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What do we do with angry Jesus? How do we respond? How can we help? Angry Jesus makes me uncomfortably sad. The peaceable, turn the other cheek, embodiment of love, brought to such anger? He frightens me.  I wonder if you feel that way. We focus so much on non-violent responses, that we don’t really know what to do when Jesus becomes destructive. Would we be more comfortable with a peaceful Temple protest, instead? A sit-in with his disciples? 

But that is not what we get, so we have to stay with this moment, this moment in John’s telling of the story, which is very distinct from Matthew, Mark & Luke’s version of the day’s events. One retelling is not the “right” version, and the other the “wrong” version, but John’s is less familiar to us. As with the stories of Jesus’ birth which we blend together, we have woven these distinct threads together. Let’s separate them and see what John gives us.  

For those of us who grew up in church, we expect Jesus to ride into Jerusalem on Palm Sunday and then march over to the Temple and turn over some tables! He has arrived for Passover, and has come to speak truth to power, to name the injustices one more time before that injustice is turned on him. But that’s not how John remembers it…John needs us to know a Jesus who, from the very onset of his ministry, is dangerous and passionate and wild. 

According to John, who gives us no birth story, Jesus is baptized, calls disciples, and then, on the third day, attends a fabulous wedding. You remember what happened there? The hosts ran out of wine…big problem. Huge problem. But his mother knew exactly what to do in a crisis, and she told Jesus to handle it. I love this – all she says to her son is, “They don’t have any wine.” She doesn’t say, “Do you have any idea what can be done?” Or “Could you and your friends run to the marketplace?” She says, “They don’t-have-any-wine.” They both knew what she was saying…which leads me to believe Jesus may have tried this at home. (Why would his mother think he could handle this if she hadn’t seen him do it before??) It’s not like turning water to wine is a talent that is passed on from parent to child, like musical ability or mechanical skills. 

He knows what to do, and so he takes the water, the huge urns of water intended for ritual washing, and transforms them into celebratory wine. It is considered Jesus’ first sign in John’s gospel, somewhat strange in nature, for it did not bring healing or salvation, but rather a revealing and mystifying clue as to Jesus’ nature. The water of cleansing becomes the wine of celebration and life. Both renewing and refreshing, but with different purposes. Water and wine, both holy and ordinary and sacrificial. 

This Jesus, the one whom you want on your guest list, enters the Temple and becomes the one you pretend you didn’t invite. His actions here are symbolic, for though the story is often referred to as the “cleansing of the Temple,” it would be more accurate to refer to it as the “chaos in one corner of the Temple campus.”  A.J. Levine in her book, Entering the Passion of Jesus, reminds us that the Temple complex was equivalent to 12 soccer fields. A disruption in one portion of one of the courtyards went unnoticed by most of the people there. And unlike a church service, in which we gather with friendly conversation, but a minimum of chaos, the Temple was noisy, especially at the Passover. The moneychangers made it possible for those who had come on pilgrimage to exchange their coins for the Temple coins. (Each Jewish family paid an annual Temple tax…like a pledge.) The marketplace was provided so that worshipers could purchase an unblemished animal for a sacrifice. [endnoteRef:1]These were aspects of the Temple life that were normal, expected. The twelve-year-old Jesus would have seen all of this and more when his parents brought him here so long ago. This was life as usual at the Temple.  [1:  Levine, Amy Jill. Entering the Passion of Jesus: A Beginner’s Guide to Holy Week. Abingdon Press, Nashville, Tn. 2018. p. 48.
] 


John does not indicate that the marketplace was corrupt. He does not imply that overcharging for a dove is the cause of Jesus’ rage. If that is not it, then what incites Jesus to weave a corded whip and completely flip out on everyone? None of what he saw was a surprise to him. It’s impossible for us to know what pushed Jesus over the edge. What was that last straw? He did not seem ready to perform that first sign, the water to wine, but his mother demanded it. Now he seems almost unprepared to run headfirst into the reality of his identity, and perhaps that is what contributes to his distress. 

Two concerns: 
The marketplace is set up in the Court of the Gentiles, the large perimeter enclosure of the Temple complex. Gentiles could not go beyond this area. There were separate courtyards for women, men, the priests, and the innermost area of the Temple which housed the Holy of Holies. While we are seldom reminded of this, the Temple was a place of prayer for all nations. People of all faiths were welcome in the Court of the Gentiles. Matthew, Mark and Luke each reference this in their retelling of the event. We hear Jesus echo words from the prophet Isaiah when he calls the Temple a house of prayer for all people. Listen to the expansiveness of God’s welcome in Isaiah 56: 1 – 8.

The LORD says:
    Act justly and do what is righteous, because my salvation is coming soon,
    and my righteousness will be revealed.
2 Happy is the one who does this, the person who holds it fast,
    who keeps the Sabbath, not making it impure, and avoids doing any evil.
3 Don’t let the immigrant who has joined with the LORD say,
    “The LORD will exclude me from the people.”
    And don’t let the eunuch say, “I’m just a dry tree.”
4 The LORD says:
    To the eunuchs who keep my sabbaths, choose what I desire,
    and remain loyal to my covenant.
5     In my temple and courts, I will give them
    a monument and a name better than sons and daughters.
    I will give to them an enduring name that won’t be removed.
6 The immigrants who have joined me, serving me and loving my name,
 becoming my servants, 
    everyone who keeps the Sabbath without making it impure,
I will bring them to my holy mountain,
    and bring them joy in my house of prayer.
    I will accept their entirely burned offerings and sacrifices on my altar.
    My house will be known as a house of prayer for all peoples,
8         says the LORD God, who gathers Israel’s outcasts.
I will gather still others to those I have already gathered.

So perhaps Jesus was distressed that the marketplace, which would never have been permissible in one of the other “holier” areas, was allowed here, in the area for the “outsiders.” Why was it okay to disrupt their worship with the noise and confusion of a marketplace? This may have been part of his distress. I would hope this was part of his distress.  

Or perhaps there is more, and for this, we turn to the prophet Zechariah. 

At the conclusion of a very dark chapter from the prophet’s writings, we find these words: (Zechariah 14: 21) 

 Every [cooking] pot in Jerusalem and in Judah will be holy to the LORD of heavenly forces. All those who sacrifice will come. They will take some of the pots and cook with them. There will no longer be any merchants in the house of the LORD of heavenly forces on that day.

What in the world do cooking pots have to do with the merchants and what does this have to do with Jesus’ anger? AJ Levine explains: The prophet was writing of a day when, “the sacred nature of the Temple will spread through the people.” [endnoteRef:2] Levine continues, “The message is a profound one: Can our homes be as sanctified, as filled with worship, as the local church?” Jesus, writes Levine, anticipates a day when “there is no separation between home and house of worship, because the entire land lives in a sanctified state.” [endnoteRef:3] All peoples, all nations. Living in peace. What a contrast between that vision and what Jesus saw before him.  [2:  Ibid, p. 59.]  [3:  Ibid, p. 59.] 


You would think one of the gospel writers would have explained what happened after Jesus starting swinging his whip around and flipping over tables. But they don’t. Did they try to calm him down? Did someone take the whip from his hand? They seemed to just stand there, completely undone. And then someone quoted what we know as Psalm 69: “Passion for you house has consumed me.” It is a psalm about suffering and shame and adversaries. Jesus seemed to be coming completely unglued. Whoever spoke those words was wiser than they realized. 

The complexity Jesus encountered here was much like the changing of water to wine. Even as Jesus performed that miracle, a simple gift for his community, he was living into a deeper truth: that he would offer himself as both living water to a thirsty world, and the wine of the new covenant to a troubled people. As everyone else danced to a wedding song, those were weighty truths to bear. 

So here, standing on the Temple grounds, God has come home. But he has come home to say “goodbye” to the Temple as he and they knew it. Jesus has come to expand their vision once more, to help them live into the day when there is no separation between the holy and the ordinary, the Temple and the home. He has come to embody the truth that God longs to be in relationship with them in the workplace, in the classroom, in the marketplace - just as much as God longs to meet them in worship. 

Maybe this learning how to walk around with skin on wasn’t as straightforward or simple for Jesus as we would like to think. As Easter approaches, we are once again confronted with the horrors of his execution, but do we consider the pain of Jesus’ daily life? Could his anger have been born of the frustration of all he longed to do and be for us while so keenly aware of the limitations of his time on this earth? You won’t find that interpretation in the commentaries, but it is one that brings me comfort, once again reassured that Jesus understands the frustrations and limitations of being  human. There is so much to this story. Take from it what you need. Remember this: 

Rage at injustice can be holy.
Frustration with limitations is valid.
Your home is a sacred, ordinary place.
As is your heart, where God dwells forever and ever. Amen. 
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