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In the church calendar, the fourth Sunday of Lent has a special name, Laetare Sunday.  The word Laetere means rejoice (or, be joyful!), and comes from the first word that would be sung at a formal mass on this Sunday.  Like the third Sunday of Advent, when a pink candle is lit on the wreath, the vestments for Laetare Sunday can be pink instead of purple.  Flowers may be used on the altar, cheerful hymns may be sung, and the tone of the service is meant to be one of joy.  Until very recently the Gospel for this Sunday would have been the story of the Loaves and Fishes – a Gospel story about abundance, even in the midst of this season of fasting.  

As you can tell by our service today, purple vestments, a bare altar, and quite a different Gospel reading, the tradition of celebrating Laetare Sunday has fallen by the wayside a bit in Episcopal churches.  And I wonder if it has to do with some uncertainty, or perhaps even ambivalence, about what the role of joy is in a season devoted to repentance.  

In some places, Laetare is known as “Refreshment Sunday” and it’s the one day during Lent when you get to ignore whatever Lenten disciplines you have chosen for yourself and indulge.   It’s kind of like a second Mardi Gras, and in fact, the Rite-13 group is having a second pancake supper tonight to celebrate.  While a “Refreshment Sunday” approach brings a certain lightness into this season of restraint, I’m not sure that is the kind of joy that Lent really is meant to offer.  It seems to be suggesting that the only joy to be found in Lent comes from those times when we can ignore self-restraint and give in to our cravings.

But for me, the joyful part of the Lenten season doesn’t come from the moments when we get to abandon our restraint; rather, it comes from discovering that some self-restraint can, in fact, be joyful.  Whether it is fasting from something, giving alms away, a commitment to daily prayer, or something else we are taking on for Lent, sticking with any intentional spiritual practice is difficult.  But we do it anyway, not because we believe chocolate is bad for us or because text messages are expensive or even because of the good that comes from giving away money.  We do it because we are trying to remove ourselves from the center of our own universe; trying to live a life motivated by something more than immediately trying to satisfy ever “desire of our flesh and senses” as Paul writes to the Ephesians.  The joy we celebrate on the Fourth Sunday of Lent is the deeper joy we find when we are able to live a life centered not on our own desires, or even the desires of our kids, or our spouses – but a life centered on Christ. 

II.

Now, a willingness to triage our desires, to say yes to some and no to others is a hard thing to do, because it is a way of life that is fundamentally counter-cultural.  Every day we are bombarded with messages that try to convince us that the good life is lived by fulfilling every desire we have as quickly as possible.  It’s the psychological premise on which most advertising is based, no matter what is being sold: first, offer the viewer an unfulfilled desire, second: affirm that desire, third: provide the means for satisfying that desire, and fourth: hide or minimize all costs associated with fulfilling that desire.  

I call this approach the “economy of scarcity” because it is based on the idea that the only way to experience joy is to satisfy all our desires, all the time, no matter what the cost.  Of course, the promises of the economy of scarcity are an illusion; but more and more it’s an illusion that pervades the American marketplace, the American government, and even American families.    

And it’s a dangerous illusion.  Paul calls those who are stuck in this philosophy “Children of wrath” because of the hostility that a life motivated by a fear of scarcity contains.  In subtle and no so subtle ways, the economy of scarcity pits human beings against each other, making competition for scarce resources the dynamic upon which human relationships and even identity are built.  In the economy of scarcity, the source of a person’s ultimate fulfillment comes from how fully he or she can satisfy their desires regardless of the costs, both visible and invisible, to the self or to others.  

One of the wonderful gifts of being in a Christian community is the opportunity to affirm for each other that this economy of scarcity is in fact an illusion – and that a Christ-centered life offers a different kind of economy.  The discipline to live a Christ-centered life:  persisting in our spiritual practices, discerning which of our desires to say no to, making choices based on something other than maximizing our own utility, may be quite difficult, but the rewards are many.  For the more Christ-centered our life becomes, the more our joy and satisfaction becomes rooted not in a deepening sense of our own individual autonomy, but in a deepening acceptance of our own vulnerability and shared connection to Christian community.      

In John’s Gospel, Jesus speaks frequently about the rewards of finding joy in the vulnerability of a Christ-centered life.  In fact, in today’s passage, Jesus is talking to a Pharisee named Nicodemus, who has snuck away by night to seek out Jesus – hoping to explore what might be the advantages to pursuing a more Christ-centered life.  And the image Jesus uses in today’s passage to describe those advantages is “Eternal Life.”  

III.

Now, to our ears, “eternal life” may sound like a dimension of reality that occurs only after each of us die.  But to the ears of John’s community, eternal life also meant the rewards we receive in the here and now for living a life centered on Christ, rather than just ourselves.  Biblical scholar William Barclay has a wonderful reflection on the richness of what eternal life means in John’s Gospel.  Barclay identifies that post-death experience of eternal life as only the last of five dimensions of this complex reality.  The first four are directed squarely at the here and now.

First, eternal life is a life at peace with God.  It means a life in which we no longer run away or hide parts of ourselves from God, but seek relationship with God through Christ.  And what Jesus tells us about God, in this very Gospel reading, is that God’s primary relationship with humanity is not that of a condemning judge, but that of a forgiving lover.  To me, this is some of the most comforting news that Jesus has to share with us about the nature of God.  It enables me to believe that I am, as one of the Eucharistic prayers says, worthy to stand before God – not because of my own perfection, but because of God’s own compassion.

Second, eternal life is a life at peace among humanity.  If we really believe that we have been forgiven, then what choice do we have except to forgive each other?  Eternal life means seeing others the way God sees all people – as in need of forgiveness.  

Third, eternal life is a life at peace with life.  If you are like me, there are some things about life that you believe are just inherently unfair -- so much so, that they may even make you angry.  Living in eternal life means that, despite our the ways in which the world offends us, we know the universe to be friendly, because it is governed by a God who cares for us, who offers us grace and not condemnation.

Finally, eternal life is a life at peace with ourselves, with our own weaknesses and temptations.  It is a life that both accepts imperfection in ourselves, and accepts Christ’s invitation to live within us amidst our imperfection.    

Peace with God, Peace with humanity, Peace with life, and Peace with ourselves – offered to us beginning in the here and now, and continuing through eternity.  This is eternal life in the fullest sense of the Gospel.  I know for me, that when I find these gifts of peace becoming manifest in my life, it is usually a result of some kind of deepening of my discipleship.  It is our reward for a life seeking vulnerability in community, a life of greater willingness to check our own desires against the needs of others, a life spent becoming more Christ-centered, day by day.  

The joy of Lent is that these difficult acts of self-regulation and risk for the sake of others lead us not into death or anxiety, but into eternal life.  And when we have peace with God, peace with our neighbors, peace with life, and peace with ourselves, so much more is possible than when we find ourselves hiding or struggling with any of these relationships.  Because as we journey deeper and deeper into eternal life, we find ourselves transformed by the peace of God, so that we might transform the world -- not for our own purposes, but for the purposes of Christ who dwells within us.  Amen.

IV.

But I want to conclude with a word about something in this Gospel that troubles me.  Because as joyful as today’s assurances about eternal life for those who journey with Christ towards the Cross, they raise a question that, in post-modern society, we cannot ignore.  What does the Gospel say about eternal life for those who do not journey with Christ?  Amidst this talk of condemnation because they have not believed in the name of the only Son of God, what word of joy and hope does our Gospel have for our friends, neighbors, and family members who are not Christian?  

I think there are two important parts of the Gospel to keep mind here.  First, Jesus reveals that God’s love is not simply for a chosen group, but for the world – God gave his only Son not to forgive a few select people, but to forgive everyone and everything in the world.  Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection accomplished this, and so that forgiveness has come to pass.  Second, in keeping with God’s universal love and forgiveness, the condemnation that John writes about for those who love darkness rather than light is not God’s condemnation, but a self-imposed and therefore human condemnation.  This means that, according to Jesus, people’s rejection of Christ does not make God angry with them.  It simply makes their lives, from the perspective of a Christian, less complete because they lack relationship with Jesus – who is the source of our belief in God’s forgiveness and mercy.

I believe that a life centered on Christ and Christian discipleship is more joyful and satisfying than a life with any other center.  That has certainly been true in my own life.  But I also believe that Christ is God’s gift to the world, and a gift is always freely given.          

The joy of a life lived in deep relationship rather than in competition, mirrors God’s own life in the Trinity: three persons living in such deep community that they are, in fact, one being.  But such a life is not easy.  And the powerful words and images in today’s New Testament readings, especially from John’s Gospel, signal the importance Jesus places on a life rooted in relationship rather than competition.  

III.

regulating our desires isn’t just necessary for survival, but also makes life more joyful.  This is role of joy in Lent – to remind us that self-regulation leads us to more abundant life.  

In the most extreme case, 

 so that we might have space in our being for something else – for God’s grace.  
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This is, of course, a life-long transition, not something that occurs in an instant.  But just because the road is long, and at 

Each year during Lent, the appointed readings invite us into different parts of the Gospel of John.  It is sometimes called the Fourth Gospel, because we believe it to be the last of the four Gospels to be written, and because its theological tone, discursive style, and pedagogical purposes are quite different from those of Matthew, Mark and Luke.  To some, these differences make the Gospel of John seem not really worth the effort. 

For me, reading the Fourth Gospel is kind of like going swimming.  I get to the lake, I see everyone in the water having a great time and so I want to go in.  But when I stick my toe in, the water feels really cold, and I’m just not sure that the first few minutes of feeling cold and disoriented are worth it!  Eventually, however, the body adjusts, the water doesn’t feel so cold anymore, and the joy of swimming overcomes the initial discomfort.  Taking that risk of jumping in requires a belief that you will soon find joy in something that at first feels uncomfortable.  

There are several aspects of today’s passage from John’s Gospel that can feel like cold water – in some cases downright icy.  They all circle back to Jesus speaking of condemnation for unbelievers in the same breath as believers receiving eternal life.  There are at least three reasons why this kind of dualism seems problematic.  First, it is inherently unwelcoming to outsiders, as though we must believe that people who do not accept Jesus’ message about who God is, they are headed for unpleasant afterlife.  Second, it seems to imply something disturbing about what a believer’s motive for faith should be, specifically an after-life free of torment.  That approach to Christianity treats grace less like a free gift, and more like an insurance policy.  And third, it implies something about God that doesn’t square with the rest of the Gospel: that God’s primary concern is with condemnation rather than forgiveness.

I think what makes today’s Gospel initially uncomfortable for me, is that it feels hostile or at least a little icy to outsiders, to non-believers: those who neither have nor desire a relationship with Jesus as their Savior.  Talk of condemnation for unbelievers mentioned in the same breath as believers receiving eternal life makes it sound as though the purpose of this passage is to convince the hearer that if he or she does not accept Jesus’ message about who God is, they are headed for unpleasant afterlife.  Far from being Good News, this idea is deeply disturbing to me, as I try to live a faithful life that also accepts the post-modern reality that people I care deeply about, do not share my faith in Christ.  Further, as a Christian, this interpreation implies some things about God that I don’t believe: first, that God’s primary concern is to separate the good from the evil at the end of time, and second, that the act of faith in Christ is best thought of as an insurance policy for the afterlife.  

Is this another one of those passages that I just have to set aside for awhile as being both too problematic for me to accept, and too difficult to reconcile right now?  

It may be.  But as I’ve been swimming around in this passage over the past week, preparing for this sermon through reading, conversation with others, self-reflection, and prayer, I’ve become slightly more acclaimated to the waters of John’s Gospel, and this particular part of John’s lake is starting to feel a little warmer.  

As with jumping into a lake, the initial, unpleasant shock isn’t actually caused by the water – it’s caused by me.  The discomfort comes from the fact that my own body is still very warm, so when it interacts with this new environment, at first it feels uncomfortable.     

What is the point:  Eternal life is participation in very life of God’s own being.  It is the life of peaceful relationship and is oriented towards the here and now as well as to life after death.

Gospel of light and darkness.  A witness to the light.

Today’s Gospel is a difficult one because

Nicodemus was a Pharaisee.  His conception of God was not rooted in God’s desire to forgive humanity, but in God’s desire to have the law observed and respected.  Jesus’ teaching here is directed at trying to offer a different teaching about the nature of what God is like.  God as something more than a giver and defender of the law.  God as the giver of forgiveness, redemption and grace.

Belief in God ( access to eternal life

Can forgiveness lead to amendment of life?

-- This is the question of discipleship.  

God’s Love / Self-Condemnation

