Living Lent

The Animals Tell The Story

Second Week In Lent

The Dove Reveals An Angry Savior

Drama

"(Jesus) overturned the tables of the money changers 

and the benches of those selling doves." Matthew 21:12 
Isaiah 56:6-8 -- 1 Corinthians 11:17-22 -- Matthew 21:12-16


Prof:
Doves and pigeons! What a mess! It's no wonder Noah turned them loose first!


Juanico:
Excuse me?


Prof:
Oh, hi, Juanico. Glad you could make it. I'm just talking to myself about the mess these doves and pigeons make. Let it go for a few days and you have to shovel it out just like in the donkey corral.


Juanico:
You could always get rid of them.


Prof:
I'm thinking about doing just that, but I'd probably keep a couple of them, at least Puff, this little gray dove. 


Juanico:
So Puff can tell the story of Jesus too?


Prof:
Absolutely, Nico! If there was ever an animal that could tell the story of God's anger at sin it would have to be the dove.


Juanico:
But, Professor, I thought the dove was a symbol of peace.


Prof:
Oh, it is, but peace implies reconciliation after estrangement.


Juanico:
I'm sorry, Professor, but I have no idea what you're talking about. My English is pretty good, but not that good. Why don't we clean this mess up, feed the doves and then you can explain what you mean.


Prof:
Good idea. You shovel, and I'll scatter the berries and grain.


Juanico:
Say, that looks good enough for me to eat!


Prof:
Oh, it is! Wheat, barley, blueberries, raspberries; it's all good stuff. Pigeons and doves just love it. That's also why farmers sometimes don't like them. In large numbers they can do big damage to crops, not to mention the mess they can make on buildings.


Juanico:
So, estrangement and reconciliation. What's that about?


Prof:
Well, Nico, let's go back to the earliest reference to pigeons and doves in the Bible.


Juanico:
But I thought the dove was going to tell the story today.


Prof:
Yes, Nico, it is. But you see pigeons and doves are closely related. They have similar habits and diet. They even seem to be used interchangeably in the Bible, though there's a different word for each.


Juanico:
Got it. So about that early reference.


Prof:
Do you know the story of Noah and the great flood, Nico?


Juanico:
Every kid knows that story, Professor. People became so wicked, God decided to destroy the world with a flood. But Noah was spared because he trusted God and built an ark for his family and the animals. When the water went down, they all went forth from the ark and started over.


Prof:
That's where my little dove Puff begins his story. Noah used a dove to find out when conditions were right to leave the boat. Three times he sent out a dove. The first time it just came back; there was no place for it to land. A week later he sent it out the second time; this time it came back with an olive leaf in its beak. That meant there was dry land nearby; things were growing again. Then after another week, Noah sent out the dove once more. This time it didn't come back at all. Soon it would be safe to leave the ark.


Juanico:
See, it's just as I said. The dove is a symbol of peace.


Prof:
But it's a symbol of peace only because sin was paid for with the loss of life. After the flood had drowned the evil of the world and washed the earth clean of sin, God was reconciled. He was no longer alienated, no longer angry.


Juanico:
I think I understand. The dove symbolizes peace gained at the cost of life.


Prof:
Right, Nico. Sometimes it's the dove's life. Maybe you remember that God made a covenant with Abraham to give him land, make him a great nation, and bless the whole world through one of his descendants.


Juanico:
Would that descendant be Jesus Christ?


Prof:
Yes, Nico, that would be Jesus Christ. God's part in the covenant was to keep his promises. Abraham's part in this covenant was simply to believe God. But Abraham wanted some sign, some evidence that God could be trusted.


Juanico:
And I bet the sign included doves.


Prof:
A dove and a pigeon as well as a ram and a goat.


Juanico:
What did Abraham do with them?


Prof:
God instructed Abraham to kill the animals, cut the goat and ram in half and arrange the parts and birds opposite each other. Then, when it was dark, a smoking firepot with a blazing torch passed between the pieces.


Juanico:
I suppose the firepot and torch represented God.


Prof:
Yes, Nico. It's called a theophany, a visible manifestation of God.


Juanico:
It's all very strange sounding, Professor.


Prof:
It is indeed. But it was a rite Abraham would understand. If Abraham and another man had done this, they would be saying to each other, "May what I have done to these animals be done to me if I don't keep my promise." God was swearing by his own life that he would keep his promise to Abraham. 


Juanico:
And he did, didn't he?


Prof:
It was many years before it was all fulfilled, Nico, but Abraham believed God's promises and they came true. Eventually he had a son, Isaac. To Isaac in turn was born Jacob and from the twelve sons of Jacob came the nation of Israel. And from Israel, Jesus Christ, the Savior of the world was born. 


Juanico:
That reminds me; after Jesus was born, didn't Mary and Joseph bring some pigeons and doves to the temple for sacrifice? What was that all about, Professor? 


Prof:
Great question, Nico. Two things were happening there. One, Mary and Joseph were redeeming their son.


Juanico:
Why would they need to do that? Jesus was the Son of God. He didn't sin so why would he need to be redeemed?


Prof:
Hold on, Nico! That's not what's meant. According to the Law of God, the firstborn of man or beast belonged to the Lord. If a family wanted to keep a firstborn animal or child, they had to redeem it. They had to buy it back from the priests. Usually, that's what they did, but not always. Hannah, the mother of Samuel, had promised to give her child to God. And that's just what she did after he was weaned. Hannah gave Samuel to the priest to be trained for God's service rather than redeem him.


Juanico:
So Mary and Joseph were offering a sacrifice in place of Jesus because they wanted to keep him.


Prof:
Yes, and then they had to offer another sacrifice of purification for Mary after childbirth.


Juanico:
Purification?


Prof:
According to the Law, a woman was considered impure or unclean after childbirth. If the child was a boy the mother was unclean for 40 days, but if it was a girl she was unclean for 80 days. 


Juanico:
How humiliating, not to mention sexist! 


Prof:
I'm sure it was humiliating. But they didn't worry about whether they were sexist or politically correct in those days. The point is that Jesus shared in all the humiliation everyone else had to go through in order to be one of us and be our Savior. Even more, the fact that Mary and Joseph brought pigeons and doves shows how poor they were. 


Juanico:
I remember they had to spend the night of Jesus' birth in a stable.


Prof:
Yes, Nico. I suspect that if they'd had money, a room in that inn would suddenly have become available.


Juanico:
How do pigeons and doves show they were poor?


Prof:
Normally, the sacrifices for redemption and purification had to be lambs, but if someone couldn't afford a lamb, pigeons or doves were accepted. They were cheap and plentiful. They're on every continent except Antarctica.


Juanico:
Humiliation and poverty! Jesus loved me so much he went through all that for me. The more I think about it, the more it makes me want to love and praise God.


Prof:
That's what worship is all about, Nico. That's why we go to church. God has given us such wonderful gifts in the Gospel, we want to love, praise and thank him. But some people would stand in our way if they could.


Juanico:
Now who would do a thing like that?


Prof:
 The money changers and merchants in the temple were doing that in Jesus' day.


Juanico:
Oh yeah, Palm Sunday and Jesus cleansing the temple. He walked right in there with a rope whip and drove those guys out!


Prof:
Yes, and he turned over their benches and tables of coins and set their doves and pigeons free.


Juanico:
Why were they in the temple changing money and selling things anyway?


Prof:
Well, Jews had only one temple in the whole world, so they all had to come to Jerusalem to worship. But only specially minted coins were acceptable as offerings, so out-of-town visitors had to exchange their foreign coins for the correct coins. The money changers provided this service. 


Juanico:
At a good profit, I bet.


Prof:
Absolutely! And most visitors and even city dwellers didn't own pigeons and goats and lambs and doves, so if they wanted to offer a sacrifice, they had to buy the animal.


Juanico:
So the merchants had turned the temple porch into a livestock auction, is that it?


Prof:
Exactly. And besides all the greed and profiteering at the expense of the worshipers, they were denying the Gentiles a place to pray. 


Juanico:
How so?


Prof:
Only Jews were allowed inside the temple. God-fearing Gentiles were welcome to pray outside on the porch, but all the money changers, animals, birdcages and customers kept them away. Even if they could find a place for their devotions, who could pray with all that racket?


Juanico:
That's terrible! You shouldn't shut someone out of a worship place just to make room to sell things! That makes me downright mad!


Prof:
Now you know why Jesus was angry and why he drove those people out.


Juanico:
I bet that was something to see: Coins going everywhere, merchants shouting and scrambling to pick up their money, goats bleating, cages crashing to the ground, doves and pigeons flying around!


Prof:
It might even seem laughable, but it was no laughing matter. Jesus was coming to his Father's house as an angry Savior. All those loose goats and flying feathers and birds tell us just how angry he was.


Juanico:
I always thought of Jesus as meek and mild.


Prof:
He is, except when evildoers refuse to repent of their sins and when they stand in the way of others coming to God and receiving his grace.


Juanico:
I wonder, could Jesus' cleansing of the temple be a little glimpse of what it might be like when he comes back?


Prof:
I think you're on to something there, Juanico. The time to repent of our sins and live in God's love and forgiveness is now, not when Jesus suddenly appears and we're not ready. 


Juanico:
I'm sure glad I know Jesus. You know, Professor, I really enjoyed letting the children ride Jenny the donkey at church Sunday. It even gave me an idea for a little business. I was thinking I might buy a few animals and take them around to the different churches on Sunday morning for the little kids to see. You know, something like a petting zoo. I could train birds like Puff to do tricks. I bet I could make a ton of money doing it. But now I don't think it's such a good idea.


Prof:
Why's that, Nico?


Juanico:
Well, it would be like the money changers turning the Lord's house into a robber's den. I wouldn't want to do that.


Prof:
Nor would I, Nico.


Juanico:
But I could do it for free! I could take a different animal each week to all the Sunday schools. Then the animals could tell the story of Jesus to the children, just as you're letting the animals tell the story to me.


Prof:
That's a great idea, Nico. And I think I might know just where you could find a few animals to get started. I just happen to have a few extra pigeons. 
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