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 That’s one of the most controversial stories about Jesus in the gospels. It makes some of 

us a little uncomfortable to think of him tearing around the temple courtyard chasing people out 

and knocking over tables. I’ve heard others use this scene to support their belief that Jesus wasn’t 

a pacifist, that he approved of violence for a higher good. They seem to like the idea of Jesus 

flogging the merchants in the temple. 

 

 We might wonder just how factual this story really is. It doesn’t seem to fit very well 

with our image of Jesus. But it is one of the few events in his life that can be found in all four 

gospels. And one way of measuring the authenticity of something from scripture is to see how it 

diverges from a simpler depiction, something easier to explain. It seems likely that Jesus did 

something similar to this in the temple and the gospel writers are left trying to explain it the best 

they can.  

 

 Was he protesting the sacrifice system? Did he really think it was all corrupt? The 

merchants in the courtyard were necessary for that system to work. The pilgrims traveled for 

miles to make their sacrifices and they had to have the right animals to do it. Jesus was devout; 

he believed in the importance of the sacrifices. It’s hard to believe he really wanted to overthrow 

it.  

 

 But he did seem to want to make a disturbance, a holy disruption. One way of thinking 

about what he was doing is to call it a form of street theater. He was calling attention to the 

arrival of a new order; God’s kingdom was at hand and everything was about to change. 

Sometimes the only way to get the attention of those in power is to make some noise. 

 

 And even break a few rules. I’ve heard through the grapevine that sits in the backseat of 

my car now and then that students around the country are planning to conduct a walkout of their 

classes some time in March and spend 17 minutes in a holy disruption of their own, one minute 

for each of the lives lost in Parkland, Florida, on February 14
th

. It’s their way of bringing 

attention to the need for gun law reform in our country. It’s hard for me to put much faith in the 

possibility of change when so little has been done in the past. But these students give me hope; 

their determination is hard to ignore.  

 

 A holy disruption in our lives can be the key to opening our awareness to God’s activity 

in the world. Paul points to the disruption of the cross as God’s defining moment. In a symbol of 

brutality and failure Paul sees God’s wisdom and power. “We proclaim Christ crucified,” not a 

conquering hero, not a brilliant sage, but a crucified figure whose death in that fashion reveals 

the way to life. It’s a disruption that seems pointless to some and scandalous to others but places 

God squarely in the middle of our reality, sharing our hardship and our suffering. 

 

 Last year when visiting the Museum of Israel, I visited an exhibit titled “Christ in Israeli 

Art.” I was prepared to find depictions of injustice toward Jews at the hands of Christians which 

somehow implicated Christ. But I was astonished to find depictions of the crucifixion. Over and 



over these artists portrayed the crucified Christ in solidarity with Jews being oppressed.  These 

Israeli artists understand the power of the cross the way Paul did, not as a symbol of victory or 

power but of connection with our deepest suffering. 

 

 Making that connection is the greatest disruption and possibly the most holy. As I’ve 

been thinking about this story in the John’s gospel and Paul’s words about Christ crucified, I 

began re-reading Martin Luther King’s “Letter from Birmingham City Jail.” He’s writing in 

response to an open letter sent from a group of prominent white clergy urging him and his 

cohorts to slow down and not be “extremist” in their efforts. King’s letter is a rare response to his 

critics. In the letter he talks about the methods of the movement and the necessity of direct action 

on the streets of cities like Birmingham to bring attention to the realities of segregation and the 

racial injustice of the South. He invites his detractors to consider the realities black people face 

in the South every day because of segregation. And he shares his greatest disappointment. He 

writes,  

 

  “I must confess that over the last few years I have been gravely  

  disappointed with the white moderate. I have almost reached the 

  regrettable conclusion that the Negro’s great stumbling block in  

  the stride toward freedom is not the White Citizen’s Councilor or 

  the Ku Klux Klanner, but the white moderate who is more devoted 

  to ‘order’ than to justice; who prefers a negative peace which is the 

  absence of tension to a positive peace which is the presence of justice; 

  who constantly says, ‘I agree with you in the goal you seek, but I  

  can’t agree with your methods of direct action’; who paternalistically 

  feels that he can set the timetable for another man’s freedom; who lives 

  by the myth of time and who constantly advised the Negro to wait until 

  a ‘more convenient season.’ Shallow understanding from people of  

  good will is more frustrating than absolute misunderstanding from people 

  of ill will. Lukewarm acceptance is much more bewildering than outright 

  rejection.” 

 

 King understood the importance of holy disruptions as a way of waking folks up to 

realities they couldn’t experience any other way. Seeing what happened to black people daring to 

eat at lunch counters, to register to vote, to sit in forward sections of buses was the only way to 

draw the rest of the country into the realities of segregation. And it created a cry for justice not 

only from those being mistreated but from those who saw it for the first time. 

 

The disruption of Jesus at the temple, the disruption of Christ crucified, is God’s 

challenge to us to embrace the real consequences of our faith. In Christ we encounter God 

erasing the division between human and divine; God entering our condition and sharing our 

suffering. This display of God’s power and wisdom is meant to point us toward a deeper 

compassion, to upset the balance of our lives and open our awareness to God’s kingdom present 

all around us.  

 

 We need holy disruptions in our lives, to be shaken from our complacency and risk the 

world’s rejection in our commitment to justice and peace. Amen. 


