March 15, 2009

Scriptures:  John 2: 13 -17

“An Angry Young Man”



“There in the Temple he found people selling cattle, sheep,

and pigeons, and also the moneychangers sitting at their

tables. So he made a whip from cords and from all the animals

out of the temple; he over turned the tables of the money 

changers and scattered their coins and he ordered those 

who sold pigeons, “Take them out of here! Stop making 

my Father’s house a marketplace!”

What burns us up?  What inflames us and makes us angry? And please don’t tell me that anger is sinful because I won’t buy that line. While a lot of anger may be evil, and much is tainted, there is also good anger. Good anger is that which stems from love. It is the anger, which flows from our love of God, respect for our own integrity, and our compassion for misled and mistreated humanity. 

And Jesus has showed us for all time, the anger that is fed and shaped by love.  There is a verse in our bible that says, “Be angry and sin not.” In our scripture this morning Jesus displayed that good brand of uncontaminated anger.

This is godly anger. Making a whip leaves us in do doubt about how he felt. Grabbing the cash boxes and flinging them across the paving stones, driving the men and animals out of the temple court, ordering the pigeon sellers to clear out, in enough evidence of Jesus anger. And on top of that John tells us that the disciples remembered the bible text: “Zeal for your house O God, will burn me up.”

There may have been a number of reasons why Jesus was so angry about the temple market, a market that was established and managed by priests, and the money from the sales, which ended up in the grasping hands of the elite, priestly hierarchy.  It is possible that for years Jesus had been waiting for the opportune time to challenge this sacrilege. Perhaps like young Abraham Lincoln, who on observing a slave marked, vowed: “If I ever get the chance to hit this thing, I will hit it hard.”  Whatever his reason, with good cause, the cause of love for God, Jesus was an angry young man that day.

This was not the only time when Jesus became angry.  Do you remember that occasion in the synagogue on the Sabbath day when Jesus noticed a man with a withered hand? As his enemies looked on, he openly offended them by daring to heal that man. Mark says: “Jesus looked around at them with anger, grieved at the hardness of their hearts.”  And because he loved and cared about the sick and poor people, Jesus was angry with the religious types of his day who put their fussy religious regulations ahead of loving actions.

Another occasion when Jesus was angry was with his disciple Peter.  Last Sunday we witnessed the anger of Jesus when Peter tried to dissuade him from talking about the cross that lay ahead of him.  Peter was tempting Jesus to surrender his own spiritual integrity. Out of respect, or love for his own true soul, Jesus turned on Peter and rebuked him, “Get behind me Satan.”

Matthew tells us that one-day Jesus became frustrated with some of the Pharisees.  He turned on those Pharisees who despised the lower classes and put impediments between the poor and their God. Jesus poured out a torrent of condemnation on them.  You will find this extraordinary, angry attack on hypocrites in Matthew chapter 23.

Jesus as angry out of love and he fulfilled the Scripture:  “Be angry and sin not.”

If we are to follow in the footsteps of Jesus, then some anger should have a place in our lives. It is hard to see how we cannot get angry at times. How can we not get angry when we find devious deeds in the high places of religion? When sexual abuse is covered up and the victims are made the scapegoats?

How can we not get angry when finicky points of church dogma area allowed to outrank the value of Christian love, and as a result keep Christians separated? When in some cases one denomination will Castigate and ridicule another?

How can we not get angry when our politicians appear to develop a social conscience for the underprivileged when an election is in the offering?

How can we not get angry if churches judge themselves as successful by the size of the congregation rather than by the quality of their love to the needy and t he marginalized of the community? When despicability is prized above getting hands dirty, or being misjudged, in the serve of others?

One can go on and on and on. “Be angry and sin not.”  Lent is a good time to be angry. But not if we use our anger wilfully. Our anger needs to be focussed on attainable targets. It must be carefully and worthily applied.  This is the difficult part. Getting angry is not difficult. Expressing our anger in appropriate ways, there is where it gets tricky. Our motivation can be corrupted, we might mistake the true target, our timing can be wrong.  So what guidelines do we have?

Love is the only guideline we have. Not any brand of love, but the Jesus brand. It must be the kind of agape love that Jesus lived. It must stem from “Love God with all your heart and mind and strength, and love your neighbour as yourself.”  Such love can be costly. Sometimes it will mean “taking up ones cross and following Jesus. That is being ready to suffer in the cause of Christ.  Only with the love of Jesus as our template, can we dare to be angry and sin not

With this tough yet tender quality of love in mind, I invite you to use Lent, not to deny or suppress your indignation over wrongs, but to face them proactively. You and I might only be able to strike what seem minuscule blows against evil, but that is worth it. It is from the pool of those who are faithful in little things, that God can find the right people to tackle larger challenges.

Look again at that angry young man make a whip. See again the boxes spilling their coins out across the paving stones, and watch the tables being overturned, and hear him shout: ``Get thee things out of here! You shall not make my Father’s house into a market place. ``

Amen.
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