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Reflection for 7 March 2021, Lent III: Get Angry with Jesus! 
Exodus 20:1-17   The Ten Commandments; John 2:13-22 Jesus’ Anger at Injustice 

Rev. Dr. Barbara Fullerton, East Plains United Church, Burlington 

Today’s gospel story about Jesus overturning the tables of the money-

changers in the temple is one of my favourites in the Bible. Whoa, did she 

really say that? Yes, and that reveals a lot about who I am. 

Some Christians think this is the only account of Jesus using physical force 

in any of the Gospels. However, there are other anecdotes that depict him 

as angry. Just before this story in Mark’s account, we read: “12 On the 

following day, when they came from Bethany, he was hungry. 13Seeing in 

the distance a fig tree in leaf, he went to see whether perhaps he would 

find anything on it. When he came to it, he found nothing but leaves, for it 

was not the season for figs. 14He said to it, ‘May no one ever eat fruit from 

you again.’ And his disciples heard it.” The heading for that anecdote is 

“Jesus Curses a Fig Tree.” This is a very human Jesus. 

This story of Jesus’ “righteous indignation” in the temple was so important 

that it is found in all four gospels. The story occurs near the end of the 

Synoptic Gospels (Mark, Matthew, and Luke)i and near the beginning of  

the Gospel of John (today’s reading).  

The account we read for today is at the beginning of Jesus’ ministry, right 

after the wedding at Cana, where John reports Jesus turning water to wine. 

Some scholars suggest that John refers to a separate incident from the 

story in Mark, Matthew, and Luke, given that the Gospel of John also 

includes more than one Passover. I am doubtful about that. Would Jesus 

have gotten away with doing this twice? John’s gospel is so different from 

the Synoptic Gospels, with no attempt to match their chronology and with a 

different agenda. 

Let’s go with the Synoptic version that puts the story in Holy Week instead, 

especially the first written gospel, the closest to eye-witness accounts. The 

gospel writer Mark ends the Palm Sunday story in Chapter 11 with this 

interesting sentence in verse 11, which says: “11 And he entered Jerusalem 

and went into the temple. And when he had looked around at everything, 

as it was already late, he went out to Bethany with the twelve.” That verse 

is not in Matthew or Luke’s accounts, written some years later.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Synoptic_Gospels
http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Mark+11%3A15%E2%80%9319&version=ESV
http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew+21%3A12%E2%80%9317&version=ESV
http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Luke+19%3A45%E2%80%9348&version=ESV
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A few verses later, Mark reports that Jesus came back into the city the 

next day, went to the temple, and proceeded to drive out those who sold 

and those who bought, overturning the tables of the money-changers. And 

he said those now famous words in verse 17, “Is it not written, ‘My house 

shall be called a house of prayer for all the nations’? But you have made it 

a den of robbers.” 

This story is why Lutherans and others have traditionally rejected church 

fundraising. As you may remember, I am a cradle Lutheran, baptized and 

confirmed, and with two theological degrees from a Lutheran seminary. 

Lutherans promote tithing, giving 10% of their income, which easily 

supports congregational ministries when most members do it. So, when I 

joined The United Church of Canada in 1996, to say I was astonished at all 

the fundraising under the auspices of “stewardship,” is putting it mildly. I 

served as your denominational (national) Stewardship Development 

Minister for quite a few years before resigning myself to changing my mind 

about that in this denomination that began calling its former stewardship 

ministry “Philanthropy” shortly before I left the General Council office to 

follow my call to ordained ministry. (And I note the terminology has since 

returned to that of stewardship, but I digress.) 

This story is definitely a stewardship story, about stewardship of money 

and stewardship of justice and relationships. They are all linked.  

The justice connection is made in a book by Marcus Borg and Dom 

Crossan that makes wonderful reading during Lent—The Last Week: What 

the Gospels Really Teach About Jesus’s Final Days in Jerusalem. In it, 

they suggest that Jesus decided to come back the next day, the day after 

the palm parade, when there would be more people in the temple.  

These theologians believe this was a carefully planned event, with political 

implications. A demonstration! He wanted people there to witness it. It is 

what made the religious leaders so angry that they saw to it that Jesus was 

dead by the end of the week, in the story told by Mark, Matthew, and Luke.  

We as 21st century Christians may easily miss the context of injustice which 

Jesus is protesting here.  

Remember the story where Jesus is asked whether it is okay to pay taxes 

and he says, “Show me a coin.” The coin he is shown has Caesar’s face on 
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it, to which Jesus responds, “Give to Caesar what is Caesar’s and to God 

what is God’s.”  

Jesus had to ask for a coin because he carries no money. The coin he is 

shown, carried by a religious leader against their own religious rules, shows 

they trade in the coin of the oppressive realm, so it’s a non-issue. They are 

just trying to trap Jesus. 

At the temple, however, people are expected to buy their sacrificial animals 

with special temple money, not to bring animals bought with Roman 

money. So, they have to exchange their everyday money into temple 

money, exchanged by notoriously crooked money-changers.  

Imagine having to change Canadian currency to U.S. through a Payday 

Loan outfit that charges as high as 50% on the exchange, in addition to the 

already terrible exchange rate. (There was yet another exposé this past 

week about the Payday Loan companies that bilk poor customers who are 

desperate to be able to pay bills, charging as high as 50% on their loans.)  

You get the picture. Poor folks from the countryside made a pilgrimage to 

the temple, hoping to be able to sacrifice a goat or sheep, but only able to 

afford birds because of the crooked money-changing. Which, by the way, 

no doubt also lined the pockets of the temple leaders, not just the money-

changers. 

So yeah, I love this story about Jesus deliberately planning a public 

demonstration to protest the oppression of their own people by those 

running the temple. The temple, which was “supposed” to ensure that 

widows and orphans and others who were marginalized were cared for, 

oppressed them instead. 

This is my kind of story. My involvement in the anti-apartheid movement in 

the 1980s in the state, national, and international arenas changed the life of 

this former model housewife, who (I shudder) had been meekly “obedient” 

to my husband’s decisions about my life. I found my “voice” (literally and 

figuratively, before spastic dystonia crippled my physical voice). And my 

passion for justice was ignited.  

It sent me to seminary, looking for and finding the theological justification 

for justice work. And there I learned about so many other areas of injustice.  
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Significantly, the last area of injustice that I challenged was the one that 

affected me as a woman. My feminist studies began in seminary and 

continued in PhD work at St. Michael’s in Toronto, even in a course with 

Rev. Harold, where our paths first crossed. 

Coincidentally, prior to going to seminary, I finally figured out who my 

brother was as a gay man. That changed both of our lives, as we became 

best friends for the remaining thirteen years of his life. During that time, we 

talked for hours on end and I learned a lot about what life had been like, 

and continued to be, for him. He died in 2001 from HIV, with which he had 

lived for nearly two decades, taking part of my heart with him. 

Do you see where this is going? EPUC is a church that is strong in its 

commitment to justice and to being welcoming to all. We have a very active 

Wider Work committee which frequently provides opportunities for the rest 

of us to join them in advocating for a variety of justice concerns. We are 

firmly committed to climate crisis work.  

We are also a congregation that is intentional about hospitality, welcoming 

strangers as friends we do not yet know. I have mentioned before how 

welcomed Stephen and I felt when we visited the week before I began my 

ministry with you. Gayle and Kent and others made a lasting impression! 

When Jim McMaster asked the Official Board a few months ago about 

exploring the possibility of becoming an Affirming faith community, it linked 

those two strengths of EPUC: a concern for justice and for being 

welcoming. We are now in that process of discovering what it would mean 

to be an intentionally Affirming congregation.  

Jim, with board permission, formed an “A-Team” to begin the process. Our 

Wednesday Lent study group led by Callie Archer is also engaging in the 

conversation. YOU would be welcome to join either or both groups! The link 

for the two remaining Wednesday evening discussions is in the bulletin.  

You will notice the statement of intent about the Affirming process in the 

bulletin, below our Land Acknowledgement, part of being public about our 

intent. 

And next Sunday is P.I.E. Day, a riff on “Pi Day” because it is March 14th. 

Remember pi, the math symbol? Pi Day is an annual celebration of the 

mathematical constant π. Pi Day is observed on March 14 since 3, 1, and 4 
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are the first three significant digits of π. In 2009, the United States House of 

Representatives even supported the designation of Pi Day. 

The LGBQT community has for the last several years celebrated March 14 

as a day to be Public, Intentional, and Explicit (PIE) about our commitment 

to justice and welcome to all marginalized peoples, including all sexual 

orientations and gender identities. 

To that end our Moderator Richard Bott has a special message for us, 

which we will hear during the Minute for Mission on 7 March. The link is 

here for folks to listen again at home: https://youtu.be/dX-w46NSfH0. 

As a faith community in the Affirming process, we at EPUC have also been 
invited to a special PIE event next Saturday, 13 March at 10:30 on Zoom. 
(It is being held on Saturday, the day before PIE Day, when we will be in 
worship!) The speaker is one of my former Unit leaders at General Council, 
now General Secretary of The United Church of Canada, Rev. Michael 
Blair. Michael is such a blessing to the whole church! Please consider 
participating in this event at: https://us02web.zoom.us/j/87287698224 

(Meeting ID: 872 8769 8224) 
 

So there you have it: your minister is thrilled that we at EPUC are engaging 
in the Affirming process, learning intentionally about stewardship of 
relationships that welcome all people, a process that puts us on the side of 
justice with Jesus.  
 

 

i Click on the link for each gospel to compare the story in all three Synoptic gospels. 
 

P.S. If you have questions or concerns about the Affirming process, 
please feel free to be in touch with me or Jim McMaster (chair of the 
Affirm Team aka A-Team) or Morgan Perigo (Official Board chair) 

                                                           

https://youtu.be/dX-w46NSfH0
https://us02web.zoom.us/j/87287698224

