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Lent 2A—February 17, 2008—St. Andrew’s Church—Edie Dolnikowski

In the Name of God:  Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  Amen.

In 1988 my husband, Greg, and I moved to Coventry in England, where he began a post-doctoral fellowship in the chemistry department at the University of Warwick.  While he worked in the lab, I was writing my dissertation in medieval church history and teaching in the renaissance studies department.  One of the texts my students had to read was “Reasons in Proof of the Existence of God” by Thomas Aquinas.  I am sure you will not be surprised to learn that they did not find Aquinas’ arguments convincing.  They asserted from their intelligent, rational, late-twentieth century perspective, that Aquinas failed completely to deliver what the title of his essay advertised; and they were correct.  Aquinas cannot and does not prove that God exists; he merely points out that, to the observer who accepts the existence of God by faith, the natural world provides a vast supply of empirical evidence of God’s creative power, providential wisdom and essential goodness.

Later that same year we traveled to the north of England to stay with one of Greg’s colleagues.  In addition to his accomplishments as a scientist, our new friend Jim was a wonderfully warm and engaging host.  Though we were virtual strangers when we arrived at his doorstep, we felt like members of his family within minutes. When Sunday came he invited us to go to the village church, which he attended every week along with his children and his wife, who is now a priest in the Church of England.  Because he was a person of great integrity, he added to his invitation the disclaimer that he was not a Christian, nor was he particularly religious in any sense.  Though he wondered about the existence of God every day, most days he came to the conclusion that there could be no God that he could acknowledge and respect, given the level violence and injustice he witnessed in the world every day.  He also had grave concerns about the exclusivity of Christianity as it is expressed in Christian scripture and professed by many Christian leaders.  He repudiated any God who would bar from heaven those who do not explicitly proclaim a belief in Jesus.  He vigorously condemned statements such as we just heard from the Gospel of John, where Jesus says:  “God gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not perish but have eternal life;” or the passage that comes later in the Gospel of John, where Jesus says:  “I am the way, the truth and the life.  No one comes to the Father except through me.” [John 14:6]

Needless to say, we suddenly found ourselves drawn into a very lively theological discussion.  Jim asked us if we thought that only Christians could be saved.  We answered no; we thought that God has ways of saving everyone who wants to be saved regardless of what one professes in one’s earthly life.  “Then why be a Christian?” Jim asked.  “Because,” we replied, “Jesus is our way of knowing God more intimately and he gives us an example to follow in our daily lives of work and service.”  As it turned out, these were exactly the same answers his wife gave him when he asked her—not infrequently—these very same questions.  

Jim acknowledged that his life would be simpler if he could just accept what we were all saying about Jesus.  He knew that he was missing something.  Sometimes when he was in the midst of his theological musings, his mind would open up to what felt like Jesus’ presence; but the bond would break as soon as he began to focus his thoughts.  Like my students, he wanted unequivocal, verifiable proof of God’s existence mediated through Jesus’ life, death and resurrection.  He envied people who could take on faith what he found so hard to believe.  To his credit, he was willing to keep trying.  As a scientist he had confronted many fascinating problems that could be resolved only with patience, hard work and the occasional spark of genius.  And what questions are more engaging to a serious thinker than why all things came to be and what is the ultimate purpose of human life?

The evangelist John tells us that Jesus encountered just such a thinker in the person of Nicodemus.  Nicodemus was a prominent civic and religious leader who was curious about Jesus’ ministry, yet skeptical at the same time.  He came to Jesus by night, perhaps because he did not want his peers to discover his association with so controversial a figure.  Having witnessed the signs that Jesus had performed, Nicodemus recognized Jesus as a teacher who had come from God.  But what did the signs mean?  What exactly was Jesus trying to accomplish through them?  Nicodemus wanted to know and took his questions directly to the source of his perplexity.  Unfortunately he was not able to receive the answers Jesus gave him.  Despite his considerable learning, professional authority and mental acuity, he could not move with Jesus from his rational, literal, pragmatic place in this material world to the mysterious realm of water and Spirit that Jesus invited him to explore.  Though he initiated the conversation with Jesus, Nicodemus could not take a leap of faith with him, as much as he seemed to desire it.  “How can these things be?” he asked.  

Nicodemus is not alone in his resistance to Jesus’ invitation to enter the Kingdom of God, the realm of water and Spirit, where God turns everything upside down, welcomes outcasts and sinners into the center of the community, and makes the first last and the last first.  Plenty of us shrink back from God’s mandate, not to condemn the world, but to help God save it by offering our lives to each other in service.  Some of us refuse the call on ideological grounds.  Until we are absolutely sure that God exists, and that God has a plan for salvation that satisfies our own criteria for divine perfection, we will not risk abandoning our minds, hearts, energy and material resources to Jesus’ illusive promises and the church’s disordered mission.  Others of us embrace Jesus’ language and profess our faith in God’s power to transform the world but fail to support this work through our own acts of generosity and compassion.

Whether we wish to admit it or not, we are born of flesh, limited by the frailties of our bodies and the dullness of our minds; always vulnerable to the threats of doubt, worry and misunderstanding; rarely able to penetrate the cloud that separates us from the realm of water and Spirit.  Those of us who claim to be faithful followers of Jesus often exclude, criticize or patronize the Jims and Nicodemuses of the world, which only exposes our own hypocrisy.  Who among us can honestly say that we have never doubted God’s existence, wondered about God’s presence in our lives, or questioned God’s capacity to redeem the sinful world whose failings torment us?  Who among us can honestly declare that we understand fully who Jesus is, what his life and death mean for us, and if belief in him—whatever that means—can really save us?  The skeptics among us simply may be more honest than we are about the doubts we all share, less willing to adopt unproven doctrines, more capable of tolerating the painful ambiguity of not knowing for sure.

For my part, I have enormous admiration for those doubters who keep trying to know God even when the journey is dark, long and hard; who persist in their questioning without giving into despair.  I admire Jim, who continues to doubt even as he supports his wife in her ministry.  I admire Nicodemus, who, though he could not immediately confess his faith in Jesus, had the courage to defend Jesus when the other Pharisees attacked him [John 7:50] and along with Joseph of Arimathea tended to Jesus’ broken body as it was lifted from the cross [John 19:39].  I admire every one of you here today, coming out on a cold winter morning to offer yourselves—sins, doubts and all—to Jesus and your brothers and sisters in Christ.

I do not understand much of what Jesus said to Nicodemus in today’s gospel passage.  I am not sure I know what it means to be born again, or to be born from above, or to be born of the Spirit.  But I do believe Jesus when he says that God does not condemn the world.  I believe that God loves the world and is utterly committed to saving it.  I believe that Jesus calls us to share in that redeeming work, first by opening up our minds and hearts to the realm of water and Spirit, and then by encouraging us to act as if we were already living there—by serving our neighbors, healing the conflicts that divide us, and sacrificing ourselves for others as Jesus gave up his life for us.  Sometimes I doubt that God can save the world with weak, selfish, mortal instruments like us.  Then I remember Jesus’ assurance that the world of flesh, water and Spirit is in God’s good hands.  Our responsibility is not to comprehend.  Our only obligation is to love—as much as we can as many as we can.   And even the most skeptical questioner can do that!  

Let us pray:  “O God, you so loved the world that you gave your only-begotten Son to reconcile earth with heaven:  Grant that we, loving you above all things, may love our friends in you, and our enemies for your sake; through Jesus Christ our Lord, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, for ever and ever.  Amen.  [Collect for Wednesday in the Second Week of Lent, Lesser Feasts and Fasts (1991), p. 32.]

