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___________________________ 
 
 
I have been thinking this week, and pondering the text from the Book of John, which is quite a 
dramatic text, through the lens of a famous quote from the great moral thinker, Elie Weisel. 
 

“The opposite of love is not hate, but indifference.” 
 

I’d like to begin with a story told by one of Elie Weisel’s students, Ariel Burger which I believe 
illuminates this famous quote, and offers an inroad to pondering together this text before us. 
 
Ariel Burger is the founding director and senior scholar of The Witness Institute, whose mission is to 
empower emerging leaders, inspired by the life and legacy of Elie Wiesel. He is an author, 
teacher, and artist whose work integrates spirituality, the arts, and strategies for social change. An 
Orthodox-trained rabbi, Ariel received his PhD in Jewish Studies and Conflict Resolution under Elie 
Wiesel in whose legacy he now follows. 
 
He shares the story, relayed to him of the grandparents of Mason, a young Jewish man who is a 
friend of Burger’s son. 
 
You can hear Burger tell this story and speak more about the legacy of Elie Wiesel on a recent 
episode of On Being with Krista Tippet. 
 
https://onbeing.org/programs/ariel-burger-be-a-blessing/ 
 
My grandparents were survivors.  
 
They were married three weeks before the deportation to Auschwitz.  
 
And in Auschwitz they were separated, obviously, and he would go every evening to the fence 
separating the men’s and the women’s sides of the camps, to bring her a crust of bread or an extra 
potato if he could, or even just to see her. 
 
“Until my grandmother,” he said, “was transferred to a rabbit farm on the outskirts of Auschwitz.”  
 
The Nazis were doing experiments on rabbits that had to do with finding a cure for typhus.  
 
And the rabbit farm was run by a Polish man who noticed, pretty early on, that the rabbits were 
getting better quality food and attention and care than the Jewish slave laborers.  
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So he started to sneak in food for the Jewish slave laborers and the inmates. 
 
“And then,” Mason told my son, “my grandmother cut her arm on a piece of barbed wire, and the 
cut became infected.  
 
And it wasn’t a serious infection, if you had antibiotics.  
 
But of course, if you were a Jew in that place, in that time, there was no way you were going to 
get antibiotics.  
 
So what did this Polish man who was running the rabbit farm do?  
 
He cut his own arm open, and he placed his wound on her wound so that he would get the 
infection that she had, and he became infected.  
 
And he went to the Nazis, and he said, ‘I’m one of your best managers.  
 
This rabbit farm is very productive. If I die, you’re gonna lose a lot of productivity.  
 
I need medicine.’  
 
They gave him medicine, and he shared it with her.  
 
And he saved her life. 
 
Burger offers these questions following this story: 
 
What does it take to be the kind of person who will share someone else’s wound, in spite of all the 
pressure to see them as less valuable than a rabbit?  
 
What does it take to push against all that pressure and do the right thing, with courage and moral 
clarity, and to see another person as a person, when everything around you is telling you not to? 
 

“The opposite of love is not hate, but indifference.” 
 

On first read, one might be inclined to see a very different energy in the story of the Polish rabbit 
farmer tenderly and gently caring for the young Jewish woman, and Jesus in the Temple. 
 
But I’d like to suggest that there is actually a very similar thing happening.  
 
The story of Jesus clearing the temple is found in all 4 Gospels, Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. 
 
However, in the synoptics, which is the term often used to describe those first 3, Matthew, Mark, 
and Luke because they seem to act as a synopsis of the life and teaching of Jesus of Nazareth, this 
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episode is tagged onto Jesus entry into Jerusalem, during the Passover, a few days before the 
narrative of his arrest and death. 
 
The Book of John (considered more poetic-theological musing than synopsis) places this event 
several years earlier. In the book of John, three separate Passovers are named, placing the 
narrative then over three years, Passover being an annual festival. 
 
One of the challenges with the book of John is the what is often referred to as its tendency towards 
employing a rhetoric of anti-Jewish hostility. It’s a challenge that means one thing in its context 
within antiquity, and another within the history of relationship between Christianity and Judaism as 
religious tradition from the time Christianity becomes the state religion of Rome in the 4th century 
onwards. 
 
In the context of authorship, John’s rhetoric can be understood (not excused) as creating distance 
between the Jewish and Christian Traditions which are, at the time of authorship (likely almost a 
century after the life of Jesus of Nazareth) beginning to understand themselves, and be understood 
as distinct religions.  
 
At that time, Christianity has not found itself bolstered with political might…a dynamic that will soon 
change.  
 
While Jewish scholars note that there is not a direct line between the book of John and Auschewitz, 
and that rather theology of the church fathers repeated endlessly in medieval and Renaissance-
Reformation preaching, was the far greater culprit. It was the continuing rationale for the 
indefensible Christian conduct of the Middle Ages onward that was xenophobic and angry at 
Jewish resistance to absorption into the cultural mainstream 
 
I’m not going to try to argue then that John is actually a friendly writing twisted in a way unjustified 
by the text itself, but instead would urge that we always hold this in front of ourselves while 
reading these texts, because, particularly in this moment, of Jesus expressing opposition to the 
temple, we actually see Jesus doing a very Jewish thing. 
 
Right after the text describes Jesus driving merchants and animals out of the temple, pouring out 
the coins and shouting at those selling doves it names this… 
 

His disciples remembered that it was written, ‘Zeal for your house will consume me.’  
 
Again, it is so, so important to remember that Jesus is not, here condemning the temple cult of 
sacrifice, or the selling of things, where else is one going to buy the animal one needs to offer in 
sacrifice. In fact, in the Mosaic law, the doves are these as an option for those who cannot afford 
to sacrifice sheep or cattle. 
 
John is written at least a generation after the Temple is already destroyed by the Roman Empire. 
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We do well to understand Jesus, as he offers in the Gospels themselves, in line with the Hebrew 
Prophets, a reformed not a replacer.  
 
The idea of Jesus consumed with Zeal for God’s house is a very strong link to the Prophets of the 
Hebrew Scriptures about whom, Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel, himself a teacher of Elie Weisel, 
writes that they experienced God as “overwhelmingly real and shatteringly present”. 
 
The prophets, and by extension, Jesus are so gripped with a moral vision, that indifference is not 
possible, compelling them to speak and act when others perhaps would urge compromise.  
 
If we get stuck on Jesus’ methodology, we miss the message of urgency.  
 
I pulled the word Overturn from my stack of Lenten prayer cards; it offered the question. 
 
What rhythms, habits, narratives, or ways of thinking need to be overturned in your life? 
 
I also pulled the word Build which got me thinking, that when we can wrestle Jesus’ proclamation 
of rebuilding the temple out of the grip of the theological argument of Christian Superiority and 
place it back within the lineage of Tikkun Olam, the Jewish longing for healing that which is 
broken, we can see in here a deep and powerful, and if we’re open to it, tender longing. 
 
This is where John’s narrative of the Temple is helped by reading it against Matthew’s wherein 
Jesus weeps tears for Jerusalem for what it meant to his people as he enters the city.  
 
It is worth remembering here that courage is not the same as bravado, and that the prophets are 
lifting up for showing the former, a full-ness of heart le couer. 
 

“The opposite of love is not hate, but indifference.” 
 
Ariel Burger notes that in Hebrew, the word for blessing is related to the word for knees as when 
lifting something heavy, one should lift with one’s knees instead of one’s back.  
 
An ethic of love, of Tikkun Olam does not overturn tables for the sake of its own rightness but in the 
service of the possibility of beloved community that can be rebuilt with the stones of the edifice to 
be plucked apart.  
 
When tight grips finally relinquish their hold what might these hands full of Divine Image bearing 
creative energy take up? 
 
Again and Again We are Shown the Way, that calls us, as we mark midway through the season of 
Lent to wholehearted engagement, to vulnerable wound touching embrace of our own pain and 
the pain of others. 
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When we worship next week, it will be one year minus one day since the final public service was 
able to be held in this space before precaution caused us to enter this season of blessing the space 
between us, and the week after that will be one year minus a day of our first online services.  
 
May we amidst all of this trust in the strength of our knees to hold the blessings of our call to love 
and work for healing, and may we find the heart-filled courage to take that which we are offered 
and seek to build for the sake of healing and wholeness, for the life of the world.  
 
To close, I would like to return to Ariel Burger, who offers an image for this moment. 
 
It is, a bit of an upsetting image, but I believe an effective one. 
 
I imagine, he suggests, the world as a baby with a fever held in our arms. 
 
Our societies, communities, institutions, our synagogues, temples, mosques, and our churches. 
 
So many of our relationships. 
 
And as we hold this baby with a fever, individually, collectively, communally. 
 
We are seized with seemingly irreconcilably energies of tenderness and ferocity. 
 
A tenderness of love and sadness and worry. 
 
A moral ferocity of clarity and urgency and a willingness to do whatever hard thing it takes for the 
life of that which we hold. 
 
Perhaps it is in these energies and postures and finding the paradox of holding them all at once 
that we find the posture to inhabit the space, in which we find ourselves. 
 
Even this space between. 
 
Into which we are called to bless, and bear our blessing. 
 
On this Sunday, halfway through the season of Lent, may find such wholeheartedness. 
 
Thanks be to God.  


