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THE THIRD SUNDAY OF LENT, Year B 
Ex 20:1-3,7-8,12-17; Ps 19:8-11; 1 Cor 1:22-25; Jn 2:13-25 

 

THE COMMANDMENTS AND THE MONEY CHANGERS 
Homily by Fr. Michael A. Van Sloun 

Saturday, March 3, 2018, 5:00 p.m. 

Sunday, March 4, 2018, 8:30 and 10:30 a.m. 

 

We have a table here. 

  Jesus overturned the tables (Jn 2:15). 

  Our plan is to keep this table upright. 

 

There are piles of money on our table. 

  Jesus spilled the coins (Jn 2:15). 

  Our plan is to keep these coins in place on the table. 

 

Q:  What is the liturgical season right now? 

A:  Lent. 

 

Q:  How many days are in Lent? 

A:  Forty (40). 

 

This coming Wednesday we will arrive at the three-week mark of Lent. 

 

Q:  How many days are in three weeks? 

A:  21. 

 

21 of 40. 

Wednesday is the halfway point of Lent. 

 

I’m a sports guy. 

Halfway is halftime. 

The first half has gone by. 

The team goes down to the locker room. 

The coach and the team review the first half: 

  what went well, and what did not go so well. 

The best coaches and teams are able to make adjustments. 

Even if the first half didn’t go well, the game is not lost. 

The coach and team that make the best adjustments often prevail. 

 

That is what you and I should be doing with our Lenten observance. 

It is time to pause and check how the first half of Lent has gone. 

We should continue what has gone well. 

If some things did not go as planned, this is the perfect time to make adjustments. 

 

Lent is the time to turn away from sin (see Mk 1:15). 
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We need to pay attention to all kinds of sin, 

  and the readings for this Mass focus on the sins of the money changers. 

The first reading is the Ten Commandments (Ex 20:1-17). 

The gospel is about the money changers. 

Two commandments are at play with the money changers. 

 

The money changers dealt with money, 

  so we need to discuss money. 

 

Here is a set of U. S. coins. 

Right here we have a penny, nickel, dime, quarter, and half dollar. 

 

Q:  How well do you know your U. S. coins? 

      Whose picture is on each of these coins? 

A:  Penny – Abraham Lincoln; 

      Nickel – Thomas Jefferson; 

      Dime – F.D.R., Franklin Delano Roosevelt; 

      Quarter – George Washington; 

      and this half dollar – John F. Kennedy. 

 

Let’s look at some dollar bills. 

 

A $1 bill has an image of Washington. 

A $5 bill has an image of Lincoln. 

A $10 bill has an image of Hamilton. 

A $20 bill has an image of Jackson. 

A $50 bill has an image of Grant. 

A$100 bill has the image of Franklin. 

 

Please notice a pattern here. 

Every U. S. coin, or every U. S. bill, 

 has the image of a former president or someone important in the history of our nation. 

 

The way that the United States makes coins and paper money 

   is the same way that Romans and Greeks made their money. 

The Roman unit of currency was the denarius. 

The Greek unit of currency was the drachma. 

 

Romans coins were minted with the image of the current emperor. 

During the time of Jesus, it would have been Caesar Augustus or Tiberius. 

Then there was Caligula, Nero, Vespasian, Titus, and Domitian. 

 

This created a very huge problem when it came to worship at the Temple. 

When a Jew went to the Temple, 

  there was a temple tax, 

  and it was an occasion to make a donation. 
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The currency of the day was either the Roman denarius or the Greek drachma. 

For a Jew to carry this kind of a coin to the Temple violated the First Commandment. 

  “I am the Lord, your God, you shall not have images before you” (paraphrase, Ex 20:2,3). 

Roman coins had the images of the emperors, 

  and many of the emperors considered themselves to be “sons of the gods,” 

  and they felt that they deserved to be worshipped. 

It was absolutely unacceptable to bring a Roman or Greek coin to the Temple. 

Consequently, the money needed to be exchanged for Jewish money. 

It was the shekel 2000 years ago, and it still is the shekel today. 

 

I have been to Israel a number of times, 

  and I have brought some Israeli coins home with me. 

Let’s take a look. 

 

Here is a ten cent piece. 

  It has an image of a candle stand with seven branches, 

    the Menorah, the candles of Hanukah. 

A one shekel coin depicts a flower. 

A five shekel coin depicts an altar. 

A ten shekel coin depicts a palm tree. 

Please note, not a single Jewish coin depicts a person, 

  because the First Commandment says that we are not supposed to have images before us. 

God is the one and only image. 

Thus people engaged on ordinary commerce, as everyone was, 

  when they arrived at the Temple, 

  needed to change their Roman or Greek coins, which were unacceptable, 

  to Jewish coins, which were acceptable. 

 

So there were money changers at the entrances to the Temple. 

They performed a valuable service. 

People could not bring a denarius or drachma into the Temple. 

They needed to switch their money to Jewish currency, the shekel. 

Good Jews obeyed the First Commandment and switched their money. 

 

Jesus was angry with the money changers, 

  so there must have been some problem with the way that they did business. 

 

Let’s try and figure out the problem with this demonstration. 

 

Let’s do an experiment with changing money, 

  but instead of  changing U. S. money for foreign money, 

  let’s change U. S. money for U. S. money. 
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 [Call a partner forward, and then make change for a series of one dollar bills.] 

 

Example One. 
[Partner gives the homilist $1, the homilist hands the partner four quarters.] 

Q:  What did you get back? 

A:  Four quarters. 

Q:  What are four quarters worth? 

A:  One dollar. 

Q:  Is a one dollar bill for four quarters a fair exchange? 

A:  Yes. 

So far, so good. 

 

Example Two. 
[Partner gives the homilist $1, the homilist hands the partner three quarters, a dime, and a nickel.] 

Q:  What did you get back? 

A:  Three quarters, a dime, and a nickel. 

Q:  What is all that worth, oh great mathematician? 

A:  90 cents. 

Q:  Is 90 cents fair exchange for a dollar? 

A:  No! 

 

Sorry, that’s the cost of doing business. 

 

Example Three. 
[Partner gives the homilist $1, the homilist hands the partner two quarters and a dime.] 

Q:  What did you get back? 

A:  Two quarters and a dime. 

You’re frowning!  You look upset!   

Q:  How much are the three coins worth? 

A:  60 cents. 

Q:  Is 60 cents fair exchange for a dollar? 

A:  No!  I got ripped off. 

 

Yet this is exactly what was happening with the money changers. 

The money changers were taking more than their fair share, gouging. 

 

Q:  Does this violate a commandment? 

A:  Yes, “Thou shall not steal!” (Ex 20:15). 

Q:  And who did the money changers steal from? 

A:  Usually poor people. 

Q:  And where did they do their stealing? 

A:  In the Temple, a holy place.  They profaned God’s house. 

 

No wonder Jesus knocked over their tables. 
[Thanks to my partner!  $1 bonus for helping.  Applause!] 
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Here we are at the halfway point of Lent. 

The goal for all of Lent is to turn away from sin. 

And the readings for this Mass focus on the sin of dishonesty and stealing. 

If we are going to have a good second half of Lent, 

  we need to root this sin out of our life. 

 

We may look at the money changers and say that I am not corrupt like them. 

Except, when it comes to dishonesty, we often gives ourselves a free pass. 

We need to pay attention to this sin. 

 

Lent gives us an opportunity to turn away from the sin of stealing and dishonesty: 

  from borrowing things without returning them; 

  from taking out a loan, and then failing to repay it; 

  from helping ourselves to things from our workplace; 

  from grabbing something at the store and not paying for it; 

  from padding our expense accounts; 

  from creative bookkeeping that bypasses the law  

    and gives a bonus to me. 

 

We pay attention to many sins, 

  but when it comes to, “Thou shall not steal,” 

  sometimes we are not completely honest with ourselves. 

 

Let us root out all forms of stealing and dishonesty, 

  and conduct ourselves with integrity. 

It is one more way to prepare to celebrate the great feast of Easter. 


