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I have a friend who, when he gets angry, he gets really angry. You can tell 
because he rants against whatever it was that made him angry. Sometimes he 
throws things and breaks things. He has a real tantrum. Usually his angry 
outbursts include him making some kind of promise that he is going to do 
something like stand up for someone who he feels is being wronged, or he is 
going to change something he does like he’ll never buy a certain brand of car 
again because he doesn’t like what the company is doing or because someone 
who owns that brand of car had a problem and the company didn’t help. He talks 
pretty big when he’s angry. But he rarely does any of things he talks about when 
he’s angry. His anger shows up fast, explodes in a big burst of energy, then 
dissipates and things pretty much continue as they always have.  Perhaps you 
know someone like that, too. 

 Then there are the folks like Candice Lightner, whose 13 year old daughter 
was tragically killed by a drunken hit and run accident in California in 1980. 
Lightner was understandably angry that her daughter was killed, but instead of 
just being angry, her anger inspired her to help change things so that fewer 
parents would have to experience loss like she did when she started the now 
international group Mothers Against Drunk Driving, also known as MADD. 

 Or Bryan Stevenson, who was deeply angry that in his eyes the justice 
system often seems to favor the rich while condemning the poor. He noticed that 
disproportionate number of poor people are on death row. Instead of just talking 
about this injustice, Bryan went to college, then to Harvard Law School and from 
there he turned down a job that would have paid him nearly half a million dollars 
a year to go to Montgomery, Alabama where he started a non-profit organization 
that provides legal help for prisoners on death row.  His belief is that many poor 
people are on death row mainly because when they had their day in court they 
could not afford a good lawyer. Now, he says, he is able to help one person at a 
time and by doing so is helping alleviate the larger problem of how the poor can 
get lost in the system.  



 Neither my friend, Candice Lightener, nor Bryan Stevenson are able to 
completely change the systems that made them angry, however Candice and 
Bryan used their anger to inspire them to do what they could to help others. 

 Understanding anger and what anger can do seems an appropriate topic 
today after listening to our Gospel lesson this morning, where even though the 
word anger didn’t appear in the text, it sure looks like Jesus acted out in anger 
when he went on what might be described as a rampage in the temple. This is 
one of those Gospel stories I hear people say they either love or hate because it is 
a story that just doesn’t seem to fit the Jesus we know, or would like to know. 
Those who hate the story often say they are uncomfortable with Jesus being so 
violent, so angry that they just can’t see Jesus as the embodiment of God’s Love in 
that story. Those who love this story often say they love it because Jesus seems so 
angry, which makes him more human, more relatable, because don’t we all get 
angry sometimes? 

 Love it or hate it, the episode of Jesus getting angry in the temple is a story 
we do need to address, because it is an important part of Jesus’ ministry. So 
important is one of the events that made it into all 4 Gospels. Today we heard 
John’s version, and remember each Gospel is a theological document, not a 
historical one. The writers of the Gospels were not necessarily concerned with 
things like facts or chronology as much as they were concerned with expressing 
the Good News that Jesus died and rose again. So we need to remember that 
when we approach these stories, because there is more to them than just the 
events, each story is trying to tell us about who Jesus is and what that can mean 
for us. 

 For this story, it might be helpful if we begin with wondering what was it 
that might have made Jesus so angry? 

Many scholars go to great lengths to describe the way the temple system of 
worship had evolved to be devastatingly hard on the poor. Part of what was 
involved for the pious person to worship during the feast of the Passover was 
they were supposed to offer an animal sacrifice. The wealthier a person was, the 
larger their sacrifice, and we heard mention of cattle and sheep for those who 
could afford it, but the poor would only be able to offer a dove. Now there was a 
trick to this system: whatever animal was offered for the sacrifice had to be 
perfect, without any visible flaw. And, yes, scratches counted. Every animal had to 
first be checked by an official before it could be approved, and if it wasn’t good 



enough, well, the person was not out of luck. They could buy a new one offered 
by the temple. Oh, and they had to pay a sort of tithe too, only the temple 
wouldn’t take any form of money except its own, so all money had to first be 
exchanged like when you travel to a foreign country.  One commentator wrote 
that it could cost the average person the equivalent of about $3,000 modern 
American dollars to travel to participate in the Passover festival.   

 Taking information like this into account, many scholars say that what 
made Jesus so very angry that day in the temple was that the temple was taking 
advantage of the poor instead of helping them.  

 Others wonder if Jesus was so very angry because that process and the 
money was something that was actually getting in the way of worshipping God. 
Remember, the temple was not just a gathering place for believers, it was also 
believed to be the place where God had agreed to dwell and so people were to 
come to the temple to be close to God. The activity of buying and selling that 
went on might suggest worshipping God isn’t what was really going on, that 
people were becoming closer to something other than God, in God’s own House, 
and that is what angered Jesus that day. 

 Others say Jesus was angered by the emphasis that was placed on animal 
sacrifice, and despite all the energy and attention and money spent on animal 
sacrifice people still weren’t any closer to God.  

 Of course no one knows the exact reason, although these are all good ones. 
Any of which, or a combination of them, could have been what made Jesus angry. 

 Another friend of mine who is both a priest and a psychotherapist gives me 
the helpful reminder that anger is really a surface emotion for a deeper emotion, 
like fear or grief, which is connected to love.  Episcopal priest and college 
professor the Rev. Porter Taylor has written that anger is connected to our 
passions, our values; we get angry over things we care deeply about. He calls this 
anger “Righteous Anger”, and says this is the anger that is behind movements like 
MADD. This type of anger can alert us to things like injustice, things that make us 
sick at our core, and can help us realize when somethings need to change. 

 He also writes about another kind of anger, what he calls “sinful anger”, 
which is what happens when we hold in things like, small annoyances, or feelings 
of frustration, or when we get over tired and explode over something like being 



cut off in traffic. Those things, he says are really about us not getting what we 
want when we want it. This is the kind of anger we need to find healthy ways to 
express because this is the kind of anger that can cause hurt. 

 Righteous anger, on the other hand, is something that actually, according 
to Rev. Taylor, can connect us to God, because he notes that God gets angry. And 
when God gets angry it is usually because, as my psychotherapist friend says, God 
is actually grieving that people just won’t be in relationship with God. Rev. Taylor 
notes there is a pattern in the Bible to pay attention to when God gets angry: 
because after God gets angry, there is conversation between God and the people 
(sometimes through someone like Noah or Moses), then there is a new covenant, 
or a new relationship between God and God’s people. We heard about one such 
episode in our Old Testament lesson where God gave people the 10 
Commandments, which were one of those covenants, which were given after the  
golden calf episode and marked a new relationship between God and God’s 
people. God, Taylor seems to be saying, gets angry because God loves us and 
wants to be close to us and gets frustrated when we choose to be closer to things 
that aren’t of God. Then God does something to try and change the situation for 
the better. 

 I don’t know about you, but I wonder if that is what might have been the 
impetus for Jesus’ anger that day in the Temple, God’s house, which was 
supposed to be a place where God and people were close, but something else 
was happening instead. So Jesus got angry and now we have a new relationship or 
covenant, one we hear about whenever we celebrate the Holy Eucharist when we 
hear the words the Covenant of Christ’s Blood. Now we don’t animal sacrifices to 
be close to God, we have the Body of Christ, which we are all members of, and 
that makes us God’s children. It is a mysterious covenant, for sure, and a glorious 
one. 

 So perhaps Jesus anger that day in the temple was evidence of his deep 
love for both God and us. That is Good News, and can help us when we find 
ourselves feeling angry.  When we are angry, especially when it that righteous 
anger that Rev. Taylor writes about, we can also feel powerless to do anything to 
change the situation. I think that is what sort of paralyzes my friend. But we don’t 
have to be, because people like the mother who started MADD or the lawyer who 
gave up a prestigious job show us is that we as individuals and as a parish can do 
something, even if it is something small, that can make a difference.  



 Church of the Good Shepherd, I can think of many ways you are already 
doing this; you are making a difference thru your involvement with the Kairos 
ministry, the free lunch that is a Christ-like expression of radical hospitality, and 
the Soul Biscuits program that offers refreshment for the soul.  

 And I am beginning to hear a yearning to reach out even more, however no 
one knows what that will look like yet. And that is okay. Perhaps this season of 
Lent will offer us a clue as to how to prayerfully begin to explore what ministry is 
next for us if we are courageous enough to pay attention to the things that make 
us angry, both as individuals and as the Body of Christ here at Church of the Good 
Shepherd. If we are able, we can dig deeper into what makes us angry, because 
that may reveal what we care about, what we are passionate about, what we 
love, and then we might begin to imagine ways we can harness that passion to 
meet needs of those in our area.    

 This might seem a strange or odd suggestion to many of us today, as the 
story of Jesus getting angry in the temple is often called strange or odd, but if we 
give it a try, then even our emotions like anger (or at least our righteous anger) 
can become a pathway to growing into what God dreams for us, which is one 
expression of Resurrection Life right here and now. I think we are up to it, 
together. 

  


