
CALVIN 20

ABUSE of RELIGION
Scripture says: ‘My house shall be called a house of prayer, but you are making it
a cave of robbers.’ Matthew 21:13

Jeremiah lived from approximately 650 BC to 570 BC, when according to tradition
he was stoned to death in Egypt for upsetting his exasperated fellow exiles. Now
upsetting people was a bit of a hallmark for Jeremiah. He was born in Anatoth,
a village two miles north-east of Jerusalem. His father, Hilkiah, was the local
priest.

The Lord called him to prophesy in the thirteenth year of King Josiah’s reign
which must have been in the year 626 BC, when Jeremiah would have been in
his early twenties. The event of his calling is described in the first chapter of
the book named after him. Jeremiah does not like the call and says: ‘Ah, Lord,
God! Behold I do not know how to speak, for I am only a youth (verse 6).’ But
‘the Lord put forth his hand and touched my mouth; and the Lord said to me,
‘Behold I have put my words in your mouth (verse 9). I have set you this day
over nations and over kingdoms, to pluck up and to break down, to destroy and
to overthrow, to build and to plant (verse 10).’

Unfortunately, the Lord was not always pleased with his people and so Jeremiah
often caught the brunt of God’s displeasure and had to faithfully transmit to the
Hebrews why He was upset and what had to be changed in order to get back
into His favour. Plucking up and breaking down, destroying and overthrowing,
building and planting were not always pleasant business. No wonder Jeremiah’s
utterances received a rather mixed reception. And today’s prophesies about the
abuse of God’s house (it being made into ‘a cave of robbers’) is certainly not an
exception.

As long as King Josiah was on the throne of Judah, the Lord and Jeremiah as
his spokesman had little to complain about, but when Jehoiakim succeeded his
father in 609 BC the rot set in. Our Old Testament reading for today, Jeremiah
7:1-20, shows God’s displeasure. Apparently the king and the people felt that
attending the temple in Jerusalem was all that was necessary to be saved and
forgiven. After superficial worship they apparently had no qualms ‘doing all
these abominations (verse 10)’ all over again.

Jeremiah lists these abominations: stealing, murdering, adultery, swearing falsely,
burning incense to Baal, and going after other gods (verse 9). Then he uses the
text for today: ‘My house shall be called a house of prayer, but you are making
it a cave of robbers (verse 11).’ For good measure he adds the warning: ‘Go to
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my shrine at Shiloh, which once I made a dwelling for my name, and see what
I did to it because of the wickedness of my people Israel (verse 12).’

In the early nomadic period of existence Shiloh had been the place where the
ark (the centre of worship travelling with the Israelites) had been stationed. It
had been captured by the Philistines while in the safekeeping of the wicked
sons of Eli. The point of the comparison is that both the temple and the ark were
pointers to, and symbols of, a source of prayer and inner motivation rather than
pieces of wood and stone with intrinsic sacred value.

And that seems to be the crux of today’s Old Testament reading: the tragedy of
human existence and a major source of men’s temptation is the inevitable
propensity of humans to invest emotions and commitments in what is concrete
and discernible. The Bible struggles again and again (the golden calf in Exodus
32:4 is another good example) with the problem as to how humans can learn to
lift their sights beyond the immediate and the tangible to the intangible and the
cosmic.

This is also the central issue in today’s New Testament reading, Matthew
21:10-17. In his little speech at the temple Jesus actually borrows Jeremiah’s
metaphor of the robber’s cave. The purpose of the temple to direct humans to
God is sidetracked to make room for the very mundane efforts of the
money-changers and the pigeon salesmen to make money. Jesus is indignant,
upsets their tables and other gear and chases them out of the temple precincts
and says: ‘Scripture says; My house shall be called a house of prayer, but you
are making it a robber’s cave (Matthew 21:13).’

Again the transcendent is sacrificed for the immanent, the cosmic for the
immediate, the heavenly for the earthly, and the austere for the indulgent. To
Jesus the temple, like the ark before and the church in our day and age, is the
house of God. It is to be revered not because of what it is made of, but of what
it points to. Jesus appears to think that the human need for boundary is to be
countered by openness to God’s presence and influence.

What does Calvin say about today’s readings and particularly our text? Times
have not changed much, he says. What were called the ark and the temple in
those days are the churches of today. Satan’s intention to corrupt has in no way
diminished. There were just as many ‘hypocrites’ within their walls then as
there are now. And the problem is that by worshipping the wood of a chest (the
ark) or the brick and mortar of a temple or a church, worshippers allow
‘themselves greater liberty in sinning.’

And what is the sin these hypocrites commit? They ignore ‘the design of God
to employ outward symbols for instructing the Jews in true religion’ and by
doing so they satisfy ‘themselves with empty pretence.’ And he adds that it is
not enough ‘to give attention to outward ceremonies’ backing his opinion with
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a quote from Paul’s letter to the Romans (1:25) that these hypocrites and godless
have changed ‘the truth of God into a lie.’

To Calvin ‘a cave of robbers’ is a ‘metaphor of all corruptions.’ And Christ’s
chasing the sellers of pigeons and the money-lenders from the temple precincts
were his attempt to restore ‘the reverence and majesty of the temple.’ Purifying
the temple to prevent its profanation is the way St John (2:16) describes the act
of Jesus. To Calvin the purpose of the temple is ‘to be a shadow of those things
the lively image of which is to be found in Christ. That it might continue to be
devoted to God, it was necessary that it should be applied exclusively to spiritual
purposes.’

These purposes are also cosmic, intent for the entire human race, not just for
the Jewish nation, according to Calvin. God’s order is universal. According to
St Mark’s record of the event, Jesus quotes Isaiah 56:7 that the temple is a house
of prayer for all nations and Calvin remarks that hypocrites may be excluded;
but foreigners and strangers who were formerly excluded are now included ‘so
that henceforth the distinction between circumcision and uncircumcision shall
be abolished.’ Gentiles are now ‘united to the Jews so as to form one body …
the assembly of believers.’ They are reconciled to one another and enjoy ‘the
peace of conscience which Paul ascribes to the Kingdom of God (Romans 14:17)
and which we enjoy when we are reconciled to God by Christ (Romans 5:1).’

Still on abuse and corruption of religion and the church, Calvin has some
interesting observations in his commentary on 1 Corinthians 1:10-13, where Paul
addresses himself to conflicts and divisions in the Church of Corinth. Paul accuses
the congregation of splitting itself into parties crystallized around leading
personalities, such as Apollos and Cephas and exhorts the Christians to unite
around Christ rather than flesh and blood followers.

Calvin comments that these divisions are ‘the fountain of all evils’, ‘the most
hurtful of all plagues’, ‘the deadly poison of all churches.’ They violate the most
sacred of bonds. They ‘tear Christ asunder.’ They are ‘the most destructive
enemies of our faith.’ If these leaders ‘do not adhere to Christ alone – that very
thing would make them covenant breakers.’

By contrast, ‘harmony of affections’ should prevail. Christian unity consists of
‘fitting and suitably joined together … just as the members of the human body
are connected together by a most admirable symmetry.’ Religion is a most
powerful force ‘to unite us.’ Yet ‘on the other hand, if any disagreement has
arisen as to matters of this nature … in no other department are there fiercer
battles.’

Calvin’s realism about human behaviour also leads him to think that humans
cannot achieve perfection in even the most sacred of duties, such as witnessing
to salvation through faith in Christ. Yet organization is necessary and so Calvin
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feels that Christians can at least strive for minimal conflict. Therefore he suggests
a system of checks and balances, whereby the power of leadership is checked
by ‘common consent (Inst. IV iv 2).’ Yet one has to be careful, ‘lest as usually
happens, from equality dissension can arise’ and therefore elders and presbyters
should be appointed. Yet they should always be individuals whose genuine
humility must surpass any ambitions they may have.

The real issue that both the readings from Jeremiah and Matthew are grappling
with is the enshrining of religion, the embedding of basic religious/spiritual
ideas in concrete structures. The perpetual temptation is not just to assign equal
value and commitment to these structures, but to actually assign more value and
faith to their embodiment than to the core of those religious/spiritual ideas.

And when I mention ‘enshrinement’ and ‘embeddedness’ I do not just mean the
wooden box or ark carried around by the ancient Hebrews to the promised land
or the stone temple they built once they settled in Canaan. I also mean the
necessary boundaries erected around the specifics of their faith. I say ‘necessary’
because our Christian faith needs bolstering through a context of transcendent
order. It needs commitment and loyalty of fellow believers. It needs the protection
of ritual retracing the grooves of order. It needs the acting out of the conflict
between tradition and change.

Yet these necessary boundaries can readily become what our text for today calls
‘a cave of robbers’ by which first Jeremiah, then Jesus, quoting him, and Calvin
interpreting both, meant a replacement of core elements by human needs for
concretization and enshrining, as though these needs can comprehensively and
conclusively explain what man’s religion is all about.

They are all necessary and yet only a help, an adjunct, to the pivot of faith
around which our most basic commitment and motivation turns. These needs
put men’s thoughts and constructions at the centre of creation and thereby
prematurely and erroneously enclose God in a man-made box and isolate
ourselves from the openness of the heaven where God actually dwells.

Reduction to human needs is a very contemporary corruption of our faith in
Jesus Christ as Lord and saviour. And not just individual needs but also social
as distinct from individual needs tend just as much, if not more, to succumb to
the temptation to abuse religion, to direct rather than serve. The flesh, as St Paul
and Calvin insist on pointing out, may be an anti-social kind of corruption or a
‘robber’s cave’, but then society as such has its own temptations of tearing down
the heavenly for the earthly by sacralizing the idols of human achievements and
self-sufficiency.

There are many examples. The burning of a mosque by Hindus in India; the
massacres of Christians by Muslims in Indonesia and the Sudan; the conflicts
between Catholics and Protestants in Northern Ireland; the destruction of Buddha
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statues in Afghanistan; the killings during the Crusades in Europe. Essentially
these are travesties resulting from faith in the concrete representations of a
religion rather than from commitment to the explicit teachings and the implicit
symbols of those religions. The latter (the symbols) are invariably non-violent.
They invariably stress self-denial rather than commitment to the organizational
boundaries of those religions. The former (the enshrinements and conflicts)
sometimes become the corruptions which our text today calls a robber’s cave.
They all rob the religious message of its real intent.

This is also true for the supreme sacrifices of young Muslims destroying
themselves in New York and Jerusalem. The causes for which they self-destruct
are invariably the hatred of an economic system such as capitalism or the hatred
of another race, such as Jews. In other words it is the hatred for mundane
structures rather than the contribution their death makes to the pure order at
the heart of their respective religious organizations. It confuses enshrinement
with the content of what it enshrines. It confuses the embeddedness of faith
with faith itself.

Actually to think about individual, organizational and social needs as ‘abuse’ is
maybe too strong a term. All three are both inevitable, unavoidable, closely
linked to human survival and therefore necessary. Yet in Christianity they may
also narrow the Biblical vision. They can lead to replacing the centrality of God
with the centrality of human needs and endeavour. Or to put it differently, they
may prematurely lock out God’s pure order, immortality and omniscience from
an instinctive, human, inward-looking faith in the concrete, tangible and
mundane. They may very well make the ark, the temple and the church into a
‘cave of robbers.’

The fall and original sin is the concept that the Bible uses to sum up the
corruptions symbolized by ‘the cave of robbers.’ Original sin is deeply embedded
in human existence. So deeply, in fact, that only an extraordinary measure
proved necessary to rescue humans from its grip. This extraordinary measure,
the Bible says, is the incarnation, God coming to man in Jesus Christ, to show
that even in this mortal vale of tears sinlessness can exist.

The story of the purification of the temple as recorded in Matthew 21 took place
after Jesus had triumphantly entered Jerusalem and just before his crucifixion.
The crowds had hailed him as ‘the prophet from Nazareth in Galilee (Matthew
21:11)’, but the chief priests and the elders of the nation ‘wanted to arrest him,
but they were afraid of the people, who looked on Jesus as a prophet (Matthew
21:46).’

Jesus, like the prophets before him, stood for liberation, the opening of the heart
to God’s message of salvation. By contrast the priests stood for the status quo
and the implicit petrifaction and routinization of religion. Jeremiah was stoned

131

ABUSE of RELIGION



to death, John the Baptist decapitated and Jesus crucified for denouncing the
religious and mundane status quo.

Religion had become denigrated to what fitted society and influential individuals
within it. It had become nothing but a reflection of the human need for man’s
control of his existence. For Jesus that control was in God’s hand rather than in
men’s. Yet that also meant, as the apostles, the church fathers and in our case
Calvin, understood so well, that faith and commitment were more than man-made
projections.

Where does all this realism, all this confrontation with our imperfections, all
this awareness of sin even penetrating into the heart of our sacred religious
institutions leave us? To me a sermon presents only half the picture if it confines
itself to the realism of human nature. After all, the gospel is good news. It is the
‘euangelion’, the story of the evangelists. And to come to the good part
counterbalancing the perplexing, negative one, we have to go back to our Bible
readings.

And the good news is explicit in both the books of Jeremiah and the Gospel of
St Matthew chapter 21. They speak not only about the robber’s cave and the
corruptions for which the cave is a metaphor. They also mention God’s
determination to rescue existence from these corruptions. They speak about
God’s guidance beyond the mundane and concrete. They give us a vision of
God’s pure order beyond the human disorder.

Jeremiah, after decrying false religion and warning the Hebrews of God’s
punishment, also says that God will not ‘disregard his people (Jeremiah. 9:7)’
and will continue to ‘show unfailing love (Jeremiah 9:24).’ Later God says through
Jeremiah as his mouth piece: ‘But if the nation which I have threatened turns
back from its wicked ways, then I shall think better of the evil I had in mind to
bring on it (Jeremiah 18:8).’ Or further in Jeremiah 29:12, 13: ‘If you invoke me
and pray to me, I will listen to you. When you seek me, you shall find me.’

And in the New Testament in the same chapter 21 of St Matthew’s gospel verse
42, God is not just represented as the one who rejects man’s corruptions. Much
more positively he also provides ‘the main cornerstone’ on which his kingdom
is erected. There is a foundation stronger than man’s squandering and
disobedience. That cornerstone and foundation is Jesus Christ in whose name
sins of corruption can be forgiven and expunged. Man’s impurity has not undone
God’s purity. On the contrary, the latter is both stronger and more enduring.
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