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Sermon for Lent 3 – March 7, 2021 

John 2:13-22 – “Attitude” 

Grace and peace to you this day from God our Loving Parent, and from 

the One who is the very template of our lives, Jesus Christ, our Savior 

and Lord. Amen.  Our Christian witness is to an era of righteous 

indignation!  Some might think we continue in the Age of Reason, but it 

is more accurate and obvious to say we live in the Age of Attitude! 

The examples scream at us from every direction: partisanship, 

fanaticism, addictive impulse, self-indulgence, to name just a few.  

Righteous indignation reigns supreme inside and outside the church.  

And today’s Gospel has been used as the Poster Child for those in the 

church who assert that righteous indignation is Christ’s way.  It’s a 

dangerous proposition, because righteous indignation has and can be 

used to justify an ethic of hatred, cleansing and violence.  There is no 

doubt that Christianity can be led in this direction because throughout 

history, it already has; but is it the Way of Christ? 

I think it best to take a closer look at the Jesus who “cleanses the 

Temple” as the tradition has named this Gospel story.  I don’t know 

about you, but I have not seen a “whip” in the cleaning products aisle at 

Home Depot.  First, Jesus drives out the Temple-ready livestock with 

the whip he fashions.  And if that weren’t enough, he then overturns 



the moneychanger’s tables.  All of this is accompanied with strong 

words that end with exclamation marks. 

Jesus obviously is upset. And he is willing to act.  The Way of Christ 

includes our whole person, including our emotional life and activity.  

But it is most interesting what Jesus says when the stunned onlookers 

ask him for a “sign,” an explanation for why he is doing what he is doing 

in the Temple.  Jesus does not respond with an accusatorial, pointing 

finger; instead, he references the destruction of the temple of his own 

body, that will, in three days, be raised up. 

It’s a lot.  And so much more than just a story to justify bad behavior 

and violent conduct.  This is a story about how to change things, and 

the change is not Jesus losing his temper.  The change comes as the 

story of this Lenten season moves to Holy Week and the cross of Good 

Friday, with the great transformation in the making for three days after 

that. 

It also is important to understand what it really is that has Jesus so 

upset.  Sometimes we think the underlying facts of this incident in the 

temple simply involve a breach of decorum, the liturgy police losing it 

because some liturgical “I” was not dotted, some worship “T” not 

crossed.  What a small Jesus that would make.  Perhaps we think Jesus 

is angry because religion and economics have been made into 



bedfellows, but I don’t think what’s at stake is accurately summarized 

in that way either.  Jesus is upset because the ancient way of worship, 

wherein offerings of animals and grains and commodities given as 

sacrifice, has become an economic system that takes advantage of 

those who have the least. 

For it is Passover, and into the great city of Jerusalem hordes of pilgrims 

have made their way, wanting to mark the Holy Day with their religious 

observance.  Unfortunately, they have to make their way past priestly 

inspectors, who more often than not found a flaw with their sacrificial 

animal they brought with them for the occasion.  That meant that to be 

made right with God through this economic and religious sacrificial 

system, another animal from the official stockpile would need to be 

purchased (at a premium of course because of the demand), and 

money converted (since Roman money could not be used in this “holy 

place.)”  Who gets hurt in this kind of system?  The people with the 

least resources.  It is the poor who bore the burden and Jesus reacts 

strongly to it.  This is a cautionary tale for us that if we want our 

indignation to indeed be righteous, our concern should be for the least 

of these, the ones without voice or options, the ones who are one last 

unjust and unfair act away from collapsing under the weight of it all. 



Here’s the real point of today’s Gospel, when righteous indignation 

meets the person of Jesus and the Way of love, the trajectory of 

concern aims outwards and low.   Appropriate righteous indignation 

has an outwards aim in that we are called to rise up for others, to 

sacrifice our own position and entitlement as need be, for the sake of 

our “neighbor,” as Jesus taught us to use that term in the Parable of the 

Good Samaritan.  And if righteous indignation is rightly percolating 

within us, we should also aim its purpose low, by which I mean that 

Jesus always looked first to those in need, those without, and those 

under the weight of societal pressure. 

A lot of what is played, and what we play, as indignation, actually is 

attitude and self-aggrandizement.  Jesus never protected his own 

interests; he knew where he was going and the sacrifice he would make 

there.  Lent is our attempt to make that journey the template for our 

lives.  We take this journey together, knowing there are other faithful 

people who can show us more fully what the template of the way of 

Christ really looks like, really means. 

Theologian & Pastor Dietrich Bonhoeffer lived through truly harrowing 

times.  Some of our now oldest members at St. John’s were young 

people living through the trauma of hatred, division and war that was 

the late first half of the last century in Germany.  I love talking with 



them because these people saw up close the impact and consequence 

of wrongly asserted righteous indignation.  Their lives are marked by 

this experience, and their faith huge in their response. 

No matter the age, there is always a scarcity of templates of those who 

channel their righteous indignation for good.  And they inevitably teach 

us that something in our lives needs to be torn down, before it can be 

built back up.  Dietrich Bohnhoeffer was one of those witnesses and a 

template for we who follow.  Born into a privileged family as Nazi 

Germany rose in power, Bonhoeffer chose a nuanced path, one that di 

not just to try to stay out of the way of this destructive power, aligning 

instead his righteous indignation to a more strategic and nuanced long-

range form. And even though measured in how he turned over the 

unjust tables of his day, Bonhoeffer eventually paid the price for his 

indignation at the gallows.  Bonhoeffer lived what he believed.  And he 

was willing to suffer for what he believed. 

As a theologian, Bonhoeffer wrote about this template for our Lenten 

journey and our lives following Jesus on the Way.   For Bonhoeffer, the 

template of Christian suffering included three things: First, that it is 

undertaken voluntarily – making someone else suffer is not the way of 

Christ.  Secondly, suffering as a Christian must bear the burdens of 

others – suffering is not about asserting your own rights or station or 



place.  Finally, according to Bonhoeffer, a Christian suffers for the sake 

of Christ.  For Bonhoeffer, suffering was a part of following Christ into a 

hostile and hurting world, prompted by the Spirit, and nudged towards 

hope.  Indeed, Bonhoeffer’s writings show that new life, new 

understanding, new awakening, was happening within him, even as was 

losing the life he was first given. 

Destroy this temple and in three days I will raise it up.  Christ’s whole 

life mission was for us.  And to the extent He modeled righteous 

indignation, it pressed out to others and down to the ones already laid 

low.  If there is an attitude to the righteous indignation of Christ, it is 

eyes focused on the other; and it has nothing to do with puffing 

ourselves up. 

May this second Lenten season in pandemic be a time of reclaiming and 

repositioning an attitude that is centered in knowing and professing 

Jesus Christ, rather than having yourself, at the center of who you are 

and all things.  Now that’s an attitude worth having – the attitude of 

Christ in your heart, and in your mind.  That is our journey, wherever it 

leads. Amen. 


