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A few weeks ago, Jim and I drove not far from Coloma, California while on our drive home.  Coloma, now a ghost town with the population of 300, was a thriving boomtown; this is where James W. Marshall discovered gold on January 24, 1848.  After that day, the gold rush was on.  The population went from 100 to 100,000 in a year.  The reality of the lives of those who headed West to mine gold changed quickly. And, of course, most of them did not strike it rich. In our world today, there are not too many people living their reality prospecting for gold....but there are many people who, like those with gold fever back then, are discontent.  They are searching for a reality for their lives that is more, new, better.  Where is that desired reality to be found?   In today's Psalm (19:10), we read:  "The fear of the Lord is clean and endures forever....more to be desired are they than gold, more than much fine gold."  Wow -- the Lord is more to be desired than much fine gold?  It probably would have been difficult to convince those prospectors of this, but it is THE TRUTH. What we have in the Lord gives us a way better reality than a huge strike of fine gold would give us. St. Paul teaches the Corinthians and us in our Epistle reading today that, "...we proclaim Christ crucified....God's foolishness is wiser than human wisdom, and God's weakness is stronger than human strength." Jesus knows that we get mixed up about what reality we should be seeking, and He helps guide us back to where we belong: with Him.

In today's Gospel, we see Jesus doing just that.  Jesus walks into an every-day reality of a bunch of people's lives, that were way off base.  Picture the scene: an open air market, cattle bellowing, sheep bleating, doves cooing, merchants hawking their wares, coins being deposited into the cash registers of the day.  It must have been a chaotic, noisy, smelly scene.  The only problem was: it was in the Temple, the house of God, the place where people were to worship, to pray, to connect with God.  The reality was that the Temple had become a marketplace, and God was offended. The reality was that The Temple, Jesus, was in their midst; He shared that "in three days I will raise it up," referring to the Resurrection, not the Temple building.  They were living lives against God's will, and Jesus helped them see the errors of their ways on that day. Life in the Temple back on that day when Jesus cleansed it was not full of people keeping the Ten Commandments.  The Ten Commandments are given us today twice: in our Old Testament lesson, and at the beginning of this Rite I service.  People were price gouging - stealing, people were making wrongful use of the name of the Lord, people were coveting, people were bowing down to the god of materialism.  Follow these commandments was not easy then, and is not easy now; but we must do it.  Take a look at page 317-318 in the BCP; here you will see listed the Ten Commandments, followed by a response, a phrase we the people say after each one:  "Lord, have mercy upon us, and incline our hearts to keep this law."  In other words, we ask God to help us keep these laws, because by ourselves we can't do it.

The story of Jesus in the Temple is told to us in all four of the Gospels, but it is told here in John earlier than the rest. The commentators believe that it is so early in John's Gospel because John is all about helping the reader know who Jesus is: this Gospel account  in the Temple helps us know more about Jesus' identity as priest, as prophet, as king.  It was the 19th century reformer John Calvin who first shared about these three offices held by Jesus and revealed here.  As priest, Jesus is interceder and reconciler.  As prophet, Jesus is speaks the truth; Jesus is THE WORD.  And as king of kings, Jesus is Lord of all. The Son of God, Jesus, is redeemer, savior, priest, king, prophet, priest. He is not just the rabbi carpenter from Nazareth, He is not just one of those things, He is all of those things. In this Gospel, Jesus shows His authority.  This doesn't give us permission to act out when we get angry; this is not the message here.  In this Gospel, Jesus is making a new reality known - and doing this in a way that got people's attention. He is confronting injustice, hypocrisy, and the misappropriation of God's Holy name. He is cleansing the church away from its old reality, ushering in Himself as the new reality: salvation, redemption.  Christ came to bring the heavenly kingdom near; we have a taste of it now, we can tap into His power and strength.  We experience His love now, and we look forward to experiencing it fully in heaven.  

Aren't the videogames that are sold today absolutely amazing?  The figures in them seem quite real, in spite of being just detailed cartoons. Some of these games are called the term, "virtual reality." In fact, it is easy for a person playing one of these games to forget that it is not, in fact, real! The action is fast, the ability to control and manipulate what happens during the games is precise, and the adrenalin rush one gets when playing and winning must be really exciting. The bestselling videogames of 2014 include: Plants vs. Zombie's, Donkey Kong, Thief, Castlevania. This week at a clergy meeting, I learned that there are now well documented cases of small children being diagnosed with Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) not from being abused, but from playing intense videogames.  It turns out that these games are so real to their young minds, which are unable to distinguish between reality and fantasy.  So, they live thinking that life is a videogame: this can be very scary for them.  Playing a videogame now and then is fun, but it is not reality - it is escapism, and it is not the reality that God has planned for us.  We don't need to escape -- because the Good News we have is that the life God has planned for us is abundant and the love of God is real. We don't have to search for other realities, because the reality you are offered here by Jesus is real and is everything you are searching for.  

Julian of Norwich sums this up,
“For we are his bliss, because he endlessly delights in us;
and so with his grace shall we delight in him.”
And with his grace we shall learn to delight in others, however unbearable
or disagreeable they might seem.
When I remember that God endlessly delights in me
and am able to rest in the assurance of that delight,
I am better able to remember that God delights in others, I am better able to bear with others, I am better able to engage those with whom I disagree
with patience and understanding and forbearance."

Last week, Bishop Matt taught us this: "Grace is it: The first word for Christians is grace. The last word for Christians is grace. And every day, along the way, is grace, grace, grace."   This is reality.  Amen.
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