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At the end of the sixth democratic presidential debate on December 19 last year, the seven 

candidates were asked an unusual question. Would they like to offer a gift to one of their fellow 

candidates, or an apology? 

 

It was interesting to note that the five men said they would offer gifts, while only the two women 

on the stage offered apologies. And the thing they offered apologies for was… for expressing 

their anger. 

 

“I know that sometimes, […] I get really worked up, and sometimes I get a little hot. I don’t 

really mean to,” said Elizabeth Warren. “What happens is, when you do 100,000 selfies with 

people you hear enough stories about people who are really down to their last moments,” she 

continued. She told the story of a voter in Nevada that she had met who had three diabetics in the 

family, that was trying to get by with just one insulin prescription because that’s all they could 

afford.  

 

Amy Klobuchar also asked for forgiveness for her anger. “I would ask for forgiveness any time 

any of you get mad at me. I can be blunt,” she said. “If I get worked up about this, it’s because I 

believe it so much in my heart, that we have to bring people with us and not shut them out. That 

is the gift we can give America in this election.”1 

 

I could go on and on about the misogyny and sexism and patriarchy that is inherent in this 

scenario, but I’ll save that for another sermon. My point here is that we all have been socialized a 

certain way about anger. Most of us grew up with the message that anger was a negative emotion 

that one should refrain from expressing. For those of us who grew up in conservative Christian 

homes, we may even have gotten the idea that anger was sinful—wrath is one of the seven 

deadly sins, after all—and that good Christians were not even supposed to feel anger. 

 

Perhaps because of this intense social conditioning, most of us are pretty uncomfortable with the 

anger that Jesus expresses in the gospels. We much prefer our Jesus to be the loving healer, or 

even the stern teacher over the angry prophet. We prefer Buddy Jesus. Or Zen Jesus. Or Jesus-

loves-me Jesus, rather than the Jesus we have in today’s gospel reading, the angry Jesus who is 

clearing out the temple.  

 

But I think that denying, discounting, or ignoring our and Jesus’s capacity for anger is 

problematic. For one thing, doing so does an injustice to scripture; there are many examples of 

people being angry in both the Hebrew Bible and the New Testament. It also ignores modern 
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scientific understanding of human emotion, of why we have emotions in the first place. Finally, 

it ignores a fundamental aspect of our theology: that we are created good in God’s image. If the 

range of emotions we are capable of are part of the way we are made—and I believe this is so—

then naming some as positive and others as negative both discounts science and suggests that 

God created us flawed instead of whole. 

 

Rather than the perspective that some emotions are good and others bad, neuroscience tells us 

that “emotions have developed in the biological history of humans to serve a positive purpose.”2 

Emotions enable us to “establish and maintain our connections to the world around us” and 

without them we would not know love or joy, and “could not be in meaningful relationships with 

each other, our environment, or even God.”3 As one of our basic emotions, anger is, like love or 

joy, a gift from God and part of what it means to be created in God’s image. 

 

And if we believe that Jesus is fully incarnated as a human being, with all the emotions and 

characteristics of humanity, then we must be willing to accept his anger as part of his full 

humanity and learn from the times when he gets angry. 

 

I’ll pause here and note that although anger is part of our physiology and a gift of our humanity, 

it can certainly lead to destructive and negative behavior. Like all of our given human 

characteristics, “we can express [anger] negatively and destructively, or we can express it 

creatively as a way of promoting life and love”4 in our communities. To those who have been 

victims of destructive anger, I do not wish to suggest that anger is always morally neutral. Like 

many of our gifts from God, it can wreak havoc when used to control and harm others. 

Nevertheless, anger is a neurological and physiological fact of our humanity that we have 

freedom to choose to use for good. 

 

And that’s the trick, isn’t it? Because, as Elizabeth Warren and Amy Klobuchar can attest, 

showing and harnessing anger is risky. In a culture that socializes us to avoid showing our anger, 

we rick social rejection and dismissal when we get angry, even if our anger is righteous and 

justified. Jesus, in his cleansing of the temple, models taking that risk and using his anger to 

shake people out of complacency and bring about change. 

 

In order to gain a deeper understanding of this text, it helps to have some context about the 

Temple and its function in the first century.  First of all, the temple complex at the time of Jesus 

was HUGE. It was the size of 12 soccer fields jammed together and divided up into several 

courts separated by walls and colonnades. The innermost part of the temple was the Holy of 

Holies, the sanctuary where only the high priest could enter. Surrounding that was the Court of 

the Priests, and then the Court of Israel, the Court of the Women, and then finally, the outermost 

courtyard was the Court of the Gentiles, a court where non-Jews were allowed to enter and 

worship.  

 

 
 2 Andrew D. Lester, The Angry Christian: A Theology for Care and Counseling (Louisville: Westminster 

John Knox, 2003), 58. 

 3 Ibid. 
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This outer courtyard was where the money changers and the vendors were set up to exchange 

currency and sell their wares, and it is here that Jesus unleashes his anger. According the Amy-

Jill Levine, the New Testament and Jewish Studies Professor at Vanderbilt: 

 

The Temple at the time of Jesus was many things: it was a house of prayer for all nations, 

it was the site for the three pilgrimage festivals of Passover, Pentecost, and Sukkot; it was 

a symbol of Jewish tradition (we might think of it as comparable, for the Jewish people of 

the time, to how Americans might view the Statue of Liberty); it was the national bank, 

and it was the only place in the Jewish world where sacrifices could be offered.5 

 

Pilgrims who came to the Temple to worship would not bring the sacrificial animal on their 

journey. They would instead buy the animal when they arrived at the Temple. And because only 

Temple currency could be used at the Temple, they needed to exchange their local money for the 

Temple’s.  

 

It’s important for us to realize that the Temple what not what we’d think of as a church. Today 

we think of churches as quiet places for worship, but the Temple was very different: 

 

It was a tourist attraction, especially during the pilgrimage festivals. It was very crowded, 

and it was noisy. The noise was loud and boisterous, and because it was Passover, people 

were happy because they were celebrating the Feast of Freedom. For many, it was one of 

the few opportunities to celebrate by eating meat rather than just fish. We might think of 

the setting as a type of vacation for the pilgrims: a chance to leave their homes, to catch 

up with friends and relatives, to see the “big city,” and to feel a special connection with 

their fellows Jews and with God.6 

 

It is into this setting that Jesus comes and drives out the vendors and money-changers. It’s 

apparent that he’s angry—but why? Over the years there have been various interpretations for his 

anger and actions. Some suggest that Jesus is angry because: 

 

The Temple must have been a dreadful institution; that it exploited the poor; that it was in 

cahoots with Rome; […] that there was a “Temple Domination System” that represented 

everything wrong with society; [that] the Temple imposed oppressive purity laws that 

forbade people from entering. […] But none of these view fits what we know about either 

Jesus or history.7 

 

First of all, there’s no evidence that the money changers and animal vendors were cheating the 

people, so it doesn’t seem that this is what Jesus is protesting. Also, Jesus didn’t hate the 

Temple, and he didn’t reject it. His followers continued to worship there after his death, up until 

the Temple was destroyed by Rome 40 years later. He also isn’t opposed to purity laws. He 

actually restores people to ritual purity by healing them. Since Gentiles were welcome in the 

 
 5 Amy-Jill Levine, Entering the Passion of Jesus: A Beginner’s Guide to Holy Week (Nashville: United 

Methodist Publishing, 2018), 49. 

 6 Ibid., 50. 

 7 Ibid., 51-52. 
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outer courtyard and free to worship God there, it’s not likely that he was protesting exclusion of 

foreigners.  

 

So what was Jesus angry about? I think there are two reasons. First, in Mark’s telling of the 

story, Jesus alludes to two passages from the Hebrew Bible what he says, “Is it not written, ‘My 

house shall be called a house of prayer for all the nations’? But you have made it a den of 

robbers.”8 

 

The first half of this is from Isaiah, Chapter 56, which John read earlier. It’s a beautiful passage 

that clearly welcomes into the Temple those who have been traditionally excluded from worship. 

The second half of the allusion is from the prophet Jeremiah, 7:11: “Has this house, which is 

called by my name, become a den of robbers in your sight?”9 This reference to the “den of 

robbers” is likely where people get the idea that the money changers and vendors must have been 

cheating people. But this isn’t what the Jeremiah allusion means. 

  

When Jeremiah calls the Temple a den of robbers, he’s not calling it the place where the robbers 

go to rob people; he’s referring to it as the place they go after they’ve stolen the goods. It’s the 

place they go to feel safe from the authorities. It’s the place they go to count up their loot and 

gloat about their fortune. For Jeremiah and Jesus—and us today for that matter—the Temple 

should not be a place to come and feel safe and sanctified after we’ve been sinful all week. It’s 

not the place to come to show off new clothes rather than recommitting to clothing the naked. 

Instead, it’s the place we go to find community, to welcome the stranger, and to repent of our 

sins; it’s the place where we promise to live a godly life, and then go forth to keep our 

promises.10  

 

The second reason that Jesus is angry takes some imaginative work. Imagine Jesus entering a 

Jerusalem full of pilgrims for Passover, and equally full of Roman soldiers to make sure there is 

no unrest. Imagine him entering the Temple, full of cheerful pilgrims, seemingly oblivious to the 

Roman army around the Temple, oblivious to the oppression of the Empire, oblivious to the poor 

and naked at the gate, intent only on their festive celebrations. Imagine him, knowing the risk he 

is taking to be in Jerusalem, the risk of going to and teaching in the Temple. Imagine him 

looking around and seeing the complacency of the people, and the fear of the priests, intent on 

keeping the peace and unwilling to take any risks to resist oppression. 

 

Imagining all this, I understand his anger. I understand the risk he takes to express that anger. 

And I understand that sometimes, anger is the only way to shake people out of their 

complacency. If I am not angry about injustice, oppression, and poverty, then I am not paying 

attention to what’s happening in the world, and I am not living out Christ’s mandate to love God 

and love my neighbor. Elie Wiesel, the Holocaust survivor and peace activist proclaimed, “‘I 

believe in compassionate anger!’ and connected compassionate anger to moral action: ‘righteous 

anger is the morally appropriate response to the effects of hatred.’” His 11th commandment was 

“Though shalt not stand idly by.”11 

 
 8 Mark 11:17, NRSV. 

 9 Jeremiah 7:11, NRSV. 

 10 Levine, 57-8. 

 11 Lester, 207. 
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In the face of injustice, anger can serve as a spiritual ally. Anger can become a way to hope in 

the face of hopelessness. It can give courage and strength to stand up and resist hatred. It can 

serve to fuel our action for the long haul. Anger without love is destructive, but anger born out of 

compassion and rooted in God’s love for us and creation can—and will—change the world.  

 

Showing our righteous anger is a risk. But we risk much more by not acting on that anger. Amen. 

 

 


