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What Drives God’s Economy

In the temple he found people selling cattle, sheep, and doves, and the money changers seated at their temples. Making a whip of cords, he drove all of them out of the temple…He also poured out the coins of the money changers and overturned their tables. (John 2: 14-15)
I imagine you have noticed some things going on in these last few weeks. They are right in the near background of our day-to-day lives. The ground under our feet is shifting like techtonic plates under a fault line before an earthquake; not just companies like AIG but countries like Iceland are collapsing (what does that mean? Head over on the next plane and spend some money??); savings once called securities are no longer secure; jobs we assumed were solid are now in question; no one really knows whether the stimulus will stimulate or not; stock market was so low and now back up a bit; the most successful investor in the world for decades has just gone to prison for life; the weather was cold then hot and now cold again; school systems were changing and now are not changing; construction goes up all around this area but no one knows if there is money to finish projects…I imagine you probably noticed but there is a lot of free-floating anxiety hanging low and thick in the atmosphere--people can’t sleep or can’t eat or eat too much or are getting sick more frequently--we feel disoriented, unstable--all the usual fixed items are now moving parts…It is as though our eyes are opening to the terrifying fragility of life.
I am reminded of the theologian Karl Barth, who wrote: “Do not fear the wrath of God; fear the love of God, because it will strip away everything that stands in the way of you and God.” We may be in one of those phases of our history in which God is cleaning house--God is stripping away the false securities, the idols we have been clinging to in place of God. 

The truth is, it is a startling thing to encounter the pathos of God. In the Scriptures today God gets jealous, and Jesus gets mad. God gets jealous because we pledge our allegiance to so many lesser gods and forget the one God who has the power to give life. This is what those dusty old commandments are really for--not to be placed on the mantle like a relic, nor to be feared like some burdensome rules, but to keep us free from the lesser gods of our own choosing. 

And Jesus gets mad because the economy of the world is upside down--so he literally turns it over when he turns those tables of the money-changers over and makes a whip to drive out those selling animals for sacrifice. What he rages against is an economic system that has made access to God one more commodity to be bought and sold. This is not how God’s economy works, not what God intended by sacrifice, and Jesus will not stand for it--his love burns too hot to allow it. It’s not just that the more money you have, the better access to God you get; that would be pernicious enough. It’s that people are making profits by taking advantage of the poor and the sick, the widow and the orphan. The whole system has become corrupt, and no one seems to have noticed. 

It’s all over the Bible, this pathos: God creates from love’s expression, God desires relationship like a spouse, God grieves like a hurt friend when we turn away, God rejoices like a loving Father upon our return; Jesus weeps at the death of his friend Lazarus. And here today, God gets jealous, and Jesus gets mad.

Don’t get me wrong: this is not to say God is some simpering victim of God’s own feelings huffing out of a room and sulking in the corner--that would be to make God in our own image. Nor is it to make the mistake of putting the emphasis on anger. The point is that when something is wrong in the world, God notices, and God feels it. We may not notice or feel it, but God does. 

When Jesus makes that whip of cords and drives out the money changers and the animal sellers, it’s because he notices something is wrong, and he feels the pain of injustice in his bones. Here’s how the system works: in order to get right with God, you first have to travel to the Temple in Jerusalem; then you have to exchange the currency of your region for the Temple currency at exorbitant, unregulated exchange rates; then you have to buy the biggest animal you can afford to make as a sacrifice for your sins and the sins of your family. For the poor, the sick, for women, and for the ritually unclean, any of the three of these steps is a barrier keeping you from God--and this is what Jesus rages against. 

The economy of God is not a market-driven economy. The pace and amount you produce does not matter to God. In God’s economy, there are no barriers that exclude. Jesus came to fulfill God’s intention not to create barriers, but to annihilate them one and all. 

I’d like to say simply that God’s economy is an open invitation: open because God intends every living being to participate, and invitation because God actively invites you. “Let the little children come to me,” and “Come to me all those who labor and are heavy-laden…”--these are the mottos. It is why we kneel around one table together and share the same meal--whoever you are, and wherever you are on the journey of faith, you are invited as God’s guest to participate. 

But closer to the truth is that God’s economy is a passionate appeal that hurts when you resist, that suffers while you are away. My colleague is fond of saying that you’ve got to see it before you be it, so here’s a glimpse so you can see it: What marks God’s economy is not aggression, but tenderness; not currency, but relationship; not fear, but trust; not acquiring and consuming, but sharing and giving away. 

The model of course is the person of Jesus himself, who would rather suffer in weakness and die than place any barrier between us and God. What drives God’s economy is not a market but a cross of love. Let’s not just see it; let’s be it.
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