteousness of Jesus the prophet driving out all those hypocrites and purifying the temple grounds. Having grown up in the day of ‘Question Authority,’ I loved how Jesus dared to be so in-your-face with the religious authorities of his day. It was, well, so satisfying. 
But then I started learning more about the Temple in Jesus’ time, and why all those money-changers and animals were there in the first place. The more I learned, the more I understood just how outrageous Jesus’ actions really were. 

See, the people selling animals, the ones changing currency, they were there for a pretty good reason. Somebody needed to be doing what they did for the faithful to fulfill the law of God. The faithful came to Jerusalem, to the Temple, as a pilgrimage. They sacrificed animals because the Torah commanded it. No one traveling that far could bring their animals with them; they needed to buy sheep and cattle and doves when they arrived. Hence the animals on the Temple grounds.
And the money-changing? Because they lived under Roman occupation, everyone carried Roman coins. Think of it as the euro – a handy currency that could be used anywhere in the Empire. But the coins had the image of the Emperor on them, which made them unfit for use in the Temple. The Torah clearly said that graven images were forbidden. The currency exchange was a service for those who came from far away to worship. 

None of this took place inside the Temple proper; that would have been a sacrilege. Business was in the outer courts, before the worshipers went in to the Temple to bring their gifts of sacrifice to the priests.
 
What was so bad about that? 
Well, nothing. 
And everything. 
We do strange things in the name of religion, not the least of which is to defend our way of doing religion. In Jesus’ day the leaders were so worried that the Jewish people would assimilate into the Roman culture, they worked overtime to make sure no one violated God’s commandments. They put a ‘fence’ around the Torah, as it were, interpreting the law strictly to try to keep God’s people pure. With time, the rules they came up with became an end to themselves. 

At the Passover, the Temple would have been swarming with worshipers. By all appearances, it was impressive. The place was vibrant and running like clockwork. The building itself was magnificent. King Herod had begun rebuilding it almost fifty years before in an ‘effort to win over his subjects.’
 Herod was himself a Jew, but a puppet of the Roman Emperor, and despised by many because of it. He thought making the Temple more magnificent would make his subjects more receptive to him – a little like modern-day politicians and their ‘earmarks’. He was spending lavishly to make himself more popular. 

So the Temple was beautiful, and people who came to Jerusalem were awed. But it was all surface and no substance. As one commentator writes, “The trappings were still in place but the place had no heart.”

This wasn’t the first time this had happened in the history of God’s people. For centuries the prophets railed against the empty symbolism of religion. In the words of the Prophet Michah, 
With what shall I come before the Lord, 

and bow myself before God on high? 

Shall I come before him with burnt offerings, 

with calves a year old? 

Will the Lord be pleased with thousands of rams, 
with ten thousands of rivers of oil?...

He has told you, O mortal, what is good; 
and what does the Lord require of you 
but to do justice, and to love kindness, 
and to walk humbly with your God?

It is an ancient problem, and a modern one. How do we worship God in a way that honors God and isn’t about us and our rituals and rules? How do we know when we are being hypocrites, when we have substituted style for substance? How can we reform ourselves, or even know when we need reforming? 
We can’t. We can’t. But God will help us figure it out. And like Israel in the day of the prophets, and like the leaders in Jesus’ day, we had better listen. 

In the 17th century our ecclesiastical ancestors had a motto to remind themselves of this: ecclesia reformata semper reformanda seccundum verbum Die. Usually the Latin is translated, “Reformed and always reforming.” But that’s not quite right. Actually, it means, ‘the church reformed and always being reformed, according to the word of God.’
 
Of course, some people would say the problem is religious institutions themselves. Without them, there wouldn’t be hypocrisy. But that’s no solution if we want community. And every community needs rules and guidelines to order their common life. 

There’s nothing inherently wrong with rules. If there were, God would have never given Moses the ten commandments! In the Presbyterian Church we have our own set of rules. We call it “The Book of Order,” and every minister, elder and deacon agrees to abide by its discipline. Presbyterians are big believers in keeping things orderly, and our rules help us to do that. 

In the Christian monastic tradition men and women kept a ‘rule of life’ to help their self-discipline. A ‘rule of life’ would include spiritual practices like prayer and meditation, and service to others. It might include vows of poverty or chastity. The ‘rule of life’ was not an end to itself, but an aid to keeping the Christian life. Our Lenten disciplines are much the same. 

Our rules, our laws, serve a good and noble purpose. Parents have lots of rules. There’s a reason we say “don’t put the cat in the microwave” or “you can’t flush your sister’s Barbie down the toilet.” We even have reasons why our kids have to go to bed at a certain time, and brush their teeth, and eat their vegetables. Rules and commandments are often good things. 

Societies have serious problems when people break the rules – witness Bernie Madoff. Chaos, anarchy, and injustice can and do occur when there aren’t sufficient rules – witness the credit crisis. Left to our own devises, humans are prone to selfishness and greed and are incredibly short-sighted. Nothing is served by eliminating rules and regulations. 
But we also have problems when the rules become an end into themselves, and we measure ourselves and each other by them. When self-righteousness becomes more important than relationships, especially our relationship with God. 
It is like the story about a man, a good and righteous man, who traveled to a foreign country. He liked the people, so he stayed on to live there. He served them and loved them until the day he died. 

But when he died, the priests were in a quandary. They were distraught. The man was not of their tradition, so they could not bury him in the church yard. But all the people loved him, so they did not want to bury him apart. They came up with a solution to both honor the man and preserve the integrity of their tradition: they buried him outside the [church] cemetery, but just along the fence, adjacent to the cemetery, as close as they could. 

But when they woke the next morning the priests found the man buried inside the churchyard. The man’s grave had not been touched. During the night, the people moved the fence.
 

The day Jesus stormed into the Temple, he moved the fence. 

Jesus warned that the Temple wouldn’t be there forever. And it wasn’t. Less than fifty years after his own death, the Temple was destroyed by the Roman government, putting down another Jewish rebellion. There was no Temple any more, and there hasn’t been one since. Nowhere to offer sacrifice. No need to change the money. The whole system collapsed in one calamitous day. Those who had put their faith in the institution were completely at a loss for what to do. It seemed impossible. Where was God, if not there?

The Jewish people found their way. But in the meantime, another ‘temple’ had been destroyed and raised up in three days. The temple of Christ’s own body. A new temple, one that could never be destroyed. A new heart of worship – sharing in the body of Christ. 

We’re just as good at making rules as the leaders of religion were in Jesus’ day. Most of the rules serve a good purpose most of the time. They are rules for life. But they will all come to an end. The only thing that won’t – the only thing – is the love of God. 

A century ago the itinerant preacher Billy Sunday warned his listeners about empty religion. In a sermon called, ‘Spiritual Food for a Hungry World,’ he told his followers to be careful:
Praying is not an act of devotion, reading the Bible is not an act of devotion, going to church is not an act of devotion; these are aids to devotion. If the doing of these things does not change your life then it profits you nothing to have done them. 

Why do we come here? Because we’re supposed to? Because it’s a habit? Does it lead to devotion to God, or has it become empty? How is your heart? 
The law of God is righteous and good. There’s nothing wrong with rules, especially a rule of life that leads us closer and closer to God. As long as we are clear: that God can – and will – move the fence. 
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