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Children absorb more in worship than parents imagine. “It had been a while since our
daughter, Jennifer, 5, had included the Lord’s Prayer in her bedtime prayers, leaving her only
to pray it during Sunday worship. When | suggested we pray it together one night, she
confidently recited it without missing a word, and ended it, “For thine is the kingdom, the
power, and the glory forever. Amen. Please be seated.”™ And here in church we teach our
children the story of our journey with God.

What a story! Life is a journey with God — from Egypt to Jerusalem to Dayton. Using
Scripture, with a bag of texts!” as our MapQuest, | want to offer three directions for the
Church as we journey with God.

People on ajourney need rules for the road. So we have the Ten Commandments. No
civilization can long survive without faith and rules. No other safe way through the
wilderness. The Hebrew people had been slaves for 400 years and had no idea how to be
free people. So God gave the Ten Commandments as rules for the road. Live like this and
stay free. These are not old-fashioned prohibitions dreamed up by austere nuns in Catholic
school or mean-spirited Puritans in colonial America. These are freedom rules.

No wonder churches with a catechism for their children, insists that they know the Ten
Commandments. And don't forget that a Georgia Congressman, Lynn Westmoreland,
promoting a bill to post the Ten Commandments in public buildings, appeared on the Colbert
Report: Colbert: “What are the Ten Commandments?” Westmoreland: “You mean all of
them?--Um... Don't murder. Don't lie. Don't steal. Um... | can't name them all.” Colbert: “The
guy co-sponsors a bill about the Ten Commandments and doesn't even know them.”

People on a journey need rules for the road to keep them free and not enslaved to the ways
of the world.

People on ajourney can get hopelessly lost. Fast forward our journey to the Temple.
Perhaps a little Kenneth Burke will help us. Let’'s overlay some elements of Burke’s “pentad”
over John’s story: ACT — What is happening? SCENE — Where is the act happening?
AGENT — Who is involved and what roles?

THE SCENE: Jerusalem is crawling with pilgrims in the city for the festival. 400,000 by most
estimates. The temple area where Jesus turned over the tables was the size of 12 soccer
fields. Not many people saw it. So label this as a symbolic scene underscoring the
announcement that God’s kingdom has arrived. In John's Gospel it acts as a sign.

THE AGENTS: Jesus in an act of authentic street theatre symbolically cleanses the temple
and its den of thieves with their gouging of the poor.®! Make no mistake. This is not a
publicity stunt or Jesus “venting.” This is holy anger bordering on despair. God has been
waiting and waiting for centuries for a faithful people. God’s steadfast love has held through
thick and thin: through the demise of the shrine at Shiloh, the first temple in ruins, the flags of
Israel and Judah choked in the dust of exile, a long line of awful kings whose obituaries



sound like a broken record: “And did what was evil in the sight of God.” You could
name the good kings on one hand and have fingers left over; the bad ones make Presidents
Pierce, Buchanan, Grant, and Andrew Johnson look good.[‘”

Now a second temple, 46 years in the making and not yet finished. A hall of fame of
prophets have trudged through Jerusalem cajoling and calling for repentance and
communicating hope. Ezekiel envisions God’s presence leaving the temple. “Hosea, Micah,
Amos, and Isaiah rail against the superficiality of worship, the meaningless of liturgy, and the
false piety of those in charge. But Israel has not listened or heard or obeyed.

So “The day Jesus entered the Temple, Israel was not free. The Torah was not being
observed. The wrong people were running the Temple.”™ A broken-hearted Jesus surveys
the waste. Jesus is consumed with zeal for a faithful house of God. But it is a wasteland of
people fussing about money.

THE ACT: Jesus provides us with a powerful speech act. Prophets speak up but also act
out. Ezekiel climbed a watchtower to act out his role as watchman over Israel. Isaiah
walked naked through the streets of Jerusalem to demonstrate the coming exile. Hosea
married the prostitute Gomer and then paid hard-earned cash to buy her back from her
lovers. And Jesus takes a whip and chases out the moneychangers and turns over the
tables and pours out the coins. Preachers are living speech acts. Preachers not only speak
up, but we act out.

Jesus’ strategy was rooted in the OT prophetic message, especially that of Jeremiah 7.
Remember Jeremiah’s own preemptive attack on the Temple: “Do not trust these deceptive
words: ‘This is the temple of the Lord, the temple of the Lord, the temple of the Lord.” This
temple will not save you. Your faith, says Jeremiah, is made of sticks and stones and
superstition. So Jeremiah insists, “Stop oppressing the alien, the orphan, and the widow and
the poor. Stop breaking the Ten Commandments and then standing before me in this house
which is called by my name and saying, ‘We are safe.” Has this house, which is called by my
name, become a den of robbers in your sight?” Jeremiah and Jesus go together.

Now, we have one bit of Gospel housecleaning to do because John and Mark have a
different take on the Temple SCENE. John has Jesus start his mission in the temple; Mark
has him end in the temple. Perhaps John is saying God had waited long enough for a faithful
people. John has Jesus make several trips to Jerusalem; Mark only one climactic one. John
sees the temple act as announcing the arrival of God’s kingdom; Mark as the reason they
killed Jesus. But that is for another sermon. What is clear is that everyone in the scene,
except Jesus, takes the wrong road.

And the final direction: People on a journey have to lighten the load. When Jesus cleans
out the temple, we should ask, if Jesus came to First Baptist Church, what would he throw
out? A church can accumulate too much junk. There are times when a people on the move
must throw away anything that hinders them. Remember the scene in Exit the King by
lonesco: Old king getting ready to die. Marguerite says, “He’s got to travel light. (To the
king:) Throw everything away, lighten the load.” Doctor: “It's time he began to get rid of the
ballast. Lighten the load, your Majesty.” Rusty sword of self-defense. Crown of pride.
“Lighten the load.”

Is there any idolatry like religious idolatry? How many churches have bet their future on the
teachings of the prosperity gospel or positive thinking or possibility thinking or psychological



therapeutic preaching? These false gospels crumble into dust during hard times. TIME.com
had a story about the prosperity gospel playing a role in the foreclosure crisis because
pastors were teaching their members that God caused bankers to overlook bad credit
reports.

After all, there are OT texts that seem to advocate the prosperity gospel. But then there’s the
witness of Scripture against the prosperity gospel. In Job, for example, a righteous man
loses everything. What a powerful rebuttal of the prosperity gospel. But decades later, the
book of Job, in the hands of a redactor, gets a new conclusion and this scribe, caught up in
the idolatry that God makes all good people wealthy, gives Job all his children back alive.
One scholar says that her mother, a thorough and total literalist refused to believe this story
at the end of Job because having lost a child, she simply knew better.

At some point, we have to lighten our load so we are free to love God and all our neighbors —
the least of these — as ourselves. We really are all in this together. We, the people of God,
journey toward the New Jerusalem. We have a map with directions, a historical knowledge
of how easy it is to get lost, and as a people on the move we will travel light. We journey with
Jesus and laying aside every weight and burden, we lighten the load, and we journey with
Jesus the pioneer and perfecter of our faith. Do not grow weary or lose heart. Make straight
paths for your feet and walk in the way that leads to life. Journey on!
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