Sermon preached 20 March 2011 @ Bethesda UMC/Baltimore

Second Sunday in Lent

“Dark and light together”


I had a church member once tell me, about this time in Lent, “You won’t see me in church again until after Easter.”

She was the same person --- a fine, loyal member --- who said her doctor told her not to go to any more church committee meetings:   They were bad for her blood pressure.


I’ve heard good arguments for not taking children to funerals.


I tend to run with the crowd that wants to get to the bottom of things.   Tell me the whole truth…yet I know we all back off from something;  we’re all afraid of the dark in some fashion.


And, my friend who felt there was too much doom and gloom in Lent had a point.   Healthy self-examination is one thing.   Calling myself the world’s greatest sinner is quite another.


And, church meetings can be miserable.   As the old saying goes, when the Holy Spirit comes, the devil gets real interested.


All this is to call our attention to the DARKNESS in the story of Nicodemus and Jesus.   Call it a literary device to show the lack of truth in those who opposed Jesus.    Whatever its purpose, it stands out as a Lenten theme:   We walked with the master, yet we could not make him king.


The examples of darkness pile up.   The Japanese people not only suffer from the earthquake, and tsunami, and threat of radiation, but now we hear they are losing faith in their government for not leveling with them about risks and precautions taken in nuclear energy production.    Our key military leader in Afghanistan says of our presence there, “it is important to remember why we are there.   That is where 9/11 began, that’s where the plan was made…”      Have we learned nothing about the causes of war and sabotage?    And now the U.N. authorizes a no-fly zone over Libya…. edging toward yet another bombing of an oil-rich Middle Eastern country by the West.


My daughter-in-law doesn’t watch the news.   It just means listening to another newscaster excited about a tragedy.


I think she’s onto something.   Life is dark and light together.   Listening more to God, developing habits of reflection, are very different from taking a ringside seat to tragedy.   A disciple of Jesus isn’t looking for diversion, entertainment, but for understanding and practice in the art of living well, of being sometimes a healer, of accepting healing in all the ways it is offered to us daily.


Give Nicodemus credit for searching, asking, even for asking dumb questions.


Let him stand for the dramatic point, almost cartoon-like, that John’s Gospel is making here:   Around Jesus, you learn more than you can on your own.   It comes from his friends;  from  Scripture;   from within our own hearts;   from habits and traditions;   from nature.    How can we say it well enough?    Borrow a phrase from Paul:   “the God…who gives life to the dead and calls into existence the things that do not exist.” …


In church we try to express this confidence in more than ourselves or each other.   We’re not particularly good at it.   We emphasize the dark, or deny it as much as we can.   We miss the light, or talk so much about it that we don’t notice the seeds growing in the dark.


Perhaps most of all, we try to take medicine for our ills, when true healing is more about service, and relationships, than about chemistry, or surgery.


But here I am, sounding like the gloomy breast-beater I criticized!

Lent is an invitation to enjoy life, not deny it.   Leave familiar territory, like Abram.   Explore --- God calls.    Seek the truth, like Nicodemus.


Jesus not only speaks and listens, but goes on to teach more than ourselves, by living IN us.


“For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not perish but may have eternal life.”


We could never say that on our own.   A statement like that is far more than a private conversation.   John has turned from dialogue,  to the broadest kind of preaching…and the message for us,  is that OUR honest prayer, and seeking hearts, dark and light together; our whole self,  and all our world; all our cares; all our love --- THESE, in the mystery of God in Christ, become light for those around us, and for the world…real life…eternal life, as John describes it.


Amen.

Arthur Dan Gleckler, pastor
