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A couple of weeks ago Suzanne and I were driving down the Creek Nation Turnpike at about dusk. Everyone had their lights on. It was that time when you can see, but you can’t see. I noticed up in front of us a black car swerving from side to side. Sometimes it would come almost over into the passing lane where we were, then at other times go on to the shoulder. 
One of three things is usually happening when you see this. The first thing might be a drunk driver; the second thing might be someone talking or texting on their cell phone; and the other thing, which is what happened is this: as we got closer to the car I could see the visor was down. There are little lights on some visors and it was dark enough that I could see the lights on the visor. I knew it meant if the visor was down someone was making up. Sure enough, when we got up beside the car I looked over and there was a young woman inside the car (dab, dab, and dab) and poofing up her hair. 

I tell that story because just as most of us at times become distracted when we are driving, we in the church can also become distracted from what is truly important. Our scripture addressed this today. I’m grateful for what I call portraits that the gospel writers paint for us. At the Bible study Wednesday we discussed some of these. One person at the Bible study said a favorite portrait was a picture of Jesus with the children. Someone else mentioned the shepherd going out, finding the sheep that was lost, coming home carrying the sheep. Surely within that portrait we see some kind of story about Christ coming to find us in our lostness.  
I don’t know how many of us would choose today’s portrait as our favorite. El Greco actually painted a portrait of this story; Jesus overturning the tables of the money changers, the angry Jesus with a whip driving the people, cattle and oxen out of the temple. How many of us would choose that portrait as our favorite? On the one hand, we might say, “Way to go, Jesus! Finally getting the bad guys.” When we read the story closely, we see that it is the religious people who are the bad guys. We say, “Wait a minute, are we the bad guys in this story?”  

The message of Lent, as I said last Sunday, is that God can speak with us and for us. “My yoke is easy; my burden is light.” We are called to carry a cross, but we don’t have to carry that cross alone. The message of Lent also includes these words, “There are times when Christ speaks to us and even against us. What does it profit a man to gain the whole world and lose his soul?” Think about that in the light of some of the news we have read and heard in the last few days, news about greed and dishonesty and lack of integrity. 
We love to sing the song, “Savior like a shepherd leads us, much we need thy tender care.” Maybe we need someone to write a song, “Savior, like a sergeant push us, much we need a kick in the pants.” Is that true in the church sometimes? Do we need an angry Savior? Is this portrait of Jesus with a whip in his hands, the gentle Jesus, meek and mild, the loving Jesus, the forgiving Jesus, the kind Jesus? Do we want this portrait, an angry Savior? 
In John’s gospel, this story is a little different from the other gospels. In John’s gospel, this story is at the very beginning of Jesus’ ministry. It serves a theological purpose for John. Jesus, according to John, is in charge, he is in control. He is able to read people’s thoughts. The other gospel writers, Matthew, Mark, and Luke have this story at the very end of the ministry of Jesus, when he enters Jerusalem right before the crucifixion. 
In John’s gospel, in addition to a divine Jesus, there is also a very human Jesus. In the first chapter, “The Word became flesh.”  Remember the meaning, the power of that word to those heretics in the early church who believed that Jesus was not really a man. In the 4th chapter of John we see a Jesus who is tired and thirsty as he visits with the woman at the well. Do you remember in the 8th chapter of John, kind of an obscure passage? Jesus is talking to his critics and he said, “I, a man, speak to you.” I love this human portrait of Jesus. If Jesus was not a human being the way you and I are human beings, if he had cards with which to play that we don’t have, his example is meaningless. If he struggled, if he doubted the same way that we struggle and doubt, does that not become more meaningful? 
A human Jesus who is able to get angry? How would Christ become angry at our church today? I love the immediacy, the relevancy of scripture. Did you hear in the scripture Christ said, “Take these things out of here! Stop making my father’s house a marketplace! We’ve heard a lot about the marketplace in the past few weeks and months and how poorly the market is doing. 
Before the sermon started, I told Bernie Bowers that I was glad he was present at the first service because I was going to mention his name. When I was working on this sermon, I wrote down the word Bernie, and the first thought that came to mind was Bernie Bowers. There has been another Bernie in the news the past few days, hasn’t there? Bernie Madoff, the king of the marketplace; the king of the villains. I feel sorry for the persons and the charities and others who were duped by Madoff. 
I think the church, in at least some part, has some responsibility for this. Do you remember the parable of the leaven? The point of that parable is that the church is supposed to shape the values of the world. How often, instead, has it been the world that has shaped the church’s values? The only way that someone such as Bernie Madoff is able to succeed is if people themselves are greedy enough to think they can get something for nothing. 

There would be another reason, however, that the living Christ would become even angrier at the church today. In our gospel today the wording is different from the other three gospels. Does anyone here remember what Jesus said in the other gospels, different from what I read today? Do you realize how many times since we’ve started working on this “We Would Be Building” program there have been what we call coincidences, when we have been doing something on a certain Sunday. 
This is the lectionary reading for today. The other gospels said, “My father’s house shall be called a house of prayer; and you have made it a den of robbers.” The gospel writers were quoting Isaiah when they said that. Isaiah said something else, actually. Mark is the only gospel writer who said all of what Isaiah said. In Mark’s gospel, Mark says, through the mouth of Jesus, “My father’s house shall be called a house of prayer for all the nations.” In some versions we read, “for all people.” Do you see what was happening here? There were certain parts of the temple where some people couldn’t go. A house of prayer for all people. How often in the church have we made some people, some groups of people, feel unwelcome for all kinds of, NOT reasons, but excuses? One writer has put it this way. She said,
“Jesus’ dramatic actions through which he issued a radical challenge to the authority of the religious institutions of his day, issue a similar challenge to the institutionalism of the contemporary church. Christian faith communities must be willing to ask where and when the status quo of religious practices and institutions has been absolutized and, therefore, closed to the possibility of reformation, change, and renewal. The great danger is that the contemporary church, like the leaders of the religious establishment in the Gospel of John, will fall into the trap of equating the authority of its own institutions with the presence of God. All religious institutional embeddedness—whether in the form of temple worship, unjust social systems, or repressive religious practices—is challenged by the revelation of God in the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus.”
The greatest challenge, THE greatest challenge for the church today is to remember the one thing that is essential to a life of faith that is meaningful and purposeful. We have forgotten what it means to be a people of prayer. In so doing, we have made secondary what God made primary; that is the love of God and the love of all God’s children. 
Would Christ be angry at our church today? If Christ came to visit our church, he might be impressed by our choir. I think Christ would be impressed by some of the things we are doing in outreach, some of the educational opportunities we provide. I think Christ would be impressed by what we are doing to provide a safe place for our youth and children. Some of them are sitting back here now. 

I have shared with you before this saying that is haunting to me because it tells me how much I depend on you. “There is no power in the pulpit ’til there is prayer in the pew.” I believe that’s so, but I also believe this. Our choir will never sing the Lord’s song unless you pray for them. What we do in the area of outreach will be just like any worthwhile social club without prayer. Our educational opportunities will provide no spiritual growth without prayer. Our young people will find no sense of purpose in their lives unless we pray for them. 
In the Christian Church Disciples of Christ we have been known primarily for two things. Early in our history we were known as “The People of the Book.” At another time in our history, we became known as “The People of the Table,” because of the centrality of communion to our lives. Will we be known as a people of prayer? The only way, the ONLY way that we can be as a church what God intends for us to be is to become a people of prayer. 
There are many challenges before us, but our faith tells us that the challenges in front of us are never as great as the power behind us. The living Christ says to us, “My father’s will shall be done through you.” 

I’m grateful this morning that Bill and Sandra Tabbernee are here with us. I’m grateful especially that Bill is here because it gives me an opportunity to recognize him and thank him for his years of service to our seminary as its president. Also, Bill, I have a wonderful story about a bunch of drunk seminarians. You can’t beat a good drunk seminarian story. 
One evening, really late at night, several seminarians who had had too much to drink returned to the campus and broke into the chapel. They decided they would have an old-fashioned revival service. One of the guys was able to play the piano. They sang some old gospel songs. Someone else got up and prayed a fervent prayer. The seminarian who was the “glibbest” of the group got up and preached a sermon. At the end of the sermon he issued an invitation to come forward and “give your heart to Jesus.” 
Unbeknownst to them, in the darkness, at the back of the chapel, the custodian was there. He came forward at the invitation, with tears streaming down his face. He said, “I want to give my heart to Jesus.” 
Now, if a bunch of drunk seminarians playing at church can help save one of God’s children, when they are just playing at it, what might we do if we will pray at it?  
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