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Table-Turning Prophet

Your law, O God, is perfect and revives the soul […]
Your statutes are just and rejoice the heart.
Let the words of my mouth and the meditation of all our hearts be acceptable in your sight,
O God, our strength and our redeemer. Amen.
Today’s gospel reading is often referred to as Jesus “cleansing the Temple.” We know it is significant, because it appears in all four of the canonical gospels. Matthew, Mark, and Luke place this event near the end of their gospels, in the final week of Jesus’ life, identifying it as part of the challenge to the Temple hierarchy that eventually leads to his death. John’s version, which we read today, places it at the beginning, setting the stage for Jesus’ many arguments with the religious authorities, criticizing what he saw as a corrupt and unjust system of Temple worship.

This Lent, we are focusing together on racial justice, and I have to say, I have never been more excited to see this story come up in the lectionary cycle. It is pretty much the clearest  demonstration in the gospels of God’s opposition to oppressive structures. From Jesus’ example, we learn that sometimes, we are called to respond to such structures with more than words. We are called to disrupt them by our actions. To overturn some metaphorical tables—and maybe, on occasion, some literal ones.

But let me back up for a minute, because to understand what is going on in this story, we need to first understand how Temple worship worked at that time. I am going to draw heavily here on Vicki Garvey’s recent class on the Gospel of Mark, in which she addressed this topic in great detail. First of all, like many religious traditions, ancient Judaism held to the understanding that to gain favor with a god or gods, it is helpful if you give them something. Often, for Jews, this something was an animal, which would be sacrificed as humanely as possible, and some or all of it burned on an altar. 
Second, you need to know that there was a long history in Judaism of conflict between the Temple hierarchy and the prophets, who frequently condemned the priests and scribes for their unjust practices. So Jesus stands in a long tradition that was concerned about the Temple authorities accumulating too much money and power to themselves, instead of serving the religious needs of the people. (Amazing how familiar that sounds, isn’t it?)
All of the gospels tell us that this event in the Temple took place before or during the Passover festival. The population of Jerusalem would have more than tripled at that time of year with all of the pilgrims coming to participate. And everyone would want to make a sacrifice in the Temple. But what do you do if it takes three days to reach Jerusalem from your distant village? It’s not very convenient to bring a sheep or an ox or a pair of doves with you all that way and then find a place to keep them in the city. So some enterprising animal sellers saw an opening in the market, and they set up their stalls in the outer portico that surrounded the Temple, with the blessing of the Temple authorities.
This is where the money-changers came in. There were two kinds of money used in Jerusalem: Roman money, which was considered ritually unclean, and Temple money, which was considered clean. In order to buy an animal in the Temple, you first had to exchange your unclean Roman coins for clean Temple coins. Of course, this provided some opportunity for charging extra high exchange rates, just as the animal sellers could set high prices because they had a pretty captive market. But on the whole, the animal sellers and money-changers were providing an important service for the worshipers who came to the temple. They served a practical function within the religious system. 
And—this is important—they were not the primary target of Jesus’ righteous anger. The target was the Temple authorities: the priests and the scribes, who were not only profiting unjustly from the sacrificial system, they were also colluding with the Roman occupiers in order to maintain their power.
The kind of justice work that we see Jesus doing here is not fun, and it is not comfortable, for either those doing the disruption or those being disrupted. The animal sellers and money-changers would have been pretty upset about Jesus driving out their animals, pouring out their coins, and turning over their tables. How much were their businesses impacted that day? How much income did they lose? How long did it take to track down all of the sheep and goats and bulls who had escaped into the city and work out whose was whose? How long did the money-changers have to spend picking up their scattered coins and sorting them out into piles—Roman money, Temple money? How many arguments were there over coins that got mixed together from two different stalls and who was trying to gather up what was not theirs?

There is a lot that we can learn from the experience of those temple merchants. Sometimes, when we are inside a system, we cannot see how our role in it is contributing to wider injustice or oppression. We are just doing our jobs, so we don’t notice how people without reliable internet can’t complete an online application to work at our company, and therefore, can’t get hired. We are just trying to be frugal, so we buy the cheapest toaster available, even though  it is made out of plastic by underpaid laborers in unsafe conditions. We are just trying to find a nice house for our family to live in, so we buy a newly redeveloped property in a gentrifying neighborhood, not considering who is being steadily pushed out of the area to make room for us.

The work of racial justice, as I said last week, is not easy. When we start turning over tables, we are going to make plenty of people unhappy. Some of those who are benefitting from the current system—including some of us here at St. Luke’s—are going to have aspects of our lives (and even our livelihoods) disrupted in the process.
But we have a choice about how we approach this disruption. We do not have to sit fearfully behind our tables, clutching our coins, waiting for someone to come and upend our lives. We can choose to be the prophets, instead. We can choose to be the agents of change. We can choose to do the internal work of self-examination and repentance. To quietly (and sometimes loudly!) change our own ways of doing things in order to be more just, more righteous, more aligned with the perfect law of the God who brought a people out of slavery and told them not to treat anyone else the way that they had been treated.

In our opening hymn, we named that God is both “the nuisance to the Pharaoh” and “the table-turning prophet.” This same God, in our own time, is now a “nuisance” to the multinational corporations and to the high priests of the market forces. This is the God who calls on all people of faith and goodwill to overturn policies and practices that perpetuate inequity of any kind. Today, let us answer that call. Amen.
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