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A Homily preached by
The Reverend Jo Anne P. Popham

Lent 3B
Exodus 20:1-17

John 2:13-22

St. John’s Church, an old established parish, a traditional gothic style Episcopal

church, had memorial plaques on everything.  The memorial plaques even had

plaques. The Vestry had met with a counselor from the Center for Parish

Development, a group that works with parishes on how congregations can organize

for effective mission. It was decided that the parish would take a reorienting

stance, an aggressive systematic and strategic approach, but not one that would

entirely redefine what the parish looked like, spiritually or literally.  In a tragic turn

of events, the day after the consultant left, the Rector called the Center to report

that St. John’s had reconsidered their decision and would be forming a re-creation

not a reorienting committee… because the church had burned to the ground the

night before from an electrical fire. St. John’s found out what church was – and

church for them was what existed after the building burned down. St. John’s had

burned and was going to be recreated.  There was an incredible outpouring from

the diocese and other churches.  Services were held in the gymnasium of St. John’s

day school across the street with borrowed vestments and vessels.  Some thought

that the church building had to be just like it was before and even pulled out the old

blue prints for the old building.  Others thought that the new building ought to

reflect their new status.

Jews located the presence of God in the synagogue and in study of the Torah.

To the Christians of John’s Gospel the “House of God” meant something entirely

different. 1st century Christians saw the Christian community itself – “the Body of
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Christ” as a new house of God. We too see the family of believers as the locus of

God.

In today’s Gospel Jesus’s behavior in the Temple was a reaction to the

institution of the religious community that had gone seriously wrong. Religion had

turned into a business. Jesus becomes angry and purges the temple of what had

become a large scale commercial enterprise that had supplanted the true worship of

God.

Can you picture the scene? Jewish pilgrims have come to Jerusalem to worship

at the Temple even while it was under construction. It is crowded. People have

been traveling a long time. Many have yet to seek accommodations so anxious to

get to the Temple. Most have come too far to have brought animals with them, but

they know that they can purchase sacrificial animals at the temple. They push

forward to change their money for coins that do not bear the image of Roman

rulers. Everyone knew that they could pay the Temple tax only with Temple

currency. Pilgrims were accustomed to converting their foreign currency. And out

of nowhere this man had overturned the moneychangers’ tables. Coins were

scattered all across the floor. All that the people want is for their sacrificial worship

at the temple to carry on as usual. All they could think of was that they must get to

the front of the line to pick the perfect animal to offer as their sacrifice. Instead,

what do they find? An angry man upsetting their plans! Jesus had herded the

animals outdoors; cattle and sheep were running amuck; and the doves escaped and

were flying all about. Can you see the chaos, can you smell the stench of animal

dung, can you feel the fear of the professional sellers and the buyers alike?

Who was this man wielding a handmade whip who had everyone running –

traders and pilgrims alike? And what were they to do for their sacrifice now? Why,

they had come every year for their annual pilgrimage, and they counted on the
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convenience of trading their money for temple coinage and purchasing animals that

were guaranteed to be suitable for sacrifice by the temple authorities.

And what was all this challenge to the Jewish authorities that they could destroy

the temple and this Jesus would rebuild it in three days? Most of the pilgrims only

knew the temple as a construction zone. The Jews had been waiting for centuries

for the temple to be rebuilt. The project to rebuild the Temple began 46 long years

ago with plans for a structure a bit more modest than Soloman’s Temple. But

Herod the Great had doubled its size and added huge plates of gold to the massive

stone exterior to reflect the sun so that the Temple could be seen as a fiery flash of

light from the top of the hill.  The entire complex finally would be completed

around 63 AD. But everyone revered the Temple as the only place to worship.

Now we know that Jesus was speaking of his body as the Temple. And it is the

Church, the New Israel that would be built at the resurrection of his body – his

Temple. But 1st century Jews at the Temple and Jesus’s disciples and followers did

not know what he meant. Yes, their Temple was surrounded and threatened by

Roman legions, and they felt somewhat at risk, but they would not have

contemplated the destruction of the Temple, the house where God resided where

the law – God’s commandments – were read. The religious leadership thought

Jesus was speaking of their Temple, the place that their community gathered,

where God lived, where they made sacrificial worship to God. But John’s

community understood that he was referring to himself since the writer of John

lived in post-Easter, post-resurrection time. When John wrote the second temple

had been destroyed by the Roman war of 66-70 just a few years after its

completion.  The Christian community and the Jews were redefining what the

temple meant to them just as the people of St. John’s did when their church was
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destroyed. And yes, the Jewish community did have to reinvent who they were

without the Temple, but Judaism did survive.

The very start of Israel as a community was the giving of the Ten

Commandments to the people through Moses. And the beginning of the Christian

community was the raising of Christ – the real Temple. When was the start of this

community of St. Andrew’s Anglican Church? 50 years ago?

I am going to ask you to suspend reality for a moment.  Imagine with me that

last night St. Andrew’s was struck by lightening, and we all arrived at church to

find our beautiful place of worship destroyed by fire just as St. John’s was

destroyed in real life.  These windows shattered, all the window frames warped,

the organ and piano and sound equipment melted and bent beyond repair. We stand

here smelling the smoke mingled with that water soaked charred wood odor

 – evidence of the valiant efforts of the fire department who worked to save the

building. Would we still have a church?  Of course we would, for you all are the

church, not this building. The church would endure.

Well, my brothers and sisters in Christ, we have not suffered a fire that

threatened to destroy the church, however, this community has been tested. I was

not here to experience the disturbance in the community of St. Andrew’s. But, I

know that this community has been suffering for I have heard your pain. And I am

seeing your healing. My friends, I believe that it is time to forgive. I know that we

can forgive, but it is harder to forget. I won’t ask you to forget because sometimes

remembering leads to more faith and deepened understanding. The giving of the

law in Genesis formed and continues to form the Jewish community and ours when

we recite the Decalogue. Jesus gave us the church by the resurrection of his bodily

temple, but our Christian community was transformed and continues to be reborn

when his prophecies are remembered and more fully understood.
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My prayer as we go forward together is that this community will remain strong

and grow even more in faith and have a deeper understanding of what it means to

be church together. This is your church.  It is not mine, however much I love you

all. I am the itinerant here just as all your rectors were and will be in the future.

While we are learning together through what we are living together, let us forgive

and recall with love what is worth remembering, and with the breath of kindness,

blow the rest away.


