“Cleansed from Sin”

A sermon by The Rev. Christopher Wendell

For the Fourth Sunday in Lent

April 3, 2011

St. Andrew’s Episcopal Church

Wellesley, MA

One of the parts I like most about my job as a priest is preparing families for the Baptism of their children.  And as Kristen and I prepare for Nathan’s Baptism at the Easter Vigil this year, I’ve been reminded of a conversation that I had earlier this year with a family preparing to have their child Baptized here at St. Andrew’s.  We read through the service together and they said it felt very meaningful to them, but they were confused about something.  Why does it say that Baptism cleanses us from sin?  Sure, adults make the wrong moral choices from time to time, but what could an infant possibly have done wrong that would require Baptism to cleanse them from sin?  What does that language mean?   

Lent is a good time to think about the language of sin, what we think it means, and what kind of a role sin plays in the life of a Christian.  Especially this Lent, as we read these long passages from the Gospel of John, sin takes center stage.  Like the couple I spoke with, most of us tend to think about sin as being related to human actions: a kind of personal moral failure.  Sin is to be avoided because when we act sinfully (or sin through our failure to act), we hurt other people, either directly or indirectly.  And we believe that when we hurt other people we are also offending God, who created them, and so we are in need of not just the forgiveness of the people we have hurt, but of God as well.  This prevailing understanding of sin as being rooted in the morality of our behavioral choices is certainly widely held.  But it provides no answer to why a young infant, incapable of moral responsibility, would need to be cleansed from sin.  So perhaps we need to take a closer look at the idea of what sin really is for us as Christians.    

There are parts of the New Testament that affirm the ‘personal morality’ approach to sin – but you won’t find them in the Gospel of John.  The Gospel of John, and today’s extended passage about the Man born Blind in particular, offers quite a different way of understanding sin.  In the story, Jesus’ own disciples see the blind man, assume his blindness is the consequence of some sinful action, and ask Jesus whether the man or one of his parents committed the sinful act.  The Pharisees in the story also subscribe to this logic of immoral behavior leading to sin.  But Jesus rejects that logic entirely, suggesting instead that human sinfulness has little to do with the morality of our actions and everything to do with our willingness to see God reflected in Jesus’ life.  The heart of John’s Gospel is that promise that whoever seeks to know and love the Son, will come to know and love God.  So in this Gospel, to sin has little to do with failing to keep the law or treating other people unjustly, and everything to do with refusing to see that Jesus is the light of God in the world. To be sure, humanity is still invested with the freedom of moral choice, but in John’s Gospel, Jesus considers our behavioral choices to be secondary to our choice to be in relationship with God through Jesus.  This foundational choice to embrace Jesus’ heavenly origin closes the distance between God and us and removes our sin.       

When you think about it, this is a pretty radical proposition about the nature of sin.  It suggests that our friendship with Christ is the sole criterion for the judgment of our souls as Christians.  It also suggests that God has an incredibly high level of trust in those who love Jesus.  Trust that our relationship with Christ will lead us towards choosing the good – a trust so deep, that the stakes of immortal judgment are decoupled from our moral choices.  It isn’t that God doesn’t want us to make good moral choices – it is just that God wants us to choose the good because of our love for God, rather than because we want to avoid some kind of eternal punishment.  This approach to sin frees us from preoccupation with endless moralizing about our own behavior or that of others, frees us to trust that our pursuit of friendship and intimacy with Jesus will build up our moral courage and lead us towards our salvation.             

While I find this way of thinking about sin and redemption to be liberating in a time of religious pluralism this approach can raise some uncomfortable questions as well.  It suggests that those who cannot see God in Jesus are unable to escape sinfulness because they remain alienated from intimacy with God.  Actually, John’s Gospel does more than just suggest this; it asserts this claim pretty strongly – and with serious consequence.  This understanding of sinfulness as turning away from Jesus plays a significant role in the logic of Christian anti-Semitism that has recurred throughout the Church’s history; and John’s Gospel often has been one of the primary sources cited to further this bigotry.  I wish I could just ignore these objections, but I can’t because they have done too much damage through the course of history.  But I can offer some historical insight that might help us recover the positive aspects of this Gospel’s approach to sin/redemption and consider what value they might have for our faith here in the 21st century. 

Late 20th century Biblical scholarship suggests that John’s Gospel was written at the end of the first century, by a group of people who had been excommunicated from their synagogue.  Excommunication from synagogue, accomplished by a formal Blessing against Heretics, was a recent liturgical innovation in the late 1st century Jewish community, introduced after the destruction of the temple in the year 70.  As this tradition faced the enormous task of redefining itself in the absence of the Temple, factions developed and conflict arose about the nature of believes and practices.  According to one scholar, the Blessing against Heretics was developed as a way for “the pharisaical and rabbinic branch of the faith to assert its control in the face of alternative forms of Judaism.”  This was not unlike the conflicts over doctrine and practice that Christianity would experience in the 4th century when it underwent great change.  

The best evidence suggests that the Johanine community, the people for whom and by whom the Gospel of John was written, were the losers in the shake-up during late 1st century Judaism.  Their views about Jesus’ heavenly origin and what that implied about the ritual life of faithful Jews were deemed unorthodox and they were expelled from the synagogues as heretics.  It is easy to imagine how they would feel the need to write a Gospel that clearly defined the differences between their beliefs and practices and that of other parts of the Jewish community.  It’s clear that they deeply respect the Jewish tradition (every reference to the Old Testament in John’s Gospel is a positive one!), but they are overtly hostile in their narrative portrayals of religious authorities.  The high level of animosity between the Johanine community and the Jewish authorities offers a helpful explanation for the Gospel’s strong assertion that to reject Jesus is to live in sin.  Fundamentally, I believe that the hostility towards non-believers in John’s Gospel, and the emphasis on the sinfulness of those who reject Jesus is the product of the authors’ frustration in their own historical moment rather than a divine mandate for Christian exclusivism.

In my life, I’ve found that the more secure I become in my own faith, the easier it is for me to accept the possibility that other people might have access to God through different means.  I don’t mean to say that all claims about God are true, simply that, as I personally have grown closer to Jesus and through him to the mysteries of God, I’ve become more able to imagine the possibility that revelations about God might also be present elsewhere – not everywhere, and not just anywhere, but perhaps somewhere else within the deep faithfulness of other religious traditions.    

So, having come to terms with my discomfort about what today’s Gospel implies for how we think about non-Christians, I want to conclude by returning to what this Gospel implies about sin and repentance for those of us who are Baptized as disciples of Jesus.  When we were Baptized, we accepted Jesus’ invitation to lifelong friendship, and in doing so, turned away from a life of separation from God – a life of sin, from which we, even as infants, can be cleansed.  Our acceptance of Jesus’ invitation, or our parents’ acceptance of it on our behalf, was our first moment of turning towards Jesus as a way to embrace the mystery of God.

And now, each week, we are invited to reflect on that commitment of friendship.  In a few minutes we will kneel as a community to “confess our sins against God and our neighbor.”   Perhaps we might pay more attention to the first part of that invitation: our sins against God.  This is a moment to reflect on the distance we feel from God this week – to lament the times when we turn away from friendship with Jesus, when we fail to honor the value of his presence in our lives, when we compartmentalize Jesus rather than allow his presence to expand through all our lives.   This is the true nature of sin for Christians – living in blindness to the light of Christ, ignoring that light when it is hard to see amidst the darkness in our lives, or turning away from it when we don’t like what it reveals.  If we choose each and every day to see and nourish Christ’s light within us, to remember that our intimacy with Jesus matters most, we will find true repentance and good works and a moral life will follow.  Amen.

