
 

 

Third Sunday in Lent  
March 8, 2015 

 
In today's gospel reading, we hear a story about Jesus making a big mess and making 
a lot of people so angry that they ultimately decide to kill him.  And we have to wonder:  
Why did he do it? 
 
The scene is the Jewish Temple in Jerusalem, a massive, imposing stone structure that 
had been significantly expanded some 50 years before -- and that would be completely 
destroyed for good less than 50 years later. 
 
But right now, the Temple is at the height of its influence and importance, and this is its 
busiest time of year:  the Jewish high holiday of Passover is approaching, and the 
Temple is buzzing with worshipers who have come to make animal sacrifices and 
vendors selling animals for sacrifice.  Imagine the din of people crowded together, 
jostling to make their purchases and then to enter the Temple.  Imagine the smell and 
noise of the animals in their cages and pens, the doves, sheep, and cattle, the cries of 
the vendors hawking their wares, the jangle of coins changing hands. 
 
Jesus and his disciples enter the Temple.  They take in the scene -- and then Jesus 
flies into a rage the likes of which are rarely recorded in the gospels.  With a whip in 
hand he drives out the animals and the people selling them, and he turns over the 
tables of the moneychangers and dumps their coins on the floor.  The hustle-and-bustle 
of day-to-day life at the Temple comes to a complete standstill because of the chaos 
that Jesus has created.  
 
This scene of Jesus at the Temple is so memorable and dramatic, and so important, 
that it's reported by all four gospel writers.  We can imagine that those who saw it would 
certainly have remembered it forever and spread the word widely.  And the authorities 
certainly took notice -- when they decided later to have Jesus killed, this was one of the 
main reasons. 
 
So why did Jesus do it?  What could possibly have made Jesus so angry that he felt the 
need to do something so disruptive, dramatic, and dangerous that it put his life in 
danger? 
 
Jesus gives us a clue in his answer to the Temple authorities when they ask him what 
right he has to come into the Temple and turn everything upside down.  Jesus offers 
them proof for his authority to do these things in the form of a sign:  He tells the Temple 
leaders, "Destroy this temple, and in three days I will raise it up." 
 
Not surprisingly, the Temple leaders aren't convinced: they don't believe that Jesus 
could do this, and they don't understand that when Jesus talks about destroying the 
temple and raising it up in three days he isn't talking about the literal Jerusalem Temple 
made of stone and mortar -- Jesus is talking instead, as John writes, about another 
temple, "the temple of his body."  Jesus is not only predicting his own death and 



 

 

miraculous resurrection when he talks about the temple of his body being destroyed and 
then miraculously raised up three days later -- Jesus is also claiming that his own body 
has replaced the Jerusalem Temple as humanity's connection to God.  This is why 
Jesus becomes so enraged by the activities in the Temple that day -- he sees them as 
creating a monopoly on access to God by saying that you can only connect with God 
through sacrifice in the Temple.  But now, Jesus says, things will be different: instead of 
connecting to God through traveling to the Jerusalem Temple and offering an animal 
sacrifice, now humanity will connect to God through the body of Jesus.  Instead of 
meeting God in a temple of mortar and stone, humanity will now meet God in a temple 
of flesh and bone, in a body like your body and my body. 
 
But... why would God ever want to do this?  Why would God ever want to take on a 
body like your body and my body? 
 
A few months ago I watched a movie called "Her" -- maybe you've heard of it, it came 
out a couple of years ago; it's kind of a science fiction movie that's set in the not-too-
distant future.  In this movie, the actor Joaquin Phoenix plays a recently divorced man 
named Theodore.  After his divorce, Theodore falls into despair and gives up on human 
relationships.  To ease his loneliness, Theodore buys an operating system, a piece of 
artificial intelligence software named Samantha, that runs on his smartphone and 
computer.  At first, it seems that the operating system Samantha is basically like Siri on 
the iPhone -- Theodore can talk to her, ask her to do things like open e-mail, give 
directions, tell him the weather, etc.  But it soon becomes apparent that the operating 
system Samantha can do a whole lot more than that.  Samantha has feelings and can 
learn and grow and change, just like a person.  Theodore can talk with Samantha about 
anything, and she's a great conversation partner.  Samantha is basically a super-
intelligent person who lives in Theodore's phone and computer.  In the movie's hyper-
connected technological world, she can control just about everything, from the 
appliances in Theodore's apartment to his computer at work, in addition to knowing 
everything about everything.  Samantha is superhuman, almost like a God.  There's just 
one thing Samantha doesn't have -- a body. 
 
Over time, Theodore and Samantha develop a very close relationship that eventually 
blossoms into romance.  But their relationship doesn't last.  In the end, they drift apart 
because there are fundamental things about being human that Samantha, in her 
disembodied state, can never experience, just as there are things in Samantha's world 
that Theodore, with his human mind and body, can never experience.  Without the 
connection that comes through both having bodies, a deep relationship between 
Theodore and Samantha can't last. 
 
Strange as it is, this movie is a powerful reminder of the deepest connection that you 
and I have with each other and with all other people:  we all have bodies.  Whatever 
else divides us as humans, whether it's language, culture, religion, or political ideology, 
we all share the common experience of experiencing the world through our bodies.  
Now it's certainly true that our bodies are not all the same -- they look different from one 
another and some of them sometimes seem to be more cooperative health-wise than 



 

 

others.  But even so, our shared embodied-ness gives us a set of foundational common 
experiences that you simply can't have any other way.  Each of us has known, for 
example, the feelings of being hungry and being full, of being hot and being cold, of 
being exhausted and full of energy, of being stressed and full of peace, to name just a 
few.  How could we possibly explain these feelings to someone like Samantha who 
doesn't experience the world in a body? 
 
Whatever else divides us, these experiences and many more that come with having a 
body unite all of us gathered here with all people around the world.  Through Jesus, 
these experiences of having a body unite us with God, too.  Our bodies are our deepest 
connection to God and each other.  That means that as much as our bodies might 
sometimes frustrate us, as the foundation of our relationships with God and each other 
they are nonetheless a tremendous blessing.  
 
When Jesus announces in today's gospel reading that the way to connect with God is 
no longer through a building in Jerusalem but through the temple of his own body, he's 
not just announcing a new way to connect with God -- he's announcing a way to 
connect with God that is much deeper than anything that has ever existed before.  He's 
announcing that we're no longer just connected to God through God's creation of us in 
God's own image, but now we're also connected to God because God has lived in the 
world as one of us.  Whatever we're experiencing in our lives, God has lived it too, and 
God is there with us in the midst of it no matter what. 
 
God loves us so much that God became human and lived among us in order to bridge 
that final gap of being human that Theodore and Samantha were never able to 
overcome in the movie.  And God continues to work in our lives each day, in ways both 
obvious and unexpected, to bring us closer to God and each other.  AMEN. 
 
 
 
      


