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  John 2:13-22


How does GOD relate to us, connect to us as human beings?  

If you peel back the layers of most of the world’s teachings about what people should do and shouldn’t do, how we should behave towards each other and how we should behave towards God, I think that you’ll find this core question:  How does God relate to our humanity?  I like core questions.  I like to push deeper and deeper into a teaching or a doctrine or a discussion until we find the fundamental assumptions on which it is based.  I think Lent is an especially appropriate time to do this.  After all, this period of time in the Christian year is modeled after the 40 days that Jesus spent in the wilderness after his baptism and the 40 years Moses and the Israelites spent in the wilderness after they were freed from slavery.  Wilderness has a way of stripping away the non-essentials, bringing us down to our core.  So as we take another step on our Lenten journey together this morning, would you consider with me this very core question:  how does God relate to our humanity?

Now, there’s a long, strong piece of the Christian tradition that has a very clear answer to this question.  Our humanity is the thing that prevents us from building a relationship with God.  Some of us were raised in this tradition, taught that our human nature had been so thoroughly distorted by Original Sin that it became incapable of doing good or following God.  In other words, there is a total separation between our humanity and God’s divinity, a separation that can only be repaired through God’s grace, made possible by the atoning work of Jesus Christ on the cross.  According to Christian thinkers like Augustine and John Calvin, one of the core beliefs of the Christian faith is the “total depravity” of human nature.  In this view, even our good actions are corrupted by our selfish intentions that make us unable to truly love either God or our neighbor.

How many of you have been exposed to this way of seeing things?  If you step back from it and look at it from the outside, it is pretty easy to make fun of it. When I was an undergraduate at Yale University, I belonged to Jonathan Edwards College, and our big event each year was a formal dinner we had on the birthday of that great 19th century revivalist.  For entertainment, someone recited Edwards’ most famous sermon “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God” where he says humankind is dangles by just a small thread of grace over the fiery pits of hell.  We’d all cheer and toast the sinners and when the tables were cleared we held our annual “Spider Ball” which featured a fair share of drinking and other vices. 

But if we look for it, we’ll see versions of those revivalist attitudes in our own day and age.  The teachers of this age rarely talk about sin, but there is plenty of discussion of ways in which core aspects of our humanness interfere with our spiritual lives.  If only we could get some distance from our physical and emotional selves, some suggest, then we could truly realize our spiritual selves.  If only we weren’t weighed down by the cares of daily life, providing for the basic needs of our families, then we could forge a serious spiritual practice.  If only we didn’t grieve, if only we didn’t rage, if only we didn’t desire, then we could connect to God who stand above and beyond all of that.  Have any of you heard teachings along those lines?  

But here’s the thing:  the story of Jesus throws a monkey wrench into that whole spiritual system.  If you convince yourself that being angry separates your from God, what are you going to do with a story like the one we read from John this morning.  When Jesus encounters the money changers in the temple in Jerusalem, he doesn’t talk with them, he doesn’t negotiate with them.  He isn’t reasonable.  The plain reading of the text is clear—Jesus loses his temper.  He gets mad.  He’s “consumed with zeal”, something that the disciples make sense of by remembering that the prophets taught that God could experience the same emotion.  

Did Jesus do the right thing?  Could he have handled the situation differently?  If we look for ethical teaching in this story—if we bring to it the question, “How should I act?”—I think this story is very problematic.  I think Jesus’ behavior in this story is exceptional.  I don’t believe it nullifies his other teachings about non-violence.  But what if instead of asking the question, “How should we act?” we bring an even deeper question.  What if we ask, “How does God relate to us, connect to us as human beings?”  Then the story becomes quite rich because in this story, Jesus is angry.  He’s angry for a good reason, but he’s angry all the same.  Which mean that Jesus didn’t just look human, he didn’t just pretend to be human, he didn’t just visit a human body for a while.  Jesus Christ—the one who John calls the Word made flesh—was a genuine human being, experiencing human emotions, acting and re-acting in human ways.  And God was fully present to him, fully incarnate in him, even when he was angry.
Now, I’ve spoken to a number of people, outside this congregation but within it as well, who tell me that they really struggle with the idea of the divinity of Christ.  They find it hard to imagine that a human being could actually embody or express the full power and mystery and majesty of God.  And while I’m sympathetic to these questions, I think they miss the most challenging aspect of the idea of incarnation.  The real challenge is not the divinity of Christ; it’s the humanity of God.  To say that God is incarnate is to say that God does not stand outside the human experience, waiting for us to get better or wiser or calmer or more spiritual in order to make a connection with us or build a relationship with us.  An incarnate God is fully present in the human experience which means that our relationship with God begins right here, right now, right in the midst of our fear and our grief and our rage and our desire.  Jesus didn’t have to be superhuman in order to be loved and accepted by God and we don’t have to be either.

Now, let me be clear:  our basic humanity does not separate us from God but there are plenty of other things that can and do.  Sin is still a huge and wounding piece of the human story.  Take anger for example.  Many of us have been deeply hurt by people acting out of anger, including and especially parents whose anger deeply affected us as children.  We have also hurt others with our own anger—belittled them, made them feel ashamed and unworthy.  And as a people, as a nation, we have wrecked havoc on whole countries by acting, at least in part, out of what we would describe as righteous anger.  So what do we do with anger?  If our spiritual task isn’t to transcend our humanness and the anger that is so much a part of it, what are we supposed to do with it?

I think our Christian story points us in the direction of an answer to this question.  When we say that God was incarnate in Jesus even when he was angry, we say that because God was incarnate in Jesus full humanness and anger is a piece of this.  The key, then, to handling anger, to not allow it to become sinful, to become separating between us and God or us and other people, is to fully invest it with our humanness.  To reincarnate it within our full human selves.  Do you remember the protest song written by Holly Near, “We are a gentle, angry people, and we are singing, singing for our lives….”?  Even though I find that song pretty sappy (Dan’s sister Carla parodies it as “We are a passive-aggressive people…”) there is some very important wisdom in it.  We are human, which means that we are both angry and gentle, we are both selfish and giving, we are both fearful and brave.  

In Yiddish, it is a very strong complement to call a person a mensch.  Now, that word just means “man” or “human”.  But a mensch is an exemplary person.  Which is not to say that a mensch is extraordinarily gifted or wise or spiritual.  A mensch is a person who is authentic, true, honest, honorable, decent.  I think there’s a lot of wisdom to the way they use that word.  We don’t need to be saved from our humanness—we need to be returned to it.  Being fully human, holding within ourselves the fullness of our humanity at all times, is how we act admirably, how we act with integrity.  And what’s more, I believe that it is the basis of the Christian life, a life built on the principle that God does not stand back and judge, God does not wait for this human life to be over, but that God is incarnate.  God relates, God connects, here and now.  That’s what gives our faith power, that’s what makes our faith authentic, true, honest, honorable, decent.  And I for one am grateful beyond words for Jesus who shows me that with his anger and his sadness, with his strength and his humor, with his humanness.  Thanks be to God.
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