
Why the London Stock Exchange, the money lenders of our day. And here’s the crux, just ask yourself, “Why 
did Jesus die on a cross?” Was it as some Christians say, “to save us from our sins?” Regardless of your per-
sonal belief, you should recognize that, within theological circles, the idea that Jesus had to die to atone for 
our sins is debatable. 

 

What isn’t debatable is why he was crucified. In his day and age, people who were crucified were crucified by 
Rome. Rome crucified people who were seen as a threat to the political order. Jesus was crucified because 
the Roman authorities of the day saw him as a real threat to the state, a threat to political order, and (most 
importantly) a threat to those in power. 

 

Now there is a strong argument that the church and politics should not mix and that Christians should stay 
away from politics. To believe this you would have to think that Jesus must have preached about the perils of 
being involved in politics during the Sermon on the Mount (which, by the way, turns out to be a very political 
speech). It couldn’t be further from the truth. Jesus didn’t end up hanging from a tree for being NON-political. 

In the first-century Roman empire wandering spiritual teachers posed no threat to the state if they weren’t 
political. As a matter of fact, there were plenty of wandering spiritual teachers at the time that never drew 
the ruling government’s attention in the slightest. However, the things Jesus said and did were very much po-
litical. Not so surprisingly, the Roman government sentenced him to death because of his activity. 

 

It’s important to realize that the primary governing body of Jesus’ time in Judah was not Roman. The Romans 
frequently left governing to local leaders in the territories they occupied. For Judah, this meant the governing 
body was the Sanhedrin. Depending on which expert you go to on this, the Sanhedrin was either made up of 
Sadducees or Pharisees or both. 

 

Yes, the primary governing body of Judah was made up of religious figures. The Sadducees who were primari-
ly wealthy conservatives, and the Pharisees who were more like what we think of as the business class. 

 

Even someone with a cursory familiarity with the Gospels probably knows that Jesus was constantly bumping 
heads with the Sadducees and Pharisees. Every time the Bible speaks of the Sadducees and Pharisees ap-
proaching Jesus you can almost hear an announcer saying, “Let’s get ready to rum-ble!” In their interchanges, 
Jesus is prone to rebuking them and pointing to their hypocrisy and errant interpretations of Hebraic Law 
(Matthew 23:27-28). As you might imagine, the wealthy and the powerful don’t tend to take kindly to some 
homeless, wandering Rabbi rebuking them. 

 

In reading the Gospels, it doesn’t take long to start realizing that Jesus was no friend of the religiously and po-
litically powerful. As a matter of fact, in one of the most surprising stories about Jesus (and I would argue the 
story that most influenced his being given a death sentence), he strikes at one of the most essential tools of 
the powerful – money. 

 

When Jesus starts flipping the moneychanger’s tables in the Temple courtyard, he is striking at a very im-
portant source of power for the Sadducees and Pharisees. Not only does he strike at one of their sources of 
power, Jesus goes a step further and denounces the religious elite for turning God’s temple into a “den of 
thieves” (Mark 11:17) – because that’s what it had become. Those who were already wealthy were taking ad-
vantage of those who had little – some would even be considered “the least of these.” (That may sound oddly 
familiar to what the activist outside St. Paul’s were protesting about). 

 

In the courtyard, moneychangers exchanged Roman money for Jewish currency. People needed to do this be-
cause Jewish currency was the only currency accepted in the Temple and on the Temple grounds. They need-
ed the Jewish currency to buy animals which had been approved for sacrifice. It probably won’t surprise you 
to find out that the Sadducees and Pharisees profited outrageously in exchanging Roman money for Jewish 
currency. It probably also won’t surprise you to learn that the religious leaders also made quite a profit on the 
sale of the approved animals. 

 



Now, the story gets even more politically interesting when you consider the Temple’s architecture. The 
temple courtyard was surrounded by a tall wall. During Passover, which was the time of Jesus’ table flip-
ping, those walls would be lined with Roman guards, who were insuring nothing got out of hand during a 
festival that celebrated the Jewish people escaping an ancient oppressive ruler: the Egyptian Pharaoh. 

The thought process probably went a little like this: If you are the occupying Roman government, the last 
thing you want is the story of the Jewish nation escaping an oppressive ruler to give the commoners any 
ideas. So, you make your military presence felt. 

 

So, in this story, we have Jesus walking into the watchful eye of the Roman guards, into the seat and source 
of power for the local ruling Sadducees and Pharisees, and then he loses it. He confronts the corrupt sys-
tem that misuses its power and oppresses those in need. He literally and figuratively begins flipping tables 
on the powerful. He makes a political statement calling them a “den of thieves.” And he does it all under 
the watchful eye of armed militants. 

 

It is laughable to say that Jesus wasn’t political. 

 

Quite a few years ago my good friend the Rev Paul Butler invited a Bishop from Uganda to speak to us at an 
informal gathering in Waterbeach. The Bishop spoke well about how the church was supporting the poor in 
Uganda and gave us many examples of their good works. All very commendable, just like the way the 
church here supports foodbanks and other good causes. However there was no reference to how the 
church was confronting the rich and the powerful in Uganda who created so much misery and inequality. 
Just like here the church’s mission seemed to be on how to help people through self help programs to pull 
themselves up by their own bootlaces. 

 

When I tackled him on the Anglican church’s complicity in the ciminalization, torture, violence, public per-
secution, political scapegoating and moral cleansing of LGBT people  in Uganda he remained silent. In fact 
he told me that he did not want to talk about it.            

 

Approximately thirty-eight of fifty-four countries in the African continent criminalizes same-gender consen-
sual activity. 

 

We all have heard of the human rights abuses of Uganda’s LGBTQ population. The country’s Anti-
Homosexuality Bill dubbed “Kill the Gays bill” criminalized same-sex relations. And, depending on which 
category your sexual behavior was classified as —” aggravated homosexual” or “the offense of homosexu-
ality”—you’d either receive the death penalty or if lucky life imprisonment. 

 

Gay activist David Kato was the father of Uganda’s LGBTQ rights movement. He didn’t live to receive either 
punishment. Kato, beaten to death with a hammer, was murdered in January 2011. 

 

Where was the voice of protest from the leadership of the Anglican Church in England during this period, 
like the Bishop from Uganda it remained silent…. 

 

Don’t get me wrong I love the Church and what she has given me: rich experiences of building community, 
fellowship with others, a deeper understanding of scripture, the challenges (and blessings) of building a 
community. 

 

In many ways the church has usurped the place of Jesus in importance. A building, an institution, and a the-
ology have taken the focus rather than the way of peace. In an effort to make things cleaner, decisions easi-
er, and more streamlined, the wrestling and messiness has been replaced by committees and mandates. In 
some ways, that has been helpful. However, it has also prioritised uniformity over unity, and created com-
petition amongst denominations rather than communal compassion for a mutual mission: to further the  



peace the Teacher offered. In doing so, the church has also marginalized those varied people that Jesus 
brought together and trampled on the peace that was tantamount to those communal gatherings. 

 

So here’s the really hard part (if you’re still reading this). For those of us who do love the church, where does 
that leave us? Not just the idea of church, but also the people. 

 

I am positive about the future of the church but it must change if it is going to survive both in its practice and 
its message. I will share more articles with you going forward, including:   

 

“10  Ways To Help Church Services Bring People To The Mystery of God” 

 

“More Questions Than Answers”   

 

“Dogma and the Perpetuating of a Dead God” 

 

“Have Our Mainline Churches Failed Us?” 

 

Thank you for reading, 

Dr Allan J. Whyte   


