
The Third Sunday of Lent: Cycle B 

The Gospel of John 2: 13-25 

The Cleansing of The Temple 

Sacred Scripture tells us why the Temple in Jerusalem was built where it was. The First Book of 

Chronicles speaks of a terrible plague that broke out in Israel killing over 70,000. As the plague approached 

Jerusalem, The Lord intervened and halted the plague at the farmer Onan’s threshing floor. When King David 

witnessed the plague’s demise, the Lord told him to build an altar on that spot, and the rest, as they say, is 

history. 

But there is another story of how the Temple was built. The rabbis have their traditions of storytelling 

to convey truth. These stories are referred to as Midrash. Here is a variation of a story from the Midrash 

describing where to build the Temple. Two brothers lived on either side of a tall hill. One brother farmed 

wheat and vegetables. The other brother shepherded sheep, selling the wool and meat. One winter, a 

succession of severe storms isolated everyone and all attempts of travel or communication were futile. 

 As time went on and roads opened for limited travel, the brother farming wheat and vegetables 

thought, “My brother and his family must be hungry and needing supplies of food. I will pack them some 

provisions and travel to his farm on the other side of the hill.” At the same time, the other brother thought, 

“This winter surely must have depleted my brother’s supply of meat; and the bitter cold requires more wool. I 

will pack some wool clothing and meat and travel to his farm on the other side of the hill.”  

Each brother set out simultaneously up the hill with needed supplies for the other. They both reached 

the hill’s summit at the same time; catching sight of each other, immediately realized what was happening. 

They dropped their bundles, ran towards each other and without saying a word, embraced. And on the spot 

where the two brothers embraced, the Jewish people built their Temple in worship of the Lord. 

Jewish religious tradition is uncompromising, teaching that true worship of God is joined to the hip 

with the way we treat other people in daily life. The people of daily life included the family, the workplace, the 

synagogue, the village, the poor, the sick and abandoned, the stranger and those who were considered 

foreigners.  

Throughout the Old Testament, the Lord impresses upon Israel the necessity of caring for “widows, 

orphans, and aliens”. In a patriarchal and tribal society, these three classifications of people represented those 

without rights or expectations of care under law. If only adult men have power and rights in a patriarchal 

society, then widows and orphans are left vulnerable. If your tribe takes responsibility for caring for all within 

the tribal family, then foreigners travelling through or migrating for a better life have no established resources 

for care. 

Beginning with Moses and continuing through the Davidic dynasty, God charges the Israel people with 

particular care of those in need, represented by “widows, orphans and aliens”. They represent all who are 

vulnerable to neglect and exploitation.  

When those in charge (kings and priests) failed to bring Israel to fidelity, God raised up prophets to 

speak divine word and judgment upon the nation, especially the leaders. Prophets proclaimed God’s judgment 

on each person’s daily life and the community’s daily life by the way the poor, vulnerable, and stranger were 

treated. Some prophets (particularly Isaiah and Jeremiah) went so far as to proclaim, “If your love doesn’t 

reach out to those around you and those in need of care, don’t bother coming to worship.” The Lord implies 



that often throughout the gospels, especially in the 25th Chapter of St. Matthew’s Gospel, and The Letter of St. 

James also states that emphatically.  

There can be no separation from official worship in the Temple or synagogue and worship in daily life. 

In the Midrash legend, the people built the Temple where the two brothers embraced only because their lives 

exhibited this unbreakable bond of loving worship. Both Law and prophets demand this continual worship 

from synagogue to daily life. This aspect of Jewish religious heritage passed easily into early Christianity, and 

at the Lord’s command, now becomes the focal point of our love. Love is the force within us reaching out to 

those neglected and exploited by dark forces of greed, lust, and indifference.  

In his encyclical letter, God is Love, Pope Benedict XVI offered the starting place to discern love, “By 

contemplating the pierced side of Christ, we can understand the starting of this encyclical letter ‘God is love’. 

It is there that this truth can be contemplated. It is from there that our definition of love must begin. In this 

contemplation the Christian discovers the path along which his life and love must move.” 

Zeal for your house consumes me. The house Jesus speaks of is not the building, but his own body, a 

human body called to worship the Father in heaven. Embracing the fullness of our human nature, Jesus’ love 

for humanity is a zeal consuming him. The Lord is consumed with every aspect of our personal life and our life 

together as a community of God’s People. How does this zeal consume us as well? 

The Temple of God is now revealed in the Risen Body of the Lord Jesus Christ. His zeal for all humanity 

lead him to be consumed on the cross at Calvary as the ultimate sacrifice of love. As his life poured out from 

the cross, so did his love for every one of us pour through his heart, and we were all lifted up with him as a 

sacrifice of love to his Father in heaven. 

In our worship gathered around the altar, the Lord’s eternal sacrifice is completely present to us as we 

pray the Eucharistic Prayer. What happens with the elements of bread and wine also happens to all of us. We 

are the Body and Blood of Christ for the world around us, and we feed on the sacred meal that confirms our 

sacred identity. 

Do we have the Lord’s zeal for the poor, suffering and sick around us? As I have said before, all three 

parishes have an outreach to the disadvantaged and sick. This is deeply faithful to this central focus of Jesus. 

Each parish in our cluster has a particular zeal of service to the wider community as well as the needs of parish 

families. This is more than an imitation of the Lord’s zeal for His people. This in fact is the Lord’s own zeal for 

His people coming through all of us. 

Our spiritual life requires the ongoing inventory of our personal soul. What zeal do we have in our own 

life? Where does this zeal lead us? What draws us closer to Christ and what might lead us away from Christ? 

The catechumens begin a three-week series of rituals called scrutinies. These scrutinies assist them in the 

process of purification preparing them for baptism at the Easter Vigil.  

We accompany them on that journey so we need that continual process of purification as well. If we 

are growing in love, then the process of purification continues in us with God’s grace and our cooperation with 

that grace. But if we are not growing in love, a love that reaches out more and more to others, then we need 

to identify where we are resisting God’s grace. 

This takes us to the mystery of the cross. God is consumed with the sins that inflict us. God’s zeal for 

his house, the human condition, is consumed with justice, purification, and restoration of humanity in holiness 

and peace. Love consumes the Lord. Love for all of us led him to the cross. Love must consume us as well, and 

drive us to a love that reaches out to others. 


