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The Wounded by Arno Breker

Some wounds do not heal.

When I was a journalist, I remember sitting with the mother whose son’s remains had only recently returned from the war in Iraq. I listened to her grieve as she told the story of how her son unexpectedly came to join the military, how she feared for him, how she found out about his fate.

I listened to her weep.

Later, I listened to her recount her family’s bittersweet meeting with then-President George W. Bush and watched her smile as she accepted a posthumous diploma on her son’s behalf.

At the time, I described her experience of her son’s death as a pain that had become as common as breathing, as if every breath was laced with broken glass.

One evening, I drank beer with her as we sat in a swing in front of her house, objectivity be damned.

She told me the same stories she had already told me.

I just listened, because some wounds don’t heal.

Months later, this mother sat in a ditch in Texas and demanded to speak with the president, this time on her terms. She became the Peace Mom under the glare of klieg lights and cameras. She became an anti-war hero, vilified and deified depending on your political slant. About that time, I got an e-mail from Andrew Breitbart and from the producer of the Bill O’Reilly show asking me for more information on the story I wrote on her. These folk used my story to smear her and to call her a liar and a flip-flopper. They wanted me to talk on the record.

I refused because when I saw Cindy Sheehan on television I still saw the mother grieving her son.

I refused, because I knew some wounds don’t heal.

The loss of a child is a wound I cannot imagine ever fully heals. Victims of abuse, of war and of terror all bear wounds that I cannot imagine ever fully heal. Truth be told, we all have wounds that won’t heal. Some we have created fancy names for like depression, post-traumatic stress disorder or other mental suffering. Others have a physical diagnosis like HIV, cancer, lupus.

We all have wounds that will not heal.



by He Qi

Jesus is no different, and this is the most striking element in all the resurrection stories we celebrate during Easter. Those unhealed wounds are the shadow side to all the trumpeted alleluias, major chords and celebratory hymns so indicative of the season. This is the season where we are to revel in the triumph of our Lord over death and its eternal sting. But we forget too easily that our Lord still has wounds.

In so many of the resurrection stories, the disciples are seen touching and marveling at Jesus’ wounds. Did they expect them to be healed? Or is it only by his wounds that they can recognize him at first?

Whatever the case, these wounds are not scars, faded blemishes where the skin has closed and only distant memories of cuts and skinned knees remain. Rather they are open wounds. Holes in each hand, each foot where nails of oppression, terror and state-sanctioned murder pierced him. A open, ragged gash where a spear tore into his abdomen, his vital organs.

The crucifixion does not heal. The wounds from the cross do not heal. They remain open, forever and always.

The resurrected body of Christ remains marked by his earthly suffering. Eternally.

But, the wounds no longer bleed, either. When Jesus touches his friends, he does not leave bloody handprints on their cheeks, nor do crimson footprints mark his trail in the Palestinian sand. When he ascends, blood does not pour down on the upturned faces of his friends watching him disappear.

This is the promise of the resurrection — not that we will no longer be wounded. No, we will always be wounded. Between hunger and poverty, war and terror, abuse and hate, our world will make sure that none of us escape unscathed without wounds that do not heal.

But as people of the resurrection, our promise is that our wounds will not always and forever bleed us of our lives, our vitality. The promise of the resurrection is not the assurance of a life without wounds but a life in which our wounds, even if they define us as they do Jesus, do not bleed us. The promise of the resurrection is that, eventually, after the bleeding stops, our wounds, while they won’t ever heal, might just begin to heal others.

v

Sermon: Cain and Abel. 

 Readings: Genesis chapter 4. Qur'an chapter 5.
The stories at the beginning of Genesis probably began as stories round the camp fire told by poets and story tellers who travelled among the Arab tribes of the Middle East. Stories like Adam and Eve and Cain and Abel were probably separate stories. Many years later an editor -let's call him 'Eddie'- strung the stories together to make a longer story with a deeper meaning. Eddie wants us to see how estrangement from God in the story of Adam and Eve leads on to hatred and violence among people, even those who are close family.

There are two parts to the story. The first story recounts the murder of Abel. The second tells what happens to Cain afterwards. Both stories tell of God's care for both brothers, for all humanity. 

The first part of the story has to do with states of mind. Both the brothers are religious. But being religious does not of itself get you anywhere. Eddie, like the prophet Samuel believes that 'God looks on the heart'. 

'No gifts have we to offer

For all your love imparts

But that which thou desirest,

Our humble, thankful hearts.'

Maybe Abel had a humble, thankful heart. Maybe he looked at the world around him, saw its beauty, and wished to thank somebody for it. Maybe there were wells of love springing up from deep inside him, and he began by offering that love to God.

What was wrong with Cain? Why wasn't he like Abel? He had been born with a difficult personality. People with difficult personalities have to work hard with themselves. But if they do this effectively they can become extra special people, real treasures. They can be of help to others in ways that the easy going likeable person cannot. They can go deeper into things. God speaks to Cain in a loving parent sort of way. "Come on Cain, no need to pout like that. If you want to be accepted and liked, the answer lies with you. Just try being nice to people, get a smile on your face, you'll find it works wonders. Don't let that nasty little bug inside you get the better of you. Come on, you can do it. I'm here to help you." 

Cain murders Abel. Abel does not murder Cain. It is not a matter of Cain and Abel having a friendly fight and things getting out of hand, Cain proving the stronger or a better fighter than Abel. Since Cain means 'metal worker' it may be that this story is supposed also to account for the origin of weapons of war. Did Cain make the first spear? 

The editor portrays two alternative types of manhood. Men who flex their muscles and regard aggression as a manly thing, and men who cherish their brothers and sisters. God does not have to warn Abel about the misuse of his strength. There is no danger that Abel will murder Cain. Abel is geared to the protection of his brother rather than his harm. Cain's reply to God's enquiry concerning Abel's whereabouts, tells it all. "Am I my brother's keeper?" 

In creating men and women, God had provided the opportunity for partnership and mutual care. And God did not only create Adam and Eve. He also created Adam and Steve. Men were supposed to care for one another too. Aggression and violence are not God's plan. This is being made clear for us right at the beginning of the Bible, long before we get to the Israelites smiting the Amalakites and so on. The Israelites should have taken to heart this ancient camp fire story and then they would not have made the mistake of thinking that God would tell them to do any such thing. 

Today as ever the aggressive instinct still rules humankind. If humankind is to have any future, the Cain in us has to be replaced by the Abel. Aggression still rules in politics. The most chilling words I have ever heard from a Prime Minister in my life time are those from Tony Blair, "We are a nation that goes to war." Alas he was telling the truth for once. Next to the USA our country devotes a greater proportion of its GNP to defence than any other nation on earth. Our economy depends on the arms industry. We even sell arms to potential enemies. Remembrance Day seems to me to have more to do with celebrating war than with repenting of war and making sure we don't have another one.

Aggression also rules religion today. There was a strong streak of desire for a crusade against Islam in the Iraq war as Rowan Williams pointed out at the time. Fundamentalism whether Muslim, Jewish or Christian is potentially violent. It is intolerant in belief and ruthless in method.

The second part of the story has to do with Cain's fate after the murder of Abel. God does not hand out the death penalty. Instead Cain is sentenced to hard labor, or as we would say today, to community service. He also becomes an asylum seeker. 

We can see clearly that the original story of Cain and Abel was not attached to the story of Adam and Eve. Cain is to wander from one country to another and meet people everywhere is goes. These will recognize Cain, or distinguish themselves from him, because there will be something distinctive about him. Your guess as to what this was is as good as mine. Maybe he was a black man and the Garden of Eden from which he fled was East Africa where anthropologists believe we all began. Perhaps he was the first victim of color prejudice. Some believe that Cain had ginger hair and was the ancestor of the ginger-headed Kenite tribe. 

Whatever was 'different' about Cain, God is Cain's protector. God was on the side of Abel when Abel was a victim. God is on the side of Cain when Cain is the victim. It should not be called 'Mark of Cain'. It is 'God's Mark',  sign of God's ownership. Those who suffer rejection and abuse because they are different are under God's guardianship. However strong they may be physically, they are the 'little ones' Jesus tells us not to despise. (Matthew 18:10) Soldiers in their uniforms are not to be despised, or to receive cat-calls in the street. People who do that are not friends of peace. Soldiers are not only schooled in violence, arguably victimization. They are also victims of violence. Often if they survive the conflict, they are the victims of ingratitude, neglect and life-long mental problems.

The story ends with bad news and good news. Cain settles in the land of 'Nod' a word that means 'wandering'.  He settles, but is unsettled. A tortured soul, perhaps to the end of his days. How could he ever forgive himself for killing his brother? Our societies are keen on punishing criminals. It never seems to occur to some people that some criminals punish themselves much harder than anyone else could punish them. 

Cain tries to get away from God. Maybe he represents the first atheist. But he cannot get away from God. God has put God's mark upon him. God is his friend. 

So let's take this on board. God is not just the God of Abel.  God is also the God of Cain, the bounder, the failure, the miserable outcast from respectable society. God is God of the atheist. Even the atheist has God's mark on him or her. God can speak through the atheist, frequently does - through Stephen Hawking, Richard Dawkins, Christopher Hitchens, Philip Pullman. They sometimes offer God's truth to the Church. They offer essential criticism that the Church is not able or willing to give itself. 

The good news is that Cain finds a wife. He finds a companion and we hope it made up in some measure for the loss of his brother. And wow they had a son called Enoch. The genealogies are very muddled and confusing and come from many sources. Although there seem to be two different Enochs in the lists, they may be the same one. The atheist bears a son who 'walks with God'? So, so possible!

Something I have experienced in my lengthy spiritual career, with many twists and turns, stops and starts is that God always has a plan B, and plan C. God is a great adapter. God obviously didn't want things to turn out the way they did with Cain and Abel.  But God is able to pick up where things have gone wrong and start again on a new tack. He can do the same for us and for humanity. Never mind what's gone on before. 'Let there be peace on earth - NOW - and let it begin with ME!'

The Worst Parable Ever

by Nadia Bolz-Weber 10-23-2011 07:19 am 



Crespi's "The Wedding at Cana," 1686

Once more Jesus spoke to them in parables, saying: ‘The kingdom of heaven may be compared to a king who gave a wedding banquet for his son. He sent his slaves to call those who had been invited to the wedding banquet, but they would not come. Again he sent other slaves, saying, “Tell those who have been invited: Look, I have prepared my dinner, my oxen and my fat calves have been slaughtered, and everything is ready; come to the wedding banquet.” But they made light of it and went away, one to his farm, another to his business, while the rest seized his slaves, maltreated them, and killed them. The king was enraged. He sent his troops, destroyed those murderers, and burned their city. Then he said to his slaves, “The wedding is ready, but those invited were not worthy. Go therefore into the main streets, and invite everyone you find to the wedding banquet.” Those slaves went out into the streets and gathered all whom they found, both good and bad; so the wedding hall was filled with guests.
‘But when the king came in to see the guests, he noticed a man there who was not wearing a wedding robe, and he said to him, “Friend, how did you get in here without a wedding robe?” And he was speechless. Then the king said to the attendants, “Bind him hand and foot, and throw him into the outer darkness, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.” For many are called, but few are chosen.’
– Matthew 22:1-14

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++

When my mom and dad returned from visiting Israel and Palestine, they told me that sometimes nice unsuspecting Christians from the West fall for a little scam. Apparently they buy tours of Biblical sites that include a visit to the very road where the Good Samaritan helped the man beaten by thieves. This seems like it would really complete a trip to the Holy Land until you realize that the Good Samaritan was a parable. It would be like selling tickets to see the childhood home of the Billy Goats Gruff.

But our desire to believe that there is an actual road we could visit where the Good Samaritan helped the beaten man points to our desire to domesticate parables into something understandable and unchanged that we can take snap shots of ourselves standing in front of while on vacation.

But that’s not what parables are — they are metaphoric speech, part riddle, part joke, part fable and totally unsolvable. And they can be maddening which is why throughout Christian history people have tried to define what each one means and neatly allegorize them so they are less mysterious — which, for the record is like trying to nail jello to a tree.

But I understand wanting to simplify parables into something small and understandable — preferably with a moral lesson tacked onto the end. Yet what makes Jesus’ parables so powerful is that they are endless sources of meaning… but we have to be willing to keep tilting our head in different directions to see them anew. And this week, with this parable I just couldn’t seem to tilt my head enough.

Because our parable for today is a real doozy. Here’s how I heard it: A king throws a wedding banquet and invites the other rich, slave-owning powerful people. Seemingly unimpressed by the promised veal cutlet at the wedding feast, the elite invitees laugh at the invitation and proceed to abuse and then kill the slaves of the king. Well then the king kills them back. But he doesn’t stop there, not to be outdone, he burns down the city… and it is there amidst the burning carnage of the newly destroyed city he sends more slaves to go find whoever they can to fill the seats. After all … the food is ready and he has all these fancy robes for the guests. All he cares about is having every seat filled at his big party. But who is left? He burned the city. The rich and powerful have been murdered so it’s the regular folks wandering the streets looking for their dead, picking apart the charred debris of their burned city who are then told that they have no choice but to go to the party of the guy responsible. and it’s already been established that he doesn’t respond well if you turn him down. So the terrified masses show up and pretend that this capricious tyrant didn’t just lay waste to their city. Out of fear they all dutifully put on their wedding robes given them at the door and they pretend. Slipping on a gorgeous garment was what you did for a king’s wedding feast. And the guests got to keep the outfits, just a little souvenir of the king’s generosity — and a reminder to keep in line. You don’t get anything from the empire without it costing you a bit of your life.

Well, our story ends with these well dressed survivors looking on as the King spots the one guy at the banquet who isn’t wearing a wedding robe. And when the innocent man has nothing to say for himself the king has this scapegoat hogtied and thrown into the outer darkness. Many are called but few are chosen he says.

Now, that is clearly the Nadia International Version of the parable but I think my hearing of it is really influenced by what’s happening in the world right now.

Because this week — months after the Arab Spring, and after weeks of the growing Wall Street Occupation — well, in this climate of discontent and dissent as we all begin to wake from our consumer induced coma to see how multi-national corporations control so much more than we can imagine, in a season when tyrants are being over thrown, I simply could not preach a sermon in which I say that God is like an angry murderous slave owning king. Maybe there is a way of finding good news in that but I just couldn’t do it.

Instead, I started to wonder: Why is it that we want to think that in parables God is always the rich man, the ruler, the slave owner, the tyrant. Maybe its because we’ve been told that God is on the side of victory and winning and power and empire. But that’s just not the God we see revealed in Jesus Christ. St. Matthew — whose gospel this parable was taken from — well, Matthew is always contrasting the kingdom of empire with the kingdom of heaven.

So what if the hero is the guy who wouldn’t don the king’s wedding robe? What if kingdom of heaven is like someone who shows up and says no to empire. Who stands speechless before his accusers … what if the kingdom of heaven is like someone who is made a scapegoat for others because we are too scared to speak the truth? What if the kingdom of heaven is like someone who is hog tied for not participating in the charade of pretending God is OK with the powerful victimizing the weak. What if the kingdom of heaven is like someone who is thrown by the empire into the outer-darkness and what if the name of that outer darkness is Calvary.

Because If there is a king in the Gospel that looks anything like the God that we gather to worship, it looks like the King called Jesus; the one who came not to be served, but to serve and to offer his life in exchange for our death. If there is a king in the Gospel that looks anything like the God that we gather to worship it looks like the King called Jesus; the one who was the unexpected embodiment of truth — the kind of truth that disarms the powerful.

All of the promises of empire –  jobs, security, national strength, economic prosperity — all come with a cost. I cannot even begin to examine the ways in which I am both victimized by and complicit in the ways of empire. But Jesus doesn’t play the games of empire. He chooses a way that looks like complete failure through the eyes of empire, but which is the way of forgiveness, mercy, peace and life. Jesus takes on the brutality of the empire and defeats it. He defeats it for us, so that we can live in the way of life even amidst the rubble of empire — even amidst all the ways we suffer on account of empire and all the ways we benefit from it. Because the kingdom of heaven is like: a first century Jewish peasant who laughed at the powerful, kissed lepers, befriended prostitutes and ate with all the wrong people and whom the authorities and the powerful elite had to hog tie and throw into the outer darkness. What if the kingdom of heaven is like Jesus. And what if it is from this place of outer darkness that everything is changed? In the outer darkness of Calvary where death is swallowed up forever.

Listen today to the words that will introduce the passing of the peace later in the liturgy:

He will not command legions of angels
nor ride the machine of holy war;
he will become a slave,
take our hate into his heart
and win us with forgiveness,
for he is God’s unexpected peace.
AMEN


Nadia Bolz-Weber is a Lutheran pastor living in Denver, Colorado, where she serves the emerging church, House for all Sinners and Saints. She blogs at www.nadiabolzweber.com and is the author of Salvation on the Small Screen? 24 Hours of Christian Television[image: image5.png]


. This post originated as a sermon by the author and also can be found at The Sarcastic Lutheran.
skip to main | skip to sidebar 
The Parable of the Three Slaves: An Occupy Tale
November 16, 2011 by David Henson
222Share
[image: image6.jpg]


Once upon a time, a wealthy CEO of a multinational corporation called his three most trusted employees, his three senior vice presidents, into his office. Sharply dressed in a pinstripe suit and sporting a pure white hair and beard, the CEO explained that the corporation had the opportunity to expand its presence in some crucial emerging markets, so crucial that he wanted to oversee the negotiations and acquisitions of new companies himself. If he could manage to reap these companies profits without having sown their original seed, the CEO knew that the investment would mean huge bonuses for himself, and his three senior vice presidents sitting before him and attentively taking notes assumed that some of that financial windfall might trickle down to them. 

But because of the nature of the markets, the CEO didn’t know how long he would be away from the corporations headquarters in New York City. So, to his three senior vice presidents, he entrusted the corporation. To one, he gave the five divisions of the corporation’s financial markets and products subsidiaries; to another he gave the two divisions of the corporations’ goods and services departments; and to the third he gave just one division, the corporation’s agricultural and food products. Each was entrusted according to their level of seniority and area of business expertise. And then the CEO closed his laptop, put it in his carry-on suitcase and headed down to the private car waiting to take him to the airport.

The one who had received five divisions immediately began negotiating and trading. He invested around the world, particularly in areas in crisis. His investments in weapons manufacturing and private paramilitary government contractors indirectly propped up dictators who abused the human rights of his people but maintained favorable economic ties to American — and the corporations’ — interests. At the end of two months, he laid off half of his American workforce and began outsourcing to other countries that allowed for abusive working conditions at a pittance of the pay rate. He doubled his boss’ money.

In the same way, the second senior vice president outsourced all the corporation’s production and manufacturing to countries with lax environmental and workplace regulations. He slashed salaries and allowed heavy metals to poison the groundwater, which opened up a new market for the corporation’s bottled water division and poised it for privatizing the entire country’s water supply. Without having to worry about the toxic byproducts of the corporation’s products or about whether the poorly paid workers making those products developed serious health problems as a result, the man doubled his boss’ money.

Seeing the actions of his fellow senior vice presidents, the third man went off down to a public park, dug a hole in a flower bed in the park and buried his division’s balance sheets, employee rolls and stock holdings. Otherwise, he feared the temptation to follow the other vice presidents’ leads was too great. The park was packed with hundreds of poor people holding signs and repeating each other’s words like parrots. Knowing that his master was a harsh man, he did not want to lose the money to theft, so he occupied the flower bed where he had buried the money, refusing to leave it. He did not shower or comb his hair. His suit became disheveled. Eventually, he held up a sign: “BURIED THE CORPORATION.” People high-fived him.
When his master returned, he called the vice presidents. The first two led the CEO through their PowerPoint presentations about their increased profits. The old man, his white beard grown longer and somehow more pristine, clapped his hands in approval, and rewarded them with multi-million dollar bonuses and new divisions to look after.

The third vice president was nowhere to be seen. When the CEO inquired, the two vice presidents explained where he was. Angrily, the CEO, along with this two trusted VPs, stormed down to the park where they found the third vice president standing in a line of people waiting to speak.

The third VP, when he saw the CEO, shivered. He immediately dug up the corporation’s assets and presented them to the CEO, dirty but intact.

“Boss, you are a harsh man. You take what you don’t work for, you exploit others and harvest their souls. You reap what you do not sow,” the third man said. “So I put your assets in the only place where they could do no harm. I buried them, six feet down with the rest of death. But neither am I a thief. Here you have what is yours. And only what is yours. Nothing more!”

The CEO looked around at the protest in the park and at this vice president. “You wicked, lazy, unwashed hippie! How dare you? You don’t even have a coherent message! You knew I reaped where I did not sow and that I was harsh. Why not give your talent to our own investment bankers. At least then, I would get interest! Take his assets!”

The CEO took out his smartphone, stepped away and made a phone call. “As for this worthless vice president, he will be thrown into darkness where there is weeping and gnashing of teeth.”

The CEO huffed away back to his office building. A few minutes later, the police, dressed in riot gear, arrived. And there was darkness and weeping and gnashing of teeth in the park.

David Henson is a writer who lives in Augusta, Georgia, and is currently working on a novel. He received his Master of Arts from the Graduate Theological Union in Berkeley, California. His meditations on scripture have appeared in Ready the Way: A Walk through Advent (2009), the Christian Century web site, and numerous other blogs. He authors the blogs Unorthodoxology. Find him on Twitter or Facebook.
THE PASSION OF JESUS.

1. The word 'Passion' when we relate it to Jesus means 'suffering. Bach and Handel and others have written Passions, accounts in words and music of the sufferings of Jesus on Good Friday. So why do we have 'Passion Sunday' today- three weeks before Easter? In the first place, you're not all going to be here on Good Friday. You may miss it! Secondly, the sufferings of Jesus were not restricted to his torture and death. The 'Writer to the Hebrews' (most likely Paul's friend Priscilla) wrote:

'We have someone to represent us who can sympathize with our weaknesses. He has been through everything we have been through…'  (GAN 'The Call to Trust' chap 4 v.14)

You may not have been tortured or bullied; but you may have been misunderstood by your family; you may have been rejected by your community; you may have felt betrayed or forsaken by a friend; you may have been maligned or gossipped about; you may have found that your talents or well-intentioned efforts were not appreciated. If so, Jesus says to you, "Tell me about it!" And even those things you think Jesus would not be able to understand and enter into, - you'd be surprised. He had and has a special kind of sympathy that can understand and relate to whatever it is that causes you grief.

'What a friend we have in Jesus - ALL our sins and griefs to bear - What a privilege to carry - EVERYTHING to God in prayer.'

2. But we are wrong, the Church is wrong, to relate the Passion of Jesus only to the miserable side of life. For many Christians, Jesus the misery, Jesus the po-faced, Jesus who is never seen laughing or smiling, is the only Jesus they see. 

Jesus had a 'passion for life'.  Jesus said, 'We've piped to you and you have not danced'. (Matt. 11: 17 KJV) 'I am the Lord of the Dance said he.' In Lent we should not only remember Jesus' six week's in the desert, which was a one off - he never repeated the experience. We should remember the Jesus who went to parties and had a reputation for enjoying his food, who liked walk in the cornfields or on the mountainside, and cruising on the lake, and foot massages with scented oils. Listen to Priscilla again:

'..he went through the school of suffering and learnt to give way to another's wishes. (I think that was the desert experience) When he had completed his lessons, he was able to give full life and health to those willing to let him show the way.'  (GAN pg 437 para 2).

Jesus said, "I have come that you may have life, life in all its fulness."  Good As New, "I want you to have a life packed with good things."

Jesus on the cross is one picture, a picture we should never forget. Jesus dancing is a picture we should never forget either.

3. There is another aspect of the Passion that is not as comfortable for us as Jesus' passion for life, nor his passion on Good Friday. This was Jesus' passion for justice. It was a passion that expressed itself in anger. The incident in which Jesus headed a demonstration in the temple is one of the most difficult passages of scripture to explain. Jesus was reported at his trial as saying something about pulling the temple down and building it again three days, though the witnesses could not agree about the exact words. Jesus did not believe in violence. He called us to love our enemies and to turn the other cheek, to do good to those who do us evil. 

I understood in part when I joined a CND march together with Rhoda one Ash Wednesday in London. It began with a service in a Catholic church just south of the Thames when we each received a smear of ashes on our foreheads. We then marched across Westmnister Bridge, where the police made us take our banners down. Then we proceeded to the nearby Ministry of Defence to sing 'Ubi Caritas' and to smear some of the ashes on the walls. This was a criminal offence. A certain number, chosen beforehand,were arrested and spent the night in police cells and in the morning they were charged and fined for a breach of the peace and public damage. They now had a criminal record and were put on a list of persons dangerous to the state.

The demonstration in the Temple was probably that sort of thing. It may have happened every year. In John's gospel it is at the beginning of his 3 year ministy; in the other gospels at the end. It was a symbolic act of protest. It was frightening in its very symbolism, and threatened to get out of hand, though the temple police were there in full force ready with their clubs for a show-down if necessary. It was a challenge to the establishment of church and state that together combined to oppress the masses. It was a protest against the idea that in order to atone for sin you had to pay the priests heavily for their services. Jesus offered free forgiveness, and even the strict John the Dipper said that all you had to do was to be dipped in water. Jesus, it seems, was also protesting against the ritual slaughter of animals. The whip of three chords was for driving out the sheep and cattle. They were symbolically driven out to freedom. The words Jesus used from scripture about God's house being a place of prayer 'for all people' was a protest against the exclusion from the inner cours of the temple of women, those of other religions and sexual deviants such as eunuchs. It was all highly controversial, though at least one of the Levites in attendance was impressed since he later became a Christian. His name was Joseph, better known by his nickname 'Barnabas' (Cheery. The Levites were the lower clergy who did the menial tasks and got less pay than the priests. They would have understood the symbolism, for it echoed the promise of scripture: 

'… and he will purify the descendents of Levi ..until they present offerings to God in righteousness.'   (Malachi 3:4)

God wanted not the killing of animals but righteousness. Righteousness meant not oppressing the people.

The recent march against the cuts in London was controversial too. And you can take sides. It is obviously regrettable when a minority play into the hands of the media by causing damage. One of my facebook friends, a lecturer in theology at the University of Kent at Canterbury, reported on the arrest of some of his friends who went into Fortnum and Masons,  only to give out leaflets and place some stickers here and there. But they were arrested, spent the night in police cells, submitted to indignity and made to take their clothes off. One girl was only 15 and hysterical. 

But if you are passionate in a cause you believe to be righteous, you must take the consequences. Jesus did. 

4. The passion of Jesus was always the passion of love. When the religious bigots complained about Jesus healing the woman with a bad back on the holy day of rest, the gospel writer says that Jesus looked at them with a mixture of anger and sorrow. He not only loved the woman; he loved them.

Today's lectionary reading is the story of the raising of Lazarus - Larry, Jesus' special friend. The language in which Jesus' passion for Larry is told is OTT (over-the-top). Jesus sobs and wails, like the roaring of a bull or the howling of a dog. "See how he loves his friend" is what the reporters present say. There is something unique and special about the way Jesus loves Larry, and thereafter in the gospel he is referred to as 'the disciple Jesus loved'. Students of my father's generation were taught that 'the disciple Jesus loved' was a symbolic not a real person. The disciple Jesus loved represented any believer - in other words,  you and me. There are still some who follow that line. Perhaps it is what the great theologian Karl Barth meant when he was asked to put the gospel in a nutshell. His reply was, "Jesus loves me, this I know, for the Bible tells me so." He may have had the beloved disciple - meaning you and me, in mind.  I think Larry would be quite pleased at being used in that way. He knew Jesus had other friends - Rocky, and Thomas and Maggie and Judas, Tina the Samaritan woman and Bella the Syrian woman, and all the rest. And many more in days to come.  Christian love is not jealous or envious, as Paul tells us in 1 Corinthians 13. 

So the passion of Jesus was the love Jesus felt for the people of his day. The needy, the oppressed, the outcast people in his land, even his enemies - the strict set (the Pharisees) and the smooth set (the Saducees). And the occupying Romans! Yes, Jesus even had Roman soldiers among his special friends. His love was wide enough to embrace all types and conditions. Jesus has a passion for you.

