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Chaos at the Kiosks 

Reading from the Old Testament: Psalm 19:1-4 

Reading from the Gospels: John 2:13-21 

Most folks, living from the mid-south to all parts North, 

experience four distinct seasons, winter, spring, summer, and fall, their 

wardrobes adjusted according to the mood of the mercury. However, if 

you reside in one of the many small towns that are home to a large 

university, your pre-Covid lives were organized according to three 

seasons: Summer, the return of students in August, and football 

Saturdays. 

Have you ever visited a college town mid-summer? Bucolic, right? 

Quiet walks through campus; actual parking spaces on Main Street. No 

lines at the pizza parlor ... and then ... the student invasion of late 

August. Chapel Hill has a population of 58,000 and UNC has a student 

population of 29,000. State College, PA has a population of 42,000 and 

Penn State has a student population of 45,000. One day, you are 

relaxing to the sounds of wrens, robins, and blackbirds singing their 

plaintive love songs at eventide, and the next day an open window on 

frat row holds a speaker blasting DJ Khaled's Pop Star while a pledge 

stumbles into the front yard to throw up. Ah yes, seasons do change. 
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The third season in a college town is limited to fall Saturdays 

when the football team has a home game. Think about it. Clemson, SC 

has a population of 13,000. The university has a student population of 

23,000. Memorial Stadium (aka Death Valley) has a seating capacity of 

over 81,000. Large universities in small towns - three seasons - 

summer, students on campus, game day. 

Some would call game day electric, while others would call it 

chaotic, and still others would call it a pestilence. City planners had 

never envisioned that State College, PA would triple in size six days a 

year. It's more than a game. You could call it a festival. Others might 

see it as a religion. But whatever you call it, there's a lot going on with 

athletes, staff, students, boosters, alumni, local businesses, restaurants, 

food trucks, and kiosks selling everything from college hoodies, to pom-

poms, to funnel cake, turkey legs, and big foam fingers. And the past 

few years have welcomed the Bud man to the party. "Get your ice-cold 

beer here!" 

Part tradition. Part festival. Part religion. Perhaps college football 

Saturdays are the closest thing we can relate to the festival of Passover 

in first century Israel. Dedicated football fans will speak of precious 
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tickets passed down from generation to generation. Yet, that pales in 

comparison to the Passover festival in 1st Century Israel. Families had 

been making that pilgrimage every year for a thousand years! That's a 

lot of foam fingers. What vendor wouldn't want a piece of that action? 

And therein lies the problem as we'll see in our text today. 

Three times a year the Jews of Israel were required to make a 

pilgrimage to the Temple in Jerusalem as laid out in Exodus: Passover, 

the Festival of Weeks, and the Festival of Tabernacles. Pack-up the 

minivan with luggage, diapers, playpens, dog crates, sandwiches, and 

in-laws and drive to the festival along with everyone else in the country, 

your Waze map dotted full with red lines and accident emojis. And once 

you finally get off the interstate, the streets in town are gridlocked.  

In addition to pilgrims, don't you know that every souvenir jockey 

from Smyrna to Alexandria had come to set up shop; and every rancher, 

shepherd, and bird breeder had arrived, their semis loaded down with 

herds of cattle, sheep and goats, not to mention their coveys of doves 

and pigeons. Why, Passover alone probably accounted for 70% of their 

annual income. A profitable Passover was a good Passover.  
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Our own Bill Ramsey, who has spent a lifetime in agriculture and 

farming, says he can't read this story without remembering the huge 

livestock auctions that are a regular part of life out in America's 

heartland. The machine gun diction of the auctioneer, the bellowing 

cattle and bleating sheep protesting their assigned dance steps from 

trailers, through chutes, and into pens. And let's not forget the smells. 

On the eastside of my hometown, the pungent air offered clear evidence 

that the livestock auctions were going on. At first glance, one might call 

the scene chaotic, but upon closer view it took on the look and feel of a 

classic opera, the players following the same orchestration and 

choreography as it had been performed for generations. 

As the Passover pilgrims slowly inched their way to the temple 

through the crowded Jerusalem streets, the sights, scents, and sounds 

combined to create an atmosphere that was part college tailgate, part 

state fair, and part livestock auction. John tells us, "In the temple 

[Jesus] found people selling cattle, sheep, and doves, and the money 

changers seated at their tables." Scholars assume the heart of the 

market was found in the more accessible area of the temple complex 

called the Court of the Gentiles. You might compare the scene here to 
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the collection of kiosks you find at most street festivals. I wonder if you 

could pick up some locally sourced honey, or perhaps a pashmina or a 

wood-carved wine stopper?  

Why all the hubbub? I mean, they were just going to church, 

right? Well, yes ... and no. Central to the mandate of the pilgrimage was 

the offering of an animal for sacrifice, and this animal was required to 

be unblemished, which could be quite of a trick if you had traveled some 

distance, particularly when you add in all the luggage, supplies, and 

relatives already stuffed into the van. And who in their right mind is 

going to tell their mother-in-law, "Sorry, memaw, but Elsie the cow has 

dibs on the front seat." Sooo ... how many times have you heard yourself 

say, "We'll just pick something up when we get there," something being 

everything from lunch to tickets to a hotel room to cash to the kids' 

bathing suits you forgot to pack?  

Therefore, to a certain extent, those kiosks in the temple court 

provided a necessary service, and this even includes the 

moneychangers. It's important to note that Roman currency, along with 

Visa and Mastercard, were not allowed at the temple. So, shoppers 

needed to exchange those coins with Caesar's image on them for the 
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currency of the temple bank. On one level it's all legit. To offer the 

acceptable offering, you had to purchase an unblemished animal for 

sacrifice that you couldn't fit in the trunk on the trip to the temple; and 

to purchase said animal, you had to stand in line at the moneychanger's 

desk.  

However, when you, along with seemingly 3/4 of the country, 

arrive at an event without items required for the event, what happens? 

Let me put it this way, have you ever arrived hungry at a ball game? 

"Let's see, a hot dog, soda, and a pretzel. That'll be $275, the straw and 

mustard package are free." Have you ever walked through security at 

the airport on an empty stomach? Grab a bite at Chili's and leave with a 

mortgage. Supply and demand.  

Jesus looks upon the scene before him ... and loses it. John tells 

us, "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. He told those who were selling 

the doves, 'Take these things out of here! Stop making my Father's 

house a marketplace!'"  
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What's going on here? It's not as though Jesus hadn't come upon 

the same scene year after year, growing up. Why lose it, now?  

Well, there could be a couple of reasons for the angry bluster. 

When Jesus looked upon the scene at the temple complex, it bore little 

resemblance to the anxious and necessarily quiet meal shared in 

Egypt's slave quarters, as the heirs of Abraham and Sarah prepared for 

the harrowing escape from their Egyptian captivity; that world-rocking 

night that death passed over their families as a pillar of fire and cloud 

gave them the cover needed to gather at the shore of the Red Sea.  

No, when Jesus looked out across the temple complex, what he 

saw was a well-oiled machine of commerce, profit, and power. Even the 

animals for sacrifice were heavily laden with the signs of cultural cache. 

The larger animals, affordable to few, seemed more influenced by status 

than self-offering, more ego and ostentation than humility and 

benevolence. And you know who usually gets left out, left behind, and 

dehumanized when this happens? The poor and the vulnerable. The 

festivities around Passover had become so much larger than the 

worship they were supposed to be there to offer. In addition, the further 
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you went into the temple, the more limited the access, and more 

exclusive the guests.  

There has been an ongoing scandal at a megachurch in New York 

City involving the activities of the founding pastor, who became so 

caught up in the cult of celebrity, he crashed and burned, damaging a 

lot of people in the process. In a photo of a worship service at the 

church, you see the front row populated by A-list celebrities like Justin 

Bieber, Kevin Durant, and Selena Gomez. The New York times reported 

that the church had become more than a church. It had become a brand.  

In other words, that's a long way from The Little Brown Church in 

the Vale. The church had become a caricature, a distortion of the 

mandate given every congregation gathered in the name of Christ, to 

love God and love neighbor as we worship and serve God in spirit and in 

truth. It doesn't matter if we're talking about screens in worship, access 

to the church parlor, or themes for Vacation Bible School, the central 

questions for any conversations about what we're going to do are: 1) 

How does this reflect the word and love of God as revealed in Jesus 

Christ? And 2) how does this nurture the people of God toward 
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discipleship? When we can't answer these questions with any clarity, 

there's a good chance we will have lost our way.  

That's what Jesus saw when he looked out across the temple 

complex, a faith that had religioned itself so expertly as to become 

thoroughly lost. Jesus wasn't the first to see this happen. The prophets 

before him had railed against a people polished in ritual, highly 

mechanized with all the best practices, but poor in spirit, love, and 

justice. Jeremiah is found singing the same basic tune that Jesus does 

here. In Jeremiah 7 we read, "Here you are, trusting in deceptive words 

to no avail. Will you steal, murder, commit adultery, swear falsely, 

make offerings to Baal, and go after other gods that you have not 

known, and then come and stand before me in this house, which is 

called by my name, and say, "We are safe!"—only to go on doing all 

these abominations? Has this house, which is called by my name, 

become a den of robbers in your sight? You know, I too am watching, 

says the Lord." 

Similarly, Amos protests, "I hate, I despise your festivals, and I 

take no delight in your solemn assemblies. Even though you offer me 

your burnt offerings and grain offerings, I will not accept them; and the 
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offerings of well-being of your fatted animals I will not look upon ... But 

let justice roll down like waters, and righteousness like an ever-flowing 

stream." 

Jesus, because ... well ... he's Jesus, can see before him the same 

thing that was taking place in the days of Jeremiah and Amos when 

complacent faith combined with a heavy administrative manual, a 

legalistic institutional ethos, an inattention to the poor, and an 

unseemly marriage with craven commercial interests left the people of 

God adrift and eventually resulted in exile. They lost the focus of the 

prophet Micah's mandate to "do justice ... love kindness ... and walk 

humbly with your God." 

At the temple Jesus sees a people adrift. Elsewhere, he'll chastise 

the religious insiders with the words, "You blind guides! You strain out 

a gnat but swallow a camel." In a way, Jesus here is like the t-ball coach 

looking out and seeing his centerfielder swiping at dandelions as the 

ball races toward him. It's like the classic video of the iconic coach Vince 

Lombardi, looking out on the football field, arms raised in frustration, 

downright apoplectic, yelling, "What are we doin' here?"  
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Jesus knows what the people of God are to be about, and this isn't 

it. And so, powerfully and creatively, we see Jesus shifting the focus 

from the institution to the person and presence of the Lord. He says, 

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

No, Jesus isn't looking to mimic the speed of those HGTV houses 

on a deadline. "The open house is in three days! We'll never make it!" 

No, Jesus is shifting the focus from institutional efficiency to humble 

worship, from ritual to relationship. Our Book of Order outlines how 

what we share here resets the rhythm of life itself: "God acts with grace; 

we respond with gratitude. God claims us as beloved children; we 

proclaim God’s saving love. God redeems us from sin and death; we 

rejoice in the gift of new life. This rhythm of divine action and human 

response—found throughout Scripture, human history, and everyday 

events—shapes all of Christian faith, life, and worship." 

We don't worship an institution, nation, ritual, or tradition. We 

worship a person, Jesus. William Sloane Coffin expressed it so well 

many years ago. He said, “The Church, of all institutions in society, 

interprets the message of the coming Kingdom. The Church may distort 

Jesus into a white middle class pillar of American respectability, it may 
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pervert his image into that of a religious Babbitt pushing the cult of 

successfulness; it may distort and pervert his image, but the Church 

cannot....forget.....Jesus. And in spite of its best efforts to domesticate 

that Jesus, the Church knows and fears that his message will be 

rediscovered. The Church cannot help but keep the name in circulation, 

and where the name is remembered, there is hope.” (William Sloane Coffin, 

Credo)   

Where the name of Jesus is remembered, considered and 

emulated before we do anything, there is always hope. Amen.  


