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Sermon for Lent III Year B 2021 
Upending Business as Usual 

 
Those of us who grew up coming to church as little children  
probably have a memory or two (maybe more)  
of being told some version of “we don’t do that in church.” 
Our concerns over what we don’t “do” in church  
has too often made young parents  
decide not to come to church at all because of worrying 
about the things we’re not supposed “to do” in church. 
As we ponder all the polite and considerate ways 
we “do” church and try to instill in our children . . . 
along comes today’s gospel with Jesus upending tables  
and using a whip to chase people and animals out of the temple. 
What kind of way is that to behave in church! 
And yet . . . this is Jesus. 
Our meek and kind and compassionate Jesus is angry. 
 
And yet, I don’t think this is a story simply about Jesus getting angry. 
Jesus got angry. 
You get angry. 
I get angry. 
It’s okay to get angry. 
To leave it at that misses the point. 
There’s much more to this story than that. 
I don’t think it’s about the animals or the moneychangers  
being in the temple either. 
Jesus surely knew they were there. 
He grew up as a faithful Jew going to the temple. 
He didn’t just show up that day and say,  
“Wow! There are animals and moneychangers here!  
I didn’t know this. This is wrong!” 
The animals and moneychangers had always been there. 
That’s how the system worked. 
It was business as usual for them to be there. 
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Among the many changes the pandemic has brought into our lives  
is a change in how we define and “do” church. 
Many of you may have been asking yourselves, 
what is church, these days? 
I know from conversations I’ve had with many of you  
that you are anxiously awaiting coming back  
into the building to worship. 
But . . . does this mean that we have not been “the church”  
for the past year as we gathered over Zoom? 
How ever we are feeling about all this, it is not “business as usual.” 
For better or for worse, our global circumstances  
have forced us to change . . . to question . . .  
to deepen our comprehension of what “church” means. 
 
I know that for many, this has been an occasion for sorrow. 
We wish we could go back to how things were. 
But even in our grief and longing, 
I wonder if God is issuing a hidden invitation. 
An invitation to reimagine, to develop and evolve and grow. 
An invitation to ask the most basic,  
ground-level questions about what we’re doing and why. 
 
There are many compelling interpretations about this story of Jesus . . . 
which is told in all four gospels  
and how we know this story is important in his life. 
Some scholars argue that what Jesus calls out  
in his “cleansing” of the temple is not Judaism  
or its various forms of worship, 
but a system of exploitation through exorbitant taxes and tithes  
that fleeced the poor and keep them outside the gates, 
forcing them into endless debt before they can approach God. 
 
Some others argue that what displeases Jesus  
is a Sabbath-only form of piety  
that separates temple rites from holy living— 
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A kind of compartmentalization of faith  
that renders the temple “sacred” and the home “secular.” 
A kind of we can “do” this kind of behavior outside of church  
and that kind of behavior inside the church. 
 
One scholar argues that Jesus was protesting  
the kind of personal righteousness that makes church a “safe place”  
for those who are not truly repentant  
and who do not really want to follow what Jesus asks. 
In this case, the church becomes a place of showboating . . .  
not of fishing for people. 
 
These interpretations all have merit  
and all point to a deeper and more unsettling truth  
about the one we call “Lord”— 
When it comes to our spiritual lives (both individually and collectively), 
Jesus is not about “business as usual.” 
Jesus is not a protector of the status quo. 
Jesus has no interest in propping up institutions of faith that elevate 
comfort and complacency over justice and holiness of living. 
 

No, if you take a deep dive into the gospels you can’t avoid seeing that 
Jesus is a disrupter. A leveler. An up-ender. 
All of which his disciples immediately realize  
when he throws out the moneychangers and occupies the temple, 
seeing the zeal (passion or vehemence)— 
the very opposite of complacency—that animates the Messiah. 
He shows fervor, not casualness. 
Depth, not surface. 
Jesus will not tolerate the demeaning of his Father’s house  
into a marketplace faith. 
 

But where does this leave us churchgoers? Us Christians? 
What can we carry away from this disturbing story as we move deeper 
into Lent, a season of self-examination and repentance? 
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Perhaps we can begin by asking honest questions  
about our reactions to the story itself. 
How do you feel about Jesus’ behavior, language,  
and tone in the temple? 
Are you offended by his anger? His violence? His zeal? 
If so, then why? 
What cherished version of God, church, piety, or worship  
does Jesus threaten in this story? 
This story seems to be telling us there are times  
when we need the tables of our life overturned  
and the animals thrown out. 
A time to overturn business as usual  
because it is oh so easy to fall into the trap of complacency. 
 
It’s easy to push the auto-pilot button and just go through the motions. 
But one of the deeper issues is, I think,  
is that what gives rise to business as usual is fear. 
We are fearful about what uncertainty we may face 
and we want some type of security and predictability 
so we can keep on doing the same old things. 
True, business as usual is predictable and steady  
but it creates only the illusion of security. 
 
Sometimes business as usual is a symptom of our grief and sorrow. 
Something has been lost. 
We can’t get back the life we want, 
so we cling to business as usual  
because it’s familiar and we want some stability. 
Other times we are so busy and worn out making a living  
that life turns into one task after another, one appointment after another, 
a never ending to do list, and its business as usual. 
Maybe we’ve taken people, relationship, things . . . church . . .  
for granted. 
Perhaps we’ve lost our sense of gratitude, wonder, or mystery. 
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This is not a criticism or a judgment. 
I’m just naming what often happens to us. 
Because, besides fear,  
forgetfulness is another way we keep falling into business as usual. 
We forget that we are—our bodies, our lives— 
are the body of Christ, the temple where God abides. 
We forget that God is present everywhere and anywhere in all creation. 
We forget that in whatever direction we might turn or shelter, 
God’s face is gazing upon us. 
And as soon as we forget those things about ourselves, each other,  
or the world, life becomes business as usual . . .  
Saving our sacred selves only for Sunday morning in church. 
 
So, I’m wondering . . .  
How did the upending of “business as usual”  
make you think about “being” and “doing” church this past year? 
Has it made you see yourself and one another as the true temple of God? 
 

When we forget that we are the church,  
life can easily become a series of transactions. 
Priorities get rearranged. 
Life becomes a marketplace rather  
than a place for meeting the sacred in ourselves and one another. 
My greatest concern is that when the dangers of the pandemic  
have subsided and we begin to return to “normal”— 
as of course we all hope they will— 
will we leave all the lessons we learned over the past year behind 
or will they keep us mindful that whether the church building  
is open or closed . . . you and I are the church  
and Jesus wants us “do church” not just on Sunday mornings  
or in worship services but also on  
Mondays, Tuesdays, Wednesdays, Thursdays,  
Fridays and Saturdays too— 
bringing our sacred self into the marketplace of the world so that, 
hopefully, we can be agents of God’s grace, peace and justice  
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as part of all our relationships, all of our spheres of influence. 
Quite frankly “being” and “doing” church is more important outside this 
building than it is here, inside the sanctuary. 
 

Whenever the pandemic winds down, 
our communities open up,  
and we find ourselves free to return to “business as usual”  
on Sunday mornings, I hope we won’t. 
I hope we’ll remember Jesus,  
who upended the temple when it forgot how to be the Father’s house. 
I hope we’ll burn with the passion  
that animated the coin-scattering Christ  
and that we’ll settle for nothing less than churches  
that are truly places of prayer, welcome, freedom and hope 
and lives that that “do” church every day of the week. 


