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Texts: Exodus 20:1-17 • Psalm 19 • 1 Corinthians 1:18-25 • John 2:13-22

This the first Sunday of an undertaking we are calling Odyssey.
The word “odyssey” comes from the name of the main character of Homer’s 

epic poem. The poem describes the adventures and hardships that Odysseus has 
over a ten-year period of time. It is a fascinating and incredibly influential story for 
Western civilization. It was written around 800 B.C. I encourage you to, as we now 
say and can so easily do, “Google and read it.”

Odysseus has given his name to any journey involving adventure and hard-
ship that we undertake, especially one where we don’t know the outcome ahead of 
time.

You likely could not come up with a better single sentence definition of what 
Jesus referred to as “the rule or Kingdom of God” than that of an odyssey: a journey 
of adventure and hardship we undertake with no clear vision at the beginning of the 
outcome.

Our egos, meaning the way we live and think most of the time, don’t like 
such undertakings. We love to stay in control, we don’t like surprises, we want to 
find God in places and people where we think God ought to be found and don’t 
want following a spiritual path to be too much of an inconvenience.

This is the first Sunday of undertaking of something we are calling Odyssey.
At the beginning of this undertaking I want to put on the table at least two 

of the fears we all bring to this undertaking. There may be more but I know there 
are two.

I think these fears are brought into every counseling session I conduct, every 
period of spiritual direction I am part of, every worship service I attend here or 
participate in. Most of the time these fears are so deeply buried we aren’t aware of 
them, but they are there. Sometimes, like today, they are very close to the surface.

The first fear of course is that nothing will happen. We have planned and 
plotted, dreamed, and hoped about this Odyssey adventure for months now. We’ve 
talked about the this being an opportunity for encounter and community, for 
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growth and possibility, for two communities in our larger community who rarely 
interact to have a chance to do so. 

But, what if nothing come of it? 
We light the fuse to the big firecracker and it just fizzles out. 
That’s one fear. That nothing will happen.
The second fear is an even bigger one and often more deeply hidden. 
What if something does happen?
I love the story of the Pentecostal man who wandered into, let us say, a 

church such as this one. He comes in on the pulpit aisle side during the first hymn. 
During the sermon, the visitor got so caught up that he shouted out, “Amen.” 

People turned and looked. They were not used to this. 
A few minutes later, he shouted out, “Hallelujah!” Again, people noticed. 
It happened a third time, “Praise the Lord.”
The ushers were so distraught about the man’s behavior that the head usher 

went down the aisle and whispered to him: “You’ll have to keep quiet! The pastor’s 
right in the middle of the sermon!” 

The Pentecostal man said, “Keep quiet? How can I keep quiet? I’ve got the 
Holy Spirit!” 

To which the usher said, “Well, you didn’t get it in this church!”
The Pentecostal man made a theological error that many of us make. You see, 

he didn’t have the Holy Spirit; the Holy Spirit had him! And that’s the problem with 
much of our theology. We want our religion and spirituality to stay in boxes we can 
open and close at our own discretion. We want to put God in our story. Not us in 
God’s story.

But, what if, like in the Gospel reading for today, Jesus comes in and upsets 
our way of doing business — meaning the beliefs we use to hold our lives together 
rather than our being held by Sacred Mystery? 

What if God, whatever we mean when we use that word, becomes something 
more and incredibly other than the white guy we often imagine sitting off out there 
somewhere? 
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What if we were to “get it” that our identity is who we are in Sacred Mystery - 
no more, no less? 

What if we were to become convicted that what our lives were really about 
was allowing this Sacred Mystery to find expression in and through how we live and 
relate to others? 

What if something happens?
This is the first Sunday of undertaking something we are calling Odyssey.
I am using the Gospel selection from our lectionary to help shape our under-

standing of and participation in one portion of this journey of adventure and hard-
ship. The title I’ve given this homily is “Making Room for What Matters Most.”

There is a Zen saying: “The most dangerous thing in the world is to think you 
understand something.” I would wager that most people, especially those of us who 
have grown up in a church, attended religious services, or been exposed to various 
media presentations all the way from Mel Gibson’s The Passion to the various kinds 
of programs that begin to show up on television around this time of year, most peo-
ple think that they know the Jesus story, especially what happened during the last 
week of the life of Jesus. After all, almost 40 percent of the Gospels are given to the 
telling of the events of the last week.

In order for something to happen, especially in our spiritual living, we have 
to give up the notion that we already know. We have to have what the Buddhists call 
“beginner’s mind.”

Likely everyone knows or has heard about the incident where Jesus gets upset 
with the moneychangers in the temple, turns over their tables and runs them out of 
the temple. Most Jesus scholars locate this as an event that occurred during what is 
called “the second day of Holy Week.”

The dramatic cleansing of the temple is an acted parable by Jesus about how 
those responsible with leading and controlling temple practices had gone wrong.

I wish we had time today to talk about how temple worship and animal sacri-
fice came to be. It has nothing to do with giving up or making to suffer or substitu-
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tion or any of the other perversions it has been made into. It has to do with making 
sacred and recognizing the sacredness of everything and every one.

When Jesus went into the temple, he was not rejecting temple worship. He 
was rejecting the notion and practice that those in charge had made the temple 
and its practices into a place that judged and excluded. The message of Jesus was all 
about forgiveness of and inclusion for everyone.

If you have heard the story before, you likely remember Jesus is quoted as 
saying, “You have made my father’s house a den of thieves.” 

It is not that robbery is taking place in the temple. Rather, the temple had 
become the place where robbers go to hang out. What is being stolen is the land 
and the resources that are pushing more and more people to the bottom of the eco-
nomic heap. Jesus was being critical, just as the earlier prophets had been, that the 
religious leaders were using their religion to sidestep doing what God really wanted, 
which was justice toward the powerless.

So what might this story mean for us on this the first Sunday of undertaking 
something we are calling Odyssey?

Jesus’ life itself was an Odyssey was it not? 
He started out with a mystical experience from which he returned to an-

nounce Good News, not scary theology full of dire threats. The Good News was: “I 
have experienced that I am a divine child of God. And, so are you. The Father and 
I are one. And so are you. If you have seen me, you have seen the Father. And, I see 
the sacred in you. I look past every thing you think defines you and see your Sacred 
Preciousness. Your faith in that will make you whole.”

This is not the notion of God I got as a child. The God presented to me then 
was a God of wrath, a God to fear, a God who would condemn, judge, exclude. 
The God of Jesus was a God to fall in love with, a God who is safe to trust our lives 
and odysseys to. Any system that blocks access to this God is one Jesus wants to 
overturn.

The journey we are undertaking is that of putting the separated back together 
— both on the outside and on the inside. That is our primary calling.
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If you look at the history of all religions, they almost all begin with one mas-
sive mistake. They make a clean split between the sacred and profane — profane 
means “to be outside the temple.”

What Jesus did was find the sacred everywhere. Everyplace is sacred. We 
have just desecrated some of it. We have done the same with those people we deem 
to be outside our tribe.

The church makes a huge mistake and betrays the Gospel of Jesus when it 
teaches people to look in just a few places or in just a certain group of people to find 
the Sacred. It is we alone who desecrate the world that belongs to God by our in-
ability to see truthfully and to show reverence for all and everyone.

This is the first Sunday of undertaking something we are calling Odyssey.


