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Every Lent we renew our acquaintance with the ten commandments. I’m not sure why. Oh, I suppose it has something to do with this being a penitential season. We remind ourselves that God has rules that we’re supposed to follow, and we know we don’t and we’re so very sorry. But really, when you look at the ten commandments, by and large, we do all right. I think that is why some judges want to put the 10 commandments in their courthouses, because a lot of the people coming to those courts do have a hard time with the at least some of the 10! But what I can’t figure out is why some, usually theologically and socially conservative Christians say this is a good thing. We should display the 10 commandments because we are a Christian nation founded upon Christian principles. If that’s the case, wouldn’t we be better off posting Jesus’ new commandment everywhere? “Love one another as I have loved you.” That would be our Christian witness, wouldn’t it? Didn’t Jesus say that it would be through the love we have for each other that all people would know that we are his disciples? But nobody is interested in posting that commandment in any courthouse. Because if we did, then we couldn’t punish anybody. And that is what, for us, the law is really all about.

“This is the law, and if you break the law, we’re going to punish you; and since God wrote this law, it must be okay with God.” And that is ultimately what is wrong with posting the 10 commandments in our courthouses. It is an attempt to wrap human authority in a divine mantle. And we need to be on our guard when we see that happening because – human beings that we are -- we can’t stop from using the law, distorting the law, to serve our own selfish ends. Probably the crowning irony of all is that the law says, “Thou shalt have no other gods before me,” and we turn around and make the law our god, because it sure is a heck of a lot easier than dealing with the real thing.

Because the real thing does stuff like turn the tables and throw a few sacred cows around. Or maybe only pigeons. Still, Jesus cleansed the Temple because the law had replaced the God who had given the law, the God who was supposed to be worshiped in that place. The peripheral and ancillary trappings had replaced the central commitment of faith. Carefully orchestrated acts of piety substituted for the risky and uncertain gamble of love. 
It isn’t easy loving God, and you’ve got to wonder if maybe God couldn’t have made it easier. As Paul points out, we’re all the time concerned with signs and wisdom, with authority and knowledge, because both are forms of power. Instead what does Paul offer – “We proclaim Christ crucified” – a vision of utter meaninglessness and powerlessness – the state-sponsored execution of a criminal. At least, that’s how the law sees it.
And when we look at the Cross, if we would see it as something other than an empty expression of worldly power, then we’ve got to make that same risky and foolish leap of faith as Paul and say no, human life does not end the way every law known to humanity says it should end, in the utter and empty silence of the grave. Despite what we may have seen and despite what we may have been told, there is something more. The law says that the worst thing of all is death. Faith says that the worst thing of all is to insist on the justice of the law when it’s the mercy of God’s love that is being offered.
Maybe we can’t love God without fears and reservations. But we’ve got to try to love God despite our fears and reservations. The heart of our Gospel reading this morning is these words, “Destroy this Temple, and in three days I will raise it again.” John explains that Jesus was talking about the temple of his body. Jesus shows us a new way, the way to a closer relationship with God. It wasn’t just the animals and the money-changers Jesus threw out. Get rid of the laws, if you have to, he tells us. If the laws are getting between you and God, get rid of them – except one: Love one another as I have loved you. Because that is a law I can apply to no one except myself. Get rid of the Temple, if you have to, Jesus tells us. If the Temple gets between you and God, get rid of it – except one: the temple of the Holy Spirit that is your heart. And then give your heart away. Life under God’s grace provides no guarantees except one: When we fall, even if it’s someone else who knocks us down, even if it’s that final fall into the grave, we will rise again. When we fall, we will rise again.
