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Throughout this season of Lent, many of us at Birmingham and Berkley First are studying Amy-

Jill Levine’s book, Entering the Passion of Jesus: A Beginner’s Guide to Holy Week. If you don’t 

have time to join the study, please get a copy of the book from our Circuit Rider Bookstore or in 

the office. AJ, as we’ll refer to her, is a Jewish professor of New Testament studies at Vanderbilt 

Divinity School and brings a variety of perspectives through which to view these holy week 

stories. Her insights into these scriptures are blessing to our Lenten journey. 

 

Last week, we began the season following Jesus on his Palm Sunday entry into Jerusalem. 

Today, we pick up where we left off with a stop that Jesus makes at the Temple after entering the 

holy city. This story is often referred to as “The Cleansing of the Temple.” Hear how the gospel 

writer, Mark, describes Jesus’ visit to the Temple in Mark 11:15-19. As you listen, think about 

what you are seeing in your mind as you hear this story. Pay attention to the emotions that rise to 

the surface for you, as if you are hearing it for the first time. 

 

Then they came to Jerusalem. And he entered the Temple and began to drive out 

those who were selling and those who were buying in the Temple, and he 

overturned the tables of the money changers and the seats of those who sold 

doves; and he would not allow anyone to carry anything through the Temple. He 

was teaching and saying, “Is it not written, 

‘My house shall be called a house of prayer for all the nations’? 

    But you have made it a den of robbers.” 

 

And when the chief priests and the scribes heard it, they kept looking for a way to 

kill him; for they were afraid of him, because the whole crowd was spellbound by 

his teaching. And when evening came, Jesus and his disciples went out of the 

city.1 

 

* * * * * 
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I must confess that I am entering the pulpit with a great deal of fear and trembling this morning, 

knowing that I’ve chosen a scripture about Jesus cleansing the Temple and turning over the 

tables of the moneychangers. What crazy preacher would ever choose this passage at 

Birmingham First, where one of our greatest points of pride is one of the largest church rummage 

sales in the United States that raises over six figures twice a year for missions in our 

communities, our nation, and throughout our world? As one of my colleagues used to say, “Now 

you’ve gone from preachin’ to meddlin’, Pastor.”  

 

Shawn and I have been sharing ideas with one another throughout the week. He even included 

the Rummage Sale in his title this morning. He might be braver than I am. As I’ve spoken to 

some staff and friends here, they’ve said, “Pastor Elbert, you know this is the United Methodist 

Women you’re talking about, don’t you? You might be safer talking about politicians from the 

pulpit.” For all those who are praying for my soul this morning, “Thank you.” 

 

Why is it that in most churches, whenever someone talks about selling something as a fundraiser, 

this story of Jesus in the Temple comes up? It seems to be that we ask that famous question, 

“What would Jesus do?” When it comes to sub sales, chicken dinners and rummage sales, why 

does this story enter into the forefront of our minds? 

 

Often, faithful Christians tend to respond in two ways. Some see Jesus grabbing a whip and 

cleansing the church, driving us all out, like he does in John’s gospel, rather than the more subtle 

cleansing in Mark’s version. Others are quick to defend our works, talking about how much good 

is done through whatever project we are supporting with the funds raised. 

 

At Birmingham and Berkley First, we are quick to note that the Rummage Sale builds 

community with some 800 volunteers, financially supports life-changing missions, provides 

added income for some people in surrounding communities, offers recycling opportunities for 

donors and great bargains for budget-minded buyers, sends valuable donated items to others in 

need throughout our nation, and provides our preachers with great sermon material about 

community, missions, being the body of Christ, and so much more. So many faithful members 

are certain that this is the work that Jesus calls us to do in our community and throughout the 

world. 

 

Even still, there are some other faithful members who stay home, wondering if somehow the 

sanctity of the church has been turned into a marketplace during those two weeks. They’re 

usually not so vocal, but they quietly seek to do what they feel pleases God most in that week.  

They may avoid participating as they wait for worship to take place again the following Sunday.  

Faithful supporters often respond, “But we don’t sell anything out of the sanctuary.” It really is a 

matter of our perspective, isn’t it? It all depends on how we look at what we are doing and why 

we do it. In the end, everyone is simply trying to be faithful, even though we might see that 

differently. 

 

Let me throw out the disclaimer that I’m in the supportive camp for the Rummage Sale. I’m 

excited about the opportunities that we provide for building faithful community and the 

commitment that our United Methodist Women have to missions in our communities and 
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throughout the world. And this preacher not only loves the bargains, but also the stories that will 

preach until Jesus comes again. 

 

Turning our attention back to the scriptures as we seek to discern Jesus’ visit to the Temple that 

day, Amy-Jill Levine says that we often think about this scene as a great disturbance in the city 

of Jerusalem. Matthew, Mark and Luke place it in the context of holy week, while John’s gospel 

records this event early in Jesus’ ministry. In any case, AJ reminds us that the Temple complex 

itself was very big, perhaps the size of “twelve soccer fields put end to end.” Within the walls 

was an inner sanctum, or the Holy of Holies, where the high priest would enter once each year on 

Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement, to pray for forgiveness for himself and the people. Outside 

of this was the Court of the Priests, then the Court of Israel, then the Court of the Women, and 

finally the Court of the Gentiles.2 

 

Entering the Temple and driving out the vendors, turning over the tables of the moneychangers, 

Jesus quotes both the prophet Isaiah, saying that “My house shall be called a house of prayer for 

all the nations” or “all peoples,” as well as the prophet Jeremiah, continuing, “But you have 

made it a den of robbers.”3 

 

AJ notes that the Temple served a variety of purposes. The Court of the Gentiles served to 

remind the people that this was a place of prayer, not just for the Jewish people, but for all the 

peoples of the world. This court was open to all the visitors in Jerusalem. The Temple also 

functioned as a “national bank” where money could be exchanged and even transferred into a 

form acceptable to offer within the Temple. Since the Temple was the only place of sacrifice in 

the Jewish world, it was natural that vendors were present in the outer courts to sell unblemished 

animals because people would at times travel from great distances.4 

 

Levine says that the Temple was a tourist attraction that was filled with life. This disturbance 

wasn’t perhaps so grand in the overall operation of the Temple life on that day. It happened in 

one small corner of the Temple. While we often think that perhaps there was some sort of 

cheating or exploitation of the poor that the money lenders and vendors were engaged in, AJ says 

that there was no indication that this was happening or that Jesus was protesting either of these 

things. The mere throngs of people, the priests, and the Temple police would not have allowed it 

to happen.5 Such actions might have disturbed the Roman peace under which the people were 

allowed to live. 

 

In Mark, Mathew and Luke, you can sense Jesus’ passion in this cleansing of the Temple 

moment. In John’s gospel, Jesus uses a whip of cords to drive out the vendors and their animals.  

What is it that brings Jesus to this scene that feels at times violent, and so unlike anything we 

have seen from him before this moment? This is the one place in the scriptures where we see 

Jesus display an emotion that we haven’t seen in him. What is it that drives Jesus to express an 

apparent “anger”? In fact, we prefer to refer to it as “righteous anger,” perhaps because it’s just 

too much to think of Jesus, God in the flesh, as exhibiting “anger,” right? 

 

I don’t know about you, but I’d like to think that the few times in my life that I find myself 

angry, I am justified in my feelings. This weekend someone somehow sent an email out from me 

asking some of you for Google Play cards and PIN numbers. I was more than a little angry that 
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someone would do that in my name. After all, if you knew me, you might know that I prefer a 

box of $20 bills with the bank wrappers still on them so that I can count them easily. I look to a 

passage like this and want to find my anger to be “righteous.” How many times have we justified 

our own anger in our lives and felt as if we exhibited something “righteous”? 

 

As we look at this story in Jesus’ life, what makes this display of anger “righteous”? How can a 

holy Jesus exhibit anger? Is there anything holy about anger? Levine suggests that “righteous 

anger seeks restitution” rather than “revenge;” “correction” rather than “retribution.” She 

continues that while Jesus forbids anger against another person, “he does not forbid anger against 

systemic evils” such as “hypocrisy, exploitation” and “harassment.” She insists, “Such forms of 

injustice should make us angry, and that anger should lead to constructive action.”6 

 

Levine infers that perhaps what causes Jesus to express this “righteous anger” is found in his 

understanding that the Temple should be a “house of prayer for all the nations” or “for all 

people,” but it had become a “den of robbers.” She reminds us that “a den of robbers” is not 

where robbers go to steal from others, but rather where they go to feel safe as they count their 

loot.7 AJ says, “The ancient Temple, and the present-day church, should be places where people 

not only find community, welcome the stranger, and repent of their sins. They should be places 

where people promise to live a godly life, and then keep their promises.”8 Again, it wasn’t that 

people were stealing from others less fortunate than themselves, but perhaps that they had come 

to feel safe and justified in their own lives. 

 

Where is the place for self-examination? Where is the place in the life of faith for cleansing? 

How do we fulfill our baptismal vows “to resist evil, injustice, and oppression in whatever forms 

they present themselves”? “Forms” are systems, not people. How do we respond when we have 

forgotten to live into those promises? 

 

Elisabeth Kübler-Ross, the famous Swiss-American psychiatrist, once said, “There are only two 

emotions: love and fear. All positive emotions come from love, all negative emotions from fear. 

From love flows happiness, contentment, peace, and joy. From fear comes anger, hate, anxiety 

and guilt.”9 

 

Perhaps there are some risks to Jesus’ “righteous anger” in the Temple that day. Perhaps the risks 

are in perspective. Mark tells us that when the chief priests and the scribes heard of Jesus’ 

actions, “they kept looking for a way to kill him; for they were afraid of him, because the whole 

crowd was spellbound by his teaching.”10 Some say that Jesus tends to “comfort the afflicted” 

and “afflict the comfortable.” Mark’s perspective reminds us that this cleansing moment will 

lead to the cross. 

 

In Jesus, we discover One who experiences the range of our human emotions, including a 

“righteous anger.” The story still leaves us uncomfortable. Is it about when it might be 

appropriate for us to exhibit “righteous anger” and how that might make a difference in our 

world? Is it about fundraisers on the church grounds? Or is it about our openness to the cleansing 

that Jesus seeks for each of us when we leave ourselves open to the One who knows our life 

story? 
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The season of Lent moves us to look inwardly at ourselves and what motivates us; to do self-

examination, not simply alone, but in the midst of the community of faith and as a community of 

faith. Within that community, we discover the One who offers cleansing; a healing river; an 

ocean of transforming grace and love. 
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