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Spring is almost here – while I am excited for the change of season so that I can fully open the windows in the house, I am not excited about saying goodbye to my beloved snow. In addition, I know that my annual ideas of cleaning the house are deeply brewing – nothing like celebrating Spring break with a clean house. And why do I have these ideas and not so uncommon relationship patterns running through my head of Spring - clean and orderly, right?! It’s my mother’s fault! My mother is the ‘Queen of Clean’! When my mother is in her mood – look out! If you stand still too long, she’ll put you in the trash! Honestly, it was because of her great cleaning skills that she was ‘hired out’ for the price of dinner in order to help my oldest sister arrange or should I say prepare her new home for her arrival once she was married to the owner.  Now, my brother-in-law, made Oscar Madison look neat! But after my mother completed her walk-through, she told my father to order an empty bin (I laughed at that).  You know she was talking about a dumpster.  Once it arrived, my mother proceeded to fill it not once, but twice before she felt her job was complete.  Needless to say my sister was ecstatic and my brother-in-law, to this day, still can’t figure out what happened.

But let me introduce you to another house cleaning scenario, one that hits closer to our spiritual home than others might think. Bishop William H. Willimon wrote this piece. No title to it, but I can assume it was written while he was a Duke University. He begins by saying that the day began like any other day and as he walked up to the grand, gothic stone church, walking from a distant parking space because the day was just that beautiful and sunny, much like today, the sight he was beholding was suddenly changed.  “’As I approached,” he said, “’I could hear some sort of commotion as I got within range (of the church). I could hear clatter and clamor, things crashing.”’ “’No, you can’t do that! Stop! Who do you think you are?’” “’I was hearing the voices of our janitor, along with that of the attendant.’” “I approached the door and was shocked, yes, even horrified, to see a couple of hymnals, come flying our the door. The new hymnals that we bought a few years ago, the twenty-dollars-apiece hymnals with the gold letter stamped on them for two dollars extra! Some raving lunatic was throwing those precious books out the door. 


Then came the big Bible – the leather bound, genuine Moroccan, gold embossed lectern Bible that was given as a memorial. The two hundred dollar Bible! That one. Flying out the door, flopping half opened on the flagstones in front of the chapel.


What kind of nut would throw around the Word of God? Have the police been called? 

Then came the furniture: A couple of pews, sailing out the door, ripped out of the floor where we had them carefully bolted down. The attendant’s desk – the one where the attendant guards the entrance to the chapel. Splintering into a hundred pieces on the sidewalk. How are we supposed to insure the safety and preservation of the chapel building without that desk? The computer, which keeps the chapel calendar, that holds the records of those would-be brides and grooms who have met our requirements for getting married in the chapel? How are we supposed to police this place without that computer?  The sacred computer burst into a pile of rubble when it hit the ground.

The altar! No, not our altar! We have to hire four (4) football players to move that thing whenever we need it placed somewhere else. How on earth did that lunatic lift it? There it sailed out the door. The beautiful paraments and hangings too (hand embroidered, European hand embroidered, silk European hand embroidered), now crumpled in the yard.

I ducked just in time or the silver communion chalice would have cold conked me. Then the sterling engraving paten came flying out. Next the huge hand-carved oak baptismal font flew out the door! Where are those police when you need them? Probably writing parking tickets while our place of worship is being ravished.

Then I saw the Methodist Book of Discipline fly. A large bishop came flying out by the seat of his pants, landing hard on the front steps in a very undignified heap; then the Dean of the Divinity School; then one by one all of the members of the committee for ministerial credentials; the study commission on homosexuality and the church; the chairperson of the altar guild; the large vase in which we put the flowers on special Sundays – all out the door.

The attendant came running out, his clothes half torn off, cuts and bruises in his face, screaming, “’Jesus is in there cleaning house!”

“’Jesus?’” I asked, “My Jesus, Jesus meek and mild? The compassionate Jesus?  Our best friend and most loyal patron? Jesus?’”  “’Yep, “ said the attendant, “I saw him myself. Burst in this morning while we were praying. Boy is he mad!” 

Now, this might only be a ‘dream’– the imagination of the authors mind – but I asked myself – and I ask it of all of you – what if Jesus came here today – right now as we sit comfortable in this place of worship, what we would call our temple.  Would Jesus be pleased with what he might see and find? Would he come in and feel welcome? Would he see that we truly have open hearts and open minds – that we are the United Methodist Church after we are Children of God?  Or would he see that some house cleaning needed to be done?  Not the dusting of the window sills and the washing of the walls and cleaning of the carpets, but some serious house cleaning of judgmental ideologies that prevent us from sharing the Word of God.  Would he clean out the holdings of precious books and other items that we hold more dear and special to us than his Word?  Would he tell us to get rid of things because we were more concerned with their cost, their expensive look and that they are the latest worship aides to glorify God and simply retain the truth within that is greater than all things?  Would he remind us that the words from our mouths and the meditations of our hearts are the most precious?  We are to worship in spirit and in truth. And as my mind continued to turn, I thought – do I really want Jesus to clean the temple, this temple that I worship in, this place we call church? It would not be a pretty sight – again not because of the housecleaning that might need to be done, as I watched Pastor vacuum after the Mystery Dinner last night, but that Jesus is the Son of God, God in the flesh.  Can you imagine what his face must have become? What it changed to when he cleaned out the temple so many years ago? Can you imagine the sound of his voice? The items that must have not only been overturned, but the way things must have scattered, broken and flew in every direction possible as Jesus made it very clear that this was his Father’s house! And then, one touch of the tailings from that whip and I would have been no more good! Fallen to the ground I would have – waiting for the end.    


Bishop Willimon noted at the end of his writing that Jesus is consumed with passion for God’s house.  Jesus does love us, but love the righteousness, truth, and holiness of God even more. He will, he will, purify God’s house and transform our little play church into God’s very Body.  And let me remind you, the need to clean the house does not stop at the physical temple we call the church; it also includes our own temple.  What is inside of us that needs to be cleaned out?  Don’t let this season pass by and here you are sitting again with cobwebs in your spiritual brain from outdated beliefs in what worship should and should and shouldn’t be.  Don’t let this season pass when things are to be restored and renewed and we come out of it holding on to our unwillingness to forgive and more concern about the material items than the spiritual matters. Do not allow yourself to come out of this season as you entered – cluttered, hording your time, talents, gifts and offerings and giving and doing as you always have.  Do not let Jesus be the one that comes in to cleanse us in such a way that he must whip the idolatry that is in us, out of us. 


So this Sunday, today, amid the rubble our religion, we need to ask Jesus to come into this house, our houses – both physical and within ourselves, and drive out our self-contrived demons, whip us into shape, clean us up, dust us off, until we are able to worship – in word and in deed, not just on Sunday, but on Monday and all the days – as we ought.  Are you ready to clean the house? Amen.   

