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Provoke. Protest.  Risk.  Act. 

Jesus provokes. Jesus protests. Jesus risks. Jesus acts. 

Jesus in the temple. Whipping, overturning tables, smashing, chasing, 

driving out.  

So much for gentle Jesus. This Jesus is scary. 

I wonder what would make you as angry as Jesus was that day in the 

temple. What lights your fire? For this anger is not the irritation or 

frustration of everyday life but a deeply seated anger born from the fire 

of compassion. Jesus is not angry because someone has hurt or slighted 

him. Jesus is angry because of what is going on. 

What was going on was the total exploitation of the poor of Israel. 

Every Jew over the age of twenty was required to pay an annual tax to 

the temple of half a shekel (approximately $500). If you didn’t have the 

money the Pharisees could seize property in lieu of the payment –Jesus 

knew about this tax. He paid it himself. 

What compounded the problem that you couldn’t use just any old coin 

– it had to be a temple shekel and, guess what – when you arrived at 

the temple with Roman coins or the regular money from your own 

country it had to be exchanged and you can be sure the exchange rate 
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was exorbitant. The money changer levied fixed charges for their 

services. Judges assessed the suitability of the sacrifice you had 

purchased at the temple – was the lamb perfect, the bird (if you were 

poor) unblemished? There could be no appeal of the verdict. Josephus, 

the Jewish historian, recorded an appalling picture of incredible debts 

that were owed by the poor to the rich. Pilgrims to the temple were 

merely people to be preyed upon. People from whom money could be 

extracted under the law. It sounds a lot like the indulgences guaranteed 

to get you into heaven that were sold by the church in the Middle Ages. 

And Jesus was furious. He had spent his time among the poor. He saw 

how they were treated. He understood the struggle that each life 

represented and today, today on this day in the temple, he is done. The 

very place that was supposed to embody the love, mercy, and justice of 

God had become a cesspool of institutional, systemic oppression. And it 

was time to say so. 

Provoke. Protest.  Risk.  Act. 

Jesus provokes. Jesus protests. Jesus risks. Jesus acts. 

I wonder what would make you as provoked as Jesus? What do you 

care so deeply and compassionately about that you would risk censure 
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and even you life to expose? I wonder how our world would look if we 

cared as much as Jesus cared? Loved as much as Jesus loved? 

We live in an age of extremes – but the extremes before us are rarely 

the extremes of divine compassion. They are more normally the crude 

and harsh execution of a rigid set of beliefs used to judge others and 

act accordingly. We live in a dangerous time. Often we are afraid, 

frequently astounded, and anxious about how things will go forward. 

The world in which we are living does not feel like the world the gospel 

has in mind or even the world we might create for ourselves. It seems 

as though things are out of control and the reaction to that is more fear 

and greater human effort to make others be as we believe they should 

be. The results are not pretty. 

Whether we listen to the pundits pontificating over a trade war or the 

national conversation about gun violence or the latest reports on 

death, destruction, or exploitation, we are faced with the question of 

what kind of church we are called to be at this time in the history of our 

faith and world. There are some hard questions to be asked of us and 

some painful answers if we are to be true to our vocation. We are not 

immune from error. 
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Jesus had a kingdom, not a temple, in mind. A world where the poor 

and needy are treated with compassion and dignity, where everyone 

has a seat at the table, and a vision of a fellowship grounded in love. 

Any time an institution of any kind, religious or secular, gets in the way 

of that vision it means trouble. Any time wealth – be it money, 

buildings, possessions, or even custom or laws - gets in the way of our 

primary responsibility to love God, love our neighbor, and to love 

ourselves we are on a dangerous track. The terrible part about it is that 

it is just so easy to do that. Love is hard to see and harder to do. It’s so 

much simpler to make it all up for ourselves without any real reference 

to the God of love who creates love. 

How are we to be in a world that seems to be giving way to the forces 

of exploitation, fear, and darkness? What is “right action” in these 

strained times? How can we be the kind of life to which we are called at 

our baptism? How did Jesus know how to do that? 

The truth of the matter is that we “know” very little. In fact, being 

certain can make us quite dangerous – even very dangerous. Jesus’ life 

was less about knowing than it was about living with an open heart. 

Jesus’ life was about risk – about risking being present to another with 

an open heart. That kind of openness, that kind of desire to really see 

people as they truly were in the eyes of God, is the only way to change 
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the way we live. And it’s not an easy way to live because when we see 

people as they really are, we begin to care and caring is the beginning 

of action on behalf of another. 

In that lies the key to the gospel this morning. Jesus was not having a 

tantrum. He was not acting on behalf of himself. He was acting on 

behalf of all those he loved. He had seen the exploitation and the 

suffering. He had seen the powerlessness of the little people. He saw 

no-one acting on their behalf. And he cared. It was not about temples 

and sacrifices – it was about the justice and mercy that God requires of 

each and every one of us. 

Living as Jesus’ lives will not ensure we are right. Being right is not the 

point. Knowing is not the point. Willing to be present to our world with 

an open heart is. It was the point of what Jesus was doing on this earth 

and it is the point of being a Christian. We are not here to beat people 

up. We are not here to make people see it our way. We are not here to 

make people obey our rules. There are plenty of people willing to do 

just that. 

Ours is a harder, riskier, less certain road. We are here to care. We are 

here to be compassion. We are here to see where that compassion 

takes us and to be ready to act on behalf of others.  
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That might take you to Washington to stand by the young seeking an 

end to gun violence. It might mean reaching out to understand the “Me 

2” movement. It might mean crossing the aisle this morning to greet 

someone from whom you are estranged. It may mean listening more 

openly to those who have ideas different from yourself. It may mean 

reaching down into your own heart and forgiving something in you that 

has already been forgiven by God but you have not believed it. 

The intention here is not to turn us into Christian action men figures – 

always acting, always on the go. Rather the intention is to embrace our 

lives. To live more fully as human beings made in the image of our 

creator – to become so much more than we could ever ask or imagine 

for ourselves. If we take our baptism seriously it is unlikely we will be 

pointed out as examples of human prowess. Caring for others is only of 

transient attention in this world. We might even find ourselves 

described as foolish. But then, as Paul reminds us this morning, “God’s 

foolishness is wiser than human wisdom, and God’s weakness is 

stronger than human strength.” And I think I’d rather back God on this 

one. It is what the world needs. 

Amen. 

 


