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I guess you chose a good Sunday to invite me.  As an Anglican from an Episcopal church, I have 
some experience of people who walk about in long robes and to be greeted with respect in the 
marketplaces, and to have the best seats in the synagogues and places of honour at banquets!  It’s 
not just Bishops.  It is academics, it’s Masons, it’s people in all kinds of uniforms.  Maybe it’s all of 
us at one time or another.  We love dressing up.  We love feeling important.  We love to have 
people admire us and look up to us.  We are chuffed when people accept our view of the world and 
our view of them and perform accordingly.

At one level dressing up is harmless and good fun.  We enjoy seeing the race goers on the tram in 
all the finery this week.  Jesus confronts us with the darker side of dressing up and wearing long 
robes.  Listen to the passage again in a more colloquial rendering: “Don’t get sucked in by high-
flying religious experts. They love cultivating an image of profound sophistication and basking in 
the adulation of a gullible public. They get a kick out of always being invited to appear at openings 
and premieres. At formal occasions they proudly take their place among the distinguished guests.  
But behind the scenes they are taking advantage of the weak and vulnerable, exploiting them for all  
they’re worth. Their long and polished prayers in public are a mask. They’ll get what’s coming to  
them eventually.” 
These are hard words and they were meant to be hard words.  We are now in the end game.  This is 
Holy Week.  Jesus has entered the Jerusalem and cleansed the temple.  This part of Mark’s gospel is 
all about the confrontation between Jesus and the religious authorities, Jesus’ assault on the temple 
and the order which it represented.  It is summed up by Jesus’ words at the cleansing of the temple: 
 “My house shall be called a house of prayer for all the nations. But you have made it a den of 
robbers.”
It’s hard for us it imagine that temple.  There is nothing remotely like it in Australia.  Even the great 
cathedrals in Europe don’t quite measure up.  If you have had the chance to visit some of the great 
temples of Asia like the Angkor Wat in Cambodia you get a glimpse.  The temple was faced in gold 
and white stone.  There was a series of courts which lead to the centre, the Holy of Holies where the 
presence of God was.  There was a pecking order of people who could enter the courts, foreigners 
on the outer, then women, then, men, then priests and finally the high priests.  It was meant to be 
the place where people could meet with the Holy God.  Coming to God was strictly regulated and 
graded. How close you could get depended on who you were.  It not only dominated the religious 
life, it dominated the economy as well.  It was a major corporation with offerings and sacrifices 
flowing in.  Where you get money and hierarchies and functionaries and people in long robes, you 
get pecking orders, you get vested interests, you get corruption, you get exploitation, and you get 
what was and is the only game in town, the transfer of wealth from the poor to the rich. 

Jesus was angry that the temple had become part of the problem rather than part of God’s answer. 
With all its hierarchies and ceremonies and wealth it had become insensitive to those who need 
most that for which the institution is supposed to stand. In Jesus’ time widows were non-people. 
They were seen as losers.  They were often destitute or at the mercy of male relatives who were 
quite happy to exploit them.  Yet God favoured widows and had a special place for them. Non- 
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people are God’s people. So they turned to the temple for support.  The scribes, the religious 
experts, were often asked to act as trustees for husbands’ estates for which they extracted a fat 
commission from near-destitute widows who were unable to call them to account.  All this while 
they made loud demonstrations of piety. The court of the women, which was as far as widows could 
come, was where the collecting boxes were. No doubt peoples’ faith was measured by the size of 
their contribution so that while the scribes could give a large donation and not notice it, the pressure 
would be on the widows it give what they couldn’t afford to keep on the right side of the scribes. 
This is what draws Jesus’ condemnation as he announces God’s condemnation.  A temple, a church, 
which is so caught up in itself that it exploits the very people God favours, or just tunes them out, 
cannot be the place of the Holy God. So Jesus leaves the temple, never to return.  

Jesus abandons the temple to become the temple, the site where all people could come to God.  The 
scribes were waiting for the successor of King David to come to the temple and proclaim God’s 
kingdom.  They forgot that God had told King David not to build a temple in the first place.  The 
real irony is that King David’s great-grandmother Ruth was a destitute widow and a foreigner, to 
whom God was merciful and gracious. She is also the ancestor of Jesus. The early Christian 
communities, the radical communities of Jesus had a special place for widows and a special 
responsibility to look after them and include them.

The temple now is the radical community of Jesus.  That is us.  As we face up to the big question 
marks hanging over the life of the church today we hear Jesus’ words again.  Our temples, our 
institutions, our hierarchies, our people in long robes, are at best a means to an end in our life as the 
radical community of Jesus, the true temple.  We have to be very alert lest they become ends in 
themselves.  As we find life as a church more and more of struggle, it is so easy to get caught up in 
the organisation, to adopt the ways of the corporate world.  When we do that we miss the widows, 
miss the people who God favours, society’s losers.  We may not be able to maintain the trappings of 
church life, our little temples.  That may not be a bad thing because it will force us to find ourselves 
again as the radical community of Jesus, the true temple of Christ’s body.

And to pay attention to the people whom God favours.  They are all around us.  You have the 
asylum seekers close by.  Up on Hotham Hill there are many widows who have lost their partners in 
the fighting in Somalia and Eritrea and who have come here as refugees to bring up their families in 
a strange place where they don’t know the language.  There are many single mothers in the high-
rise.  There are the people with mental problems who feel that no-one understands and no- one 
cares.  We know that God cares.  Non-people are God’s people. We carry that knowledge inside us. 
We know Jesus wants to gather them into his temple and present them with us before God.  That is 
what we are about, to share in the life of Jesus’ temple.  Including the outsider, the people whom 
God favours, was one of the distinctive marks of the early Christians.  That’s how people knew they 
had found God’s temple.  The time may well be coming when that it’s the only way in which we 
will be known as God’s temple.
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