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Sermon for Lent III—Year B 2015 
What Did Jesus See? 

 
 
How many of you have been captivated this past week by “the dress”? 
You know the dress that has taken the internet by storm 
and has news and talk show hosts debating what colors it is. 
The dress that to my eyes at least looks white and gold. 
But if, we look at it from different angles, it seems to change hues. 
Most of us are confounded when we hear others say they see other colors altogether. 
At least I know I find myself more than a little puzzled by it: 
how two of us can look at the same image and see something entirely different? 
Experts have tried to understand and explain this phenomenon  
so that the average person can understand it;  
one even offered the explanation that 'color' doesn't actually exist.   
It is all in our minds.  We simply see what we see.   
While I am not at all convinced of the truth of that explanation,  
it is hard to understand, isn't it?   
Especially when 'color' has always seemed so obvious. 
 
Now I know I’m not color blind but I wouldn’t say I was entirely color confident either. 
You all know—and some have even remarked about it— 
that I prefer to wear dark colors (especially black)— 
it is only with strong encouragement that I step out of 
my dark color palate to wear something brightly colored (with the exception of my alb!). 
Frankly bright, bold colors seem risky to me. 
I don't know  --- perhaps that is why I 'see' white and gold  
when I look at 'the dress.'  
And yes, I can't help but wonder if that is also sometimes true  
about the way I see other parts of my life. 
How do I gain, a bolder, brighter way of seeing? 
 
What was Jesus seeing that day in the temple? 
Was Jesus seeing bright bold red? 
Or was his understanding of what is before him  
as simple as 'black and white'? 
Either way, he is surely 'seeing' something  
that no one else was taking notice of. 
 
The unforgettable rage of Jesus is stunning and dramatic –  
his clenched fist holds high the whip of cords he has made,  
and he brings it down with stunning force,  
turning over the tables,  
scattering coins,  
sheep, cattle, and doves,  
frightening them all. 



 2 

Scaring all the worshippers who have come from afar  
to enter into these holy days in their beloved Temple.  
Of course the priests challenge him,  
their alarm and outrage rising at the same time. 
Who could blame them in a way?   
What a scene to take place in such a sacred, holy place. 
Why on earth did he do this? 
Is it because Jesus 'saw' what no one else could or would?  
 
It certainly seems his perception was so radically different  
that he acted with such forthright certainty to make right that which was so wrong.   
And yet, we remember that the temple held precious memories for Jesus.   
It was the destination where every Jewish child knew; 
the place where every faithful Jew would make at least one pilgrimage in their lifetimes.  
It was the place where he had gotten so caught up in conversation with the teachers  
when he was a small child himself, that his parents lost track of him.  
To be sure, unlike any who had come before, this was his home above any other home  
for he understood it to be his 'Father's house.'   
So perhaps it should come as no surprise that Jesus would  
show his outrage at what was going on.  
For it appears this holy place had become,  
for some at least, a place of business transactions. 
The Passover is near. 
Hearts and minds are focused on the exodus event and expectations of deliverance— 
at least that is what the focus should be. 
The Jerusalem temple was a magnificent place— 
even while it was still under massive restoration and expansion. 
What a sight it must have been! 
Indeed, we might remember the conversation Jesus has with his disciples  
when they remark on impressive the stonework is. 
 
But—as Jesus knows very well—appearances can be deceiving. 
Jesus found little in the way of sacred space. 
The Court of the Gentiles looked and sounded like an open-air market. 
Cattle bellowing, sheep bleating, turtledoves cooing, 
and over the din people yelling and coins clanging. 
 
Now, as it happens, all this cacophony was necessary  
for the functioning of the temple—at least from the earthly point of view. 
The temple tax had to be paid in temple coinage— 
that is in coins not engraved with the image of the Emperor 
—so money changers were necessary for the 
worshippers to purchase the animals necessary for the ritual sacrifices. 
Because sacrificial animals had to be without blemish,  
sellers of such animals were necessary. 
After all, who could make it all the way to Jerusalem with an unblemished animal? 
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All of this commerce was in service to the temple, 
but . . . did these services have to be done within the walls of the Temple? 
Was it necessary to rob the Gentiles (the non-Jews) 
of the one area in the Temple precincts they were allowed to enter and pray?   
Moreover, some believe that the surcharge for exchanging money  
into currency which was suitable for temple offerings was so exorbitant  
that the poor were not able to afford to worship God in that place  
in the way that it was customary to do so.  
And, as I think we would all agree, 
that would have been entirely contrary to God's intent. 
 
Entering the temple, Jesus discovered just how deceiving appearances can be. 
The temple has become a beautiful sham. 
And when Jesus comes face to face with it, well, he sees red. 
 
Now I asked earlier why on earth did Jesus do this— 
but did you notice that those who were there did not ask why Jesus had acted this way? 
They knew that one day the Lord or the Lord’s anointed would suddenly appear  
in the temple to straighten things out (Malachi 3:1). 
They didn’t ask why—but they did ask—who, as who do you think you are. 
They asked Jesus for evidence that he was the one with the authority to do this! 
I’m sure many had no intention of violating God’s purposes— 
they were just doing things the way believed were the right ways. 
And yet . . . Jesus words and actions turns 
not just tables but everything over and around. 
 
And then he adds insult to injury by telling them  
that if there is any destruction of the temple going on,  
it is his well-intentioned yet blind challengers who are doing the deed. 
It makes me think of a conversation I had with one member who said— 
One reason I believe in Christ’s resurrection is that as poorly and badly as the Church 
has acted over these two thousands years, we haven’t managed to kill the faith. 
It’s a comment that spoke my own thoughts many times— 
yet with humility and while blushing because I know that 
I am possibly among those who may be part of the destruction of the temple. 
 
Of course, as we on earth are want to do, when Jesus says— 
Destroy this temple and in three days I will raise it up— 
we think in concrete terms, 
we think Jesus is talking of the temple of our own making— 
the one constructed of stones. 
But he is speaking, of course, of the temple of his own body. 
We know that Jesus’ challengers will seek to destroy him—his body. 
They will think the deed is done, that not one bone of his body will be left standing. 
And . . . for just a brief moment, the shadow of the cross falls  
on this moment in the temple. 
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But just as Jesus promises, the cross will not have the last word, 
it will not be the end for Jesus—for God will always have the last word 
and so Jesus will rise from the dead. 
People will try intentionally to destroy Christ, 
and even the Church with all good intentions may have its hand in his destruction, 
but God will always have the last word—for the tomb can not hold him. 
 
Jesus who was the anointed who appeared  
suddenly in the temple just as the prophets promised, 
who could see beyond appearances— 
and Jesus always does, he wanted for us far more for us  
than we usually ever want for ourselves—or others. 
What God and Jesus and the Spirit want for us 
is what we prayed for at the start of this Lenten season— 
clean hearts, 
a renewed spirit within us, 
the restoration of the joy of our salvation. 
 
But the joy of our salvation is hidden and revealed in the cross. 
Appearances are deceiving. 
And this is the paradox and mystery of our faith— 
far greater and more confounding than any paradox and debate over the colors of a dress. 
For, as Paul at his most eloquent, says, 
Where is the one who is wise? 
Where is the debater of this age? 
Has not God made foolish the wisdom of the world? 
 
To see God’s power in the powerlessness of Christ is a gift of the Spirit. 
It is the Spirit who helps us to see that the cross does not deny the reality of death. 
It reinforces it. 
But it also denies its finality. 
 
All of this became very personal to me 14 years ago when my youngest brother died— 
the anniversary of his death is, in fact, coming up in about a week. 
Paul was 37 years old when he died and though he was not exactly in the best of health, 
because he was young—in his 30s as I said—no one in my family saw his death coming. 
As we’ve noted earlier, appearances can be deceiving. 
Looking back on that time, I realize now that his death  
was the beginning of what I would call my spiritual awakening. 
It was the season of Lent when my brother died and 
I remember very sincerely praying the verses of Psalm 51 
Create in me a clean heart, O God, 
and renew a right a spirit within me. 
Restore unto me the joy of your salvation . . . 
It was not long after I prayed these words  
than I was asked to serve as a member of Council— 
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(rather a surprising answer to prayer!—appearances are deceiving!) 
This came after a long hiatus of shunning any involvement 
or commitment to life together as church. 
Three years after that prayer,  
I was serving as Council president and my husband and I were both serving 
principal positions in a capital campaign at our congregation at the time 
 which was St. John’s in Summit. 
Our deeper commitment to discipleship had brought some changes  
to the way we viewed ourselves and the way we saw God. 
You could say that Jesus suddenly appeared in our personal temples  
and turned the tables of our “same old, same old” ways over. 
It was during that time of renewal and awakening that my husband Joe and I  
had the unexpected gift of working together on the hymn  
that we will be singing in a few moments. 
While working together on a CD we were producing for the capital campaign,  
Joe was improvising on the piano in the sanctuary of St. John’s. 
The tune he improvised in turn called forth some words from me. 
The unexpected coming together of this music and the words was the outpouring of the 
restoration of the joy of God’s salvation in my life and, I hope,  
made it possible for me to be an instrument of God’s love and salvation 
with the people I serve and live with. 
 
Where is the one who is wise? 
Where is the debater of this age? 
Has not God made foolish the wisdom of the world? 
 
May God grant that we begin to see beyond appearances and start to see in new ways! 
 
 
 
 
 


