
March 4, 2018 Lent 3
John 2:13-22 Pastor Jeff Laustsen

“Pilgrimage in Reverse”

“Destroy this temple, and in three days I will raise it up.”

The Canterbury Tales tell the story of a group of thirty people who travel as pilgrims to Canterbury, England
and share various tales along the way.  Written by Geoffrey Chaucer between 1387 – 1400, these fictional tales
are told in the real-life setting of pilgrim who would travel to the shrine of St. Thomas Becket, who was
murdered in the Canterbury Cathedral in 1170 and made a saint in 1173.  While pilgrimages to Canterbury
have ceased, The Canterbury Tales are still read by students of English literature and are a classic example of
Middle English writings that would have an influence on the modern English language.

While pilgrims may no longer travel to Canterbury, pilgrimages remain popular throughout the world.  A
pilgrimage is “a journey or search of moral or spiritual significance” and can take many forms.  Some
pilgrimages are secular: fans of Elvis Presley make pilgrimages to Graceland in Memphis; hockey fans travel to
the Hockey Hall of Fame in Toronto; and many Americans who have an interest in the Civil War make
pilgrimages to battlefields such as Gettysburg.  Pilgrimages can also be a central part of a person’s religious
devotion: one of the five pillars of Islam is the hajj, the pilgrimage to the holy city of Mecca that all Muslims are
required to make once in their lives.  Hindus make a pilgrimage called the Kumbh Mela that attracts millions of
the faithful to the banks of the river Ganges in India.  For Roman Catholics, there are many major pilgrimage
destinations throughout the world, including Lourdes and Fatima in Europe and St. Anne de Beaupre in
Quebec.  For these devotees, a pilgrimage can be a life-changing experience.

For the Jewish people, the Jerusalem Temple was the central pilgrimage destination until it was destroyed by
the Romans in AD 70.  Three pilgrimage festivals – Passover, Shavuot, and Sukkot – required all adult men who
were able to make a pilgrimage and offer sacrifices at the Temple.  Luke’s account of the Day of Pentecost in
Acts places the disciples in the midst of one of these pilgrimages, when “there were devout Jews from every
nation under heaven living in Jerusalem.” (Acts 2:5).  Psalms 120 – 134 are often referred to as the “Songs of
Ascents,” psalms that would be sung by pilgrims as they would “ascend” to visit the Holy Temple (“I was glad
when they said to me, ‘Let us go to the house of the LORD!’” – Psalm 122:1).

It was during one of these pilgrimage festivals that Jesus and his disciples visit the Temple.  In John, this story
comes at the beginning of the Gospel, whereas in the Synoptic Gospels (Matthew, Mark, and Luke) it is
associated with Jesus’ passion and death.  It follows the miracle at Cana (John 2:1-11), the inaugural event in
Jesus’ ministry which revealed the grace and glory of Jesus and the abundant new life that Jesus offers (“Jesus
did this, the first of his signs, in Cana of Galilee, and revealed his glory; and his disciples believed in him.” –
2:11).  Jesus’ visit to the Temple highlights the challenge and threat that this new life poses to the existing
order.

When Jesus and his disciples arrived at the Temple, “he found people selling cattle, sheep, and doves, and the
money changers seated at their tables.” (2:14).  These vendors provided a necessary service for pilgrims who
had traveled great distances for the pilgrimages.  Cattle, sheep, and doves were required for burnt offerings in
the Temple (“When any of you bring an offering of livestock to the LORD, you shall bring your offering from the
herd or from the flock … you shall offer a male without blemish; you shall bring it to the tent of meeting, for
acceptance in your behalf as atonement for you.” – Leviticus 1:2-3).  Many of the pilgrims coming to worship in
the Temple would have journeyed a great distance and would not have brought these animals with them, so
they needed to purchase animals in Jerusalem in order to participate in Temple worship.  Similarly, the Temple
tax could not be paid in Greek or Roman coinage because of the human image (the emperor’s head) on these



coins (it was one of these coins to which Jesus refers when he teaches that one should “give therefore to the
emperor the things that are the emperor’s, and to God the things that are God’s” – Matthew 22:21); pilgrims
would exchange their money for Temple currency.  Therefore, the sale of animals and the changing of money
were necessary if Temple worship was to proceed.

While there were inevitable abuses in the Temple system, in John Jesus confronts the system itself and not its
abuses when “making a whip of cords, he drove all of them out of the temple, both the sheep and the cattle.  He
also poured out the coins of the money changers and overturned their tables.” (2:15).  Jesus is not seeking to
reform the Temple system or cleanse it from corruption; he is issuing a powerful challenge to the very
authority of the Temple and its worship, a foreshadowing of his later teachings on true worship:

· “But the hour is coming, and is now here, when the true worshipers will worship the Father in spirit
and truth, for the Father seeks such as these to worship him.  God is spirit, and those who worship him
must worship in spirit and truth.” – 4:23-24.

While the disciples play no active role in this story, they function as interpretive witnesses: “His disciples
remembered that it is written, “Zeal for your house will consume me.’” (2:17).  This quote from Psalm 69:9
functions as a prophecy of the time when Jesus will be consumed – that is, his Crucifixion.  “John’s Temple story
is ultimately about Jesus’ fate, not the Temple’s.” (Gail O’Day).

The vendors whose livelihoods have been disrupted by Jesus are naturally quite upset by his actions and his
demands to “take these things out of here!  Stop making my Father’s house a marketplace!” (2:16), so they
respond by demanding “what sign can you show us for doing this?” (2:18), which is really a question about
Jesus’ authority to challenge the Temple system.  “Sign” (semeion) is used here in the sense of a warrant, not a
revelatory act (as in 2:11).  Jesus responds with a saying that his audience finds both outrageous and puzzling:
“Destroy this temple, and in three days I will raise it up.” (2:19).  While Jesus’ opponents accuse him of making
a similar statement during his trial before Pilate in the Synoptic Gospels (“At last two came forward and said,
‘This fellow said, “I am able to destroy the temple of God and to build it in three days.”’” – Matthew 26:60b-61),
this exchange is an example of John’s narrative technique of misunderstanding.  The Jews respond to Jesus’
words with a very pragmatic protest: “This temple has been under construction for forty-six years, and will you
raise it up in three says?” (2:20).  Their words reveal that they only understand the surface meaning of Jesus’
teaching, similar to Nicodemus’ response when Jesus declares that “very truly, I tell you, no one can see the
kingdom of God without being born from above” (3:3), to which Nicodemus responds, “How can anyone be
born after having grown old?  Can one enter a second time into the mother’s womb and be born?” (3:4).  What
Jesus’ audience misunderstands is that the word Jesus uses to speak of the raising of the Temple (egeiro)
points to a more symbolic “raising,” one that speak of Jesus’ resurrection: “Indeed, just as the Father raises the
dead and gives them life, so also the Son give life to whomever he wishes.” (5:21).  What Jesus is referring to
here is “the temple of his body” (2:21).  As in Judaism the Temple was the location of God’s presence on earth,
Jesus’ body is now the locus of God in the midst of God’s people.  “Jesus has the authority to challenge the
temple system because he is the locus of God’s presence on earth.” (O’Day).

· “Jesus explains his actions in the Temple by pointing to his death and resurrection.  Jesus has the
authority to challenge the authority of the Temple because his whole life bears testimony to the power
of God in the world.  John 2:13-22 is not about how Jesus’ anger makes him like other people; instead,
Jesus’ bold, prophetic act in the Temple reinforces what 1:19-51 and 2:1-11 have shown: There will be
nothing hidden about Jesus’ identity in John.  Jesus is the locus of God’s presence on earth, and God as
known in Jesus, not the Temple, should be the focal point of cultic activity.” – O’Day.

There is a reason why pilgrimages are not a part of our practice of faith as Lutheran Christian: we do not need
to make a pilgrimage to God, because in Jesus God has made a pilgrimage to us – a “pilgrimage in reverse.” 



Pilgrims are required to travel great distances, make tremendous sacrifices, and overcome enormous obstacles
in order to come into God’s presence; but in Christ, we know that God is always present with us.  In the
beginning of John’s Gospel, we hear the good news that “the Word became flesh and lived among us, and we
have seen his glory, the glory as of a father’s only son, full of grace and truth.” (1:14).  At Christmas, we
celebrate the birth of the child of Mary who is the fulfillment of Isaiah’s prophecy: “Look the young woman is
with child and will bear a son, and shall name him Immanuel” – “God is with us” (Isaiah 7:14).  At the end of
Matthew’s Gospel, the risen Lord Jesus assures his disciples that “I am with you always, to the end of the age”
(Matthew 28:20).  St. Paul proclaims the confident hope that is at the heart of our Christian faith when he
declares that “neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers,
nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ
Jesus our Lord.” (Romans 8:38-39).  As “children of the heavenly Father,” we live every day in trust and hope
that “neither life nor death shall ever from the Lord his children sever.”

The Christian faith is rooted in the incarnation, belief that God is truly present among us in Jesus Christ.  In the
Small Catechism, Martin Luther teaches us that Jesus Christ is “true God, begotten of the Father in eternity, and
also a true human being, born of the virgin Mary.”  The Formula of Concord, one of our Lutheran confessions of
faith, proclaims that we have the assurance that Christ is present with us in his holy Church:

· “He is present especially with this church and community on earth as mediator, head, king, and high
priest.  He is not halfway present, nor just half of him present.  The entire person of Christ is present,
to which belong both natures, the divine and the human.  He is present not only according to his deity,
but also according to and with the assumed human nature, according to which he is our brother and
we are flesh of his flesh and bone of his bone.” – Solid Declaration, Article VIII: Person of Christ.

Lutheran theologians Eric Gritsch and Robert Jenson define the incarnation as “God deep in the flesh”: “God is
‘in, with, and through’ Christ – he is, above all, deep in the flesh: his majesty is hidden in the humanity of Jesus
of Nazareth.” (Lutheranism: The Theological Movement and Its Confessional Writings).  For Canadian
theologian Douglas John Hall, knowing that God is truly present with us in the person of Jesus Christ is central
to any understanding of the Christian faith:

· “God in Christian belief is inseparable from Jesus.  God is revealed in Jesus; Jesus puts us in touch with
God in a unique and decisive way.  Christianity came into existence only when and because some
people, at first all of them Jews, believed that – that is, when they felt they had experienced the
presence of God in a new and compelling way through their contact with Jesus.  And, as we have
already agreed, there is no other legitimate reason for calling oneself a Christian.  After all, the term
Christian refers to someone who confesses Jesus is “the Christ,” the “Messiah,” that is, the one
awaited and yearned for; the one through whom the deepest longings of life are met and responded
to.” – Why Christian?

There is a very basic reason why we do not make pilgrimages: we do not need to make a journey to come into
God’s presence because God has already come to us in Jesus Christ.  In fact, God comes to us through Christ’s
incarnation precisely because we were unable to come to God; as Paul states in his letter to the Romans, “God
proves his love for us in that while we still were sinners Christ died for us.” (Romans 5:8).  We had become so
lost that we couldn’t find our way back to God, so God took upon himself human flesh so that we might also be
in the presence of the Lord.  Knowing that “by my own understanding or strength I cannot believe in Jesus
Christ my Lord or come to him” (Small Catechism) God comes to us through the presence of the Holy Spirit who
“calls, gathers, enlightens, and makes holy the whole Christian church on earth and keeps it united with Christ
in the one common, true faith.”  When any pilgrimage to God became impossible, God made a pilgrimage in
reverse to us through Jesus Christ so that “I may belong to him, live under him in his kingdom, and serve him in
eternal righteousness, innocence, and blessedness, just as he is risen from the dead and lives and rules eternally. 
This is most certainly true.”



· “The word became flesh so as to wash my tired feet.  He touches me precisely where I touch the soil,
where earth connects with my body that reaches out to heaven.  He kneels and takes my feet in his
hands and washes them.  Then he looks up at me and, as his eyes and mine meet, he says, ‘Do you
understand what I have done for you?  If I, your Lord and Master, have washed your feet, you must
wash your brothers’ and sisters’ feet.’” – Henri Nouwen.

There’s nothing wrong with taking a trip to visit holy places.  Many people journey to the Holy Land to visit the
places where Jesus lived and taught, the sites where he died and rose again.  For Lutherans, a trip to
Wittenberg or Wartburg helps them understand more about Martin Luther and our roots in the Reformation. 
Even though we may not fully understand many aspects of Roman Catholic pilgrimage sites, a visit to St. Anne
de Beaupre or St. Joseph’s Oratory in Montreal can help us understand more about our Catholic neighbours. 
But while these trips may be enjoyable and educational, they are not necessary; we do not need to make
pilgrimages to come into God’s presence, for in Christ God has made a pilgrimage to us, so that no matter
where we are we are always in the presence of the Lord. Amen.


