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Oil & Wine  Third Sunday of Lent  15 March 2009
• Ex 20:1-17  • Ps 19 (18):8-11  • 1 Cor 1:22-25  • John 2:13-25


In parishes that have the Rite of Christian Initiation of Adults (RCIA), the first of the three scrutinies is celebrated today. This is not just a rite celebrated for those preparing for Easter baptism; it is celebrated with them by the whole assembly. With the concluding prayer of the scrutiny the catechumens, the “chosen ones,” are called to “open their hearts honestly to confess their failures and be forgiven.” Gathered with them, the baptised are also called to search and cleanse their hearts, the personal sanctuary where God knows us in our deepest truth. From the 4th century, the Ten Commandments have been a significant aspect of the catechesis for baptism, and on this Sunday they are presented to the catechumens as part of their instruction, the “law” that will help them direct their way to new life in Christ.
The idea of a directive, a guide, is proclaimed in the first reading. It is the Leviticus version of the Decalogue (literally, the Ten Words) that we call the Ten Commandments. Rather than being a negative and burdensome list, it is offered as wisdom instruction for responding to and living out our covenant relationship with God and other people. In bringing the people out of slavery in Egypt into freedom, God has already marked them with his love, and their obedience is to be a response to love shown,​ not  a kind of market place ‘deal making,’ not an ethic of “You scratch my back and I’ll scratch yours.”  Love needs an environment of freedom, and so the commandments are about freedom: from the worship of false gods, including ourselves, and from putting our humanity in bondage through our distorted relationships with God and with one another. The contemporary ‘gods’ of consumerism, racism, sexism, militarism, individualism and numerous addictions attract slaves, not free worshippers. There can be no glib recital of the Ten Commandments as we might have done in school; they offer us clearly defined boundaries, markers along the way to an awareness of human possibilities and limitations.
The verses of the responsorial Ps 19, affirm that the law of the Lord is a revelation by which God revives, enhances, and guides human life. As a sequence of images affirm, this is law that does not kill or condemn. It is more revealing of truth than light; more precious to possess than gold; more than honey, it sweetens and gives taste to our lives. The antiphon to the psalm is a verse from John’s gospel, Peter’s affirmation after the Bread of Life discourse, that “You (Lord) have the words of eternal life” (John 6:68). In Jesus’ life, death and resurrection constitute the most radical living out and wisest interpretation of the law for which he has profound respect. Jesus did not reject the law but brought it to fulfilment (cf. Matt 5:17). 
At one level, today’s gospel is about cleansing from false gods, in what had come to be known as “the cleansing of the Temple” by Jesus. At another and deeper level, it is not so much about what Jesus does as about who he is. In the gospel we see Jesus justly angry in other situations: when children are kept away from him, when he stands at the tomb of Lazarus confronting the power of death. Today’s gospel does not actually use the word ‘anger,’ but the action is played out against the background of the zeal of Ps 69:9 – the consuming passion of the psalmist for God and the house of God, the Temple, which the disciples remember after Jesus himself has been consumed in death and risen in glory. 
Moneychangers were necessary, because foreign coinage minted with pagan imperial images could not be accepted as Temple tax or for the purchase of animals or birds to be offered in sacrifice. Such coins had to be exchanged for ritually acceptable coinage. Jesus is not naive; he knows that petty pilfering and profiteering can be involved in these transactions; that in a few hours the tables will again be upright and business resumed. But something much more religiously significant is at stake. Jesus’ anger is not so much directed at the merchants themselves who were merely employees of the Temple authorities. He acts against the religious leaders who were responsible for the organization of the trading and their self-serving economics, and accuses them of converting the Temple into a commercial centre that distracts the people from realizing that here is a privileged place of God’s presence with them. Consequently, much of the Temple worship has become empty and atrophied. As an outsider to the power structures of the Temple exercised by the religious authorities, most of whom opposed Jesus, he derails worship, at least for a few hours, as the feast of Passover approaches and pilgrims flood into Jerusalem to make it one of the busiest Temple times of the year. What Jesus does is not anti-Jewish; like Isaiah, Jeremiah, Hosea and Amos (e.g., Is 58:6-9; Jer 7:4-7; Hos 6:6; Amos 5:21-24), he offers a prophetic challenge to a religious institution that is so embedded in its own rules and practices, so absolutised, that it is no longer open to the new that might be revealed to it by God. The contemporary church is not exempt from such a challenge, as Vatican II reminds us: “Christ summons the Church, as she goes on her pilgrim way, to that continual reformation of which she always has need, insofar as she is a human institution here on earth” (Vatican II, Decree of Ecumenism, art. 6). Jesus refers to the Temple in several ways, one of which is “the house” of his Father. This Greek word (oikos) can also mean ‘household,’ a reminder that as God’s household, all of the baptised must realize that we are not beyond the reach of Jesus’ whip or overturning hands if, especially during Lent, we ignore the call to conversion.
After his dangerously prophetic action, Jesus does not quit the scene. He has more ‘table turning’ to do. He stays to answer the criticism of those who can see no further than the physical Temple built over forty-six years, and dares to name himself as the new and living temple, the holy place in which God’s presence dwells as nowhere and in no one else. Ultimately, the sanctuary of Jesus’ body will be destroyed in death, only to be raised again, and it is only after these events that the disciples will remember and understand his words.
By baptism we are built as living stones into the temple of Christ’s body (cf. 1 Cor 3:16-17; 2 Cor 6:16), called into that uncluttered space where there is freedom and zeal for God, and care that the other living stones of our sisters and brothers (1 Pet 2:5) are not displaced and so weaken the holy structure. We have come to realise that the ‘temples’ of banking and commercial power can be vigorously built – and also, in the present financial crisis, just as surprisingly demolished so that many people are discovering that their life-giving hopes and dreams have collapsed with them. Church authorities must also be aware of the betrayal of their communities when they connive with tyrannical and unjust civil leaders and causes, when fundraising takes precedence over faith raising, when there is a refusal even to consider alternatives to certain religious practices when these are obviously in their death throes; and when some people’s nostalgia for liturgy of the past resists the leading of the Spirit into the future envisaged by Vatican II. In all these incidents, the ‘cleansing’ of the contemporary church is needed, even though criticism of the abuse of religious institutions can be costly for the prophet, as it was for Jesus.
All the readings for this Sunday have been selected with a view to the spiritual schooling of the catechumens who are preparing for baptism, and also as a reminder of the need of the already baptised to make a special Lenten effort to deepen our baptismal commitment which we will proclaim at the Easter Vigil. Paul reminds his Corinthian church, and us, that it may be relatively easy to acknowledge a sign of God’s power at work in the miracles that Jesus performed. To recognise the power and wisdom of God in a crucified Christ, can present us with a stumbling block (skándalon), a kind of madness, if we rely on human wisdom to make sense of this divine reality. Paul has no intention of dismissing human reason and intellect which are also gifts of God to our humanity. But to understand the paradox of God’s foolish wisdom and weakness that are revealed in the crucified Christ, something more is needed. We need the faith that seeks to be taken into Christ, crucified and risen from the dead, and recognise in him the ultimate pledge of God’s love for and involvement with humanity. 
In RB 52, Benedict has a few words to say about the ‘mini-cleansing’ of the oratory of the monastery. He does not like using words without integrity or just as jargon; they should mean what they say. If the oratory is to be true to its name, a place for prayer, that is what it should be. It should not be a jumble room for storage, because that would reflect the jumbled prayer life of those who tolerate such an environment. If someone is moved to pray silently in the oratory after the communal Liturgy of the Hours, that is acceptable, as long as the Hours are not considered just as a preparation for individual contemplative prayer. A wiser practice that could flow from this warning would be to allow generous space for silence and reflection between the psalms in the Hours. Benedict also respects the choice to pray at other times in the oratory, but again he wants such prayer to be simple, without the jumble of ostentation and elaborate prayer aids. At prayer, the inner sanctuary of the heart is to be cleansed with tears that, for Benedict, does not mean excessive emotionalism but rather an expression of the outpouring of the focused heart under the movement of the Holy Spirit. Whether prayer in the oratory is either communal or private, it is to be in the context of mutual respect. For some of us, might Benedict’s wisdom in this short chapter provoke a degree of wistfulness as we look around some of our parish churches, community chapels or more domestic places of prayer?  
