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A Homily preached by
The Reverend Jo Anne P. Popham

Lent 4B
John 3:14-21

Our readings for this Sunday are interesting companions for one another.

Numbers gives us how God acted in history. Paul’s letter to the people of Ephesus

that was circulated from town to town, speaks of the people as a community being

the church with Christ as its head – a reading that would have fit perfectly with my

interpretation of last week’s readings. And John’s Gospel makes no attempt to give

us a record or chronological account of the life and teachings of the historical

Jesus. John writes so that the church (and we) can come to believe that Jesus is the

Christ, the Messiah – so that we can have the life that God wants us to have

through believing in Christ. And the portion of John’s Gospel that we read today

gives us that promise of life. John 3:16 is probably the most quoted of all the New

Testament. I don’t think I have been to any professional ball game or political rally

where someone or several someones did not have signs that read John 3:16.

But let us put Jesus’s saying today in context. Chapter 3 in St. John’s Gospel

was in response to a question posed by Nicodemus, a Jewish leader, a Pharisee,

and teacher. He knows that Jesus is from God. Nicodemus cannot understand. So

Jesus tells him that “noone can see the kingdom of God without being born

anothen, to use the Greek. In Greek, anothen means both “from above” and

“again” or “anew.” Our NRSV translation uses the meaning “born from above”

while the NIV uses born again. Most modern theologians who have commented on

the tension between the two meanings trust that the 4th Evangelist intended for the

reader to hear both meanings: born “anothen” meaning both “born from above”

and “born anew.” Like them I think that Nicodemus (and we) are being invited and

challenged by the double meaning to peel the onion and look for a deeper meaning
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to this essential teaching in John. People often have questions about their faith. Let

me tell you a story.

A young man lingered outside the church on the eastern shore of Maryland. He

was a Goth kid. Do you all know that term? Several of our children went through

the Goth phase when they dyed their hair black and wore nothing but black

clothing. Well, this young man was typical of that fashion. His mode of dress and

appearance was extreme, long black coat over black pants and shirt; his hair was

dyed jet black, and he wore black eyeliner that was a stark contrast to his pale

white skin. It was the annual visitation of the Bishop, and there were several

children to be baptized from the same family. It was quite comfortable – crowded

but comfortable – in the newly restored but very historical church. They have had

continuous services there since 1690. For us it only took 15 minutes to get there by

boat, but most drove. Driving around all the little peninsulas of land called necks

that jut out into the water took much longer. The baptismal family had driven to

the church and arrived somewhat in disarray when they all piled out of their van.

Four of the children were to be baptized – born anew and from above –  and their

Mom was trying to get all the shirttails tucked in, bow ribbons straightened, and

the baby’s Christening dress on. The uncles and aunties and cousins arrived with

them and were busy tidying up their own clothing.

Our young man was a cousin, but he felt like an outsider, he told me later. But

then I am getting ahead of myself…

I was the greeter and the lay reader that Sunday, but I was so distracted by, no

drawn to this young man. It was so temperate that I decided to leave the doors open

so that he could hear what was going on. I kept checking on the boy outside who

was leaning on the fence at the edge of the church yard, between the grass around

the church and the burial grounds that dated back three hundred years. He was

truly “on the fence.” I felt that he was deciding whether to join us for the service. I
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went out to invite him in early on, but he shook his head. I went back to the door

after the readings just before the sermon so that he could see me hold the door

open for him. The bishop in his great booming voice preached a wonderful homily

that was really the history of believers from creation through Christ’s resurrection.

I know the boy could hear the bishop outside for he took a few steps closer to the

door so that he could hear. But it was clear later that he already knew the stories in

the Bible.

I left before the baptisms to spend the rest of the service outside with my Goth

kid – he had become “mine” by then. We talked for a time about his cousins, he

was particularly close to his baby cousin. But he could not come into the church. It

was not because he had not been made welcome, but because of an inner struggle

going on in him. He was at odds with the community of believers – the church. He

told me that he could not believe, that he could not be a Christian. And then he

asked me how I could believe in a God who would let his son be killed on the

cross, how we could gather to worship when it was us that killed Jesus. I was

thinking so long and hard he asked me again how I could believe.

Now this was before seminary, where I learned all the answers – right? –

wrong! I learned to ask more questions in seminary. But my answer that day was

that I was a cradle Anglican, that I just didn’t know any better. I was believer

because of my traditions, not my reason, and it was my reason that had to become

educated so that I could answer him better. I think, I think I would have answered

differently now. But I did listen and offer what little theology I had absorbed until

then from Adult Sunday School class. I told him that it was not Jesus’s followers,

those who believed, who had killed him, but the religious authorities of the time,

the scribes and Pharisees, as they are called in the synoptic gospels. In Mathew,

Mark, and Luke, the Roman empire, since they controlled the religious authorities,

were responsible for the death of Jesus. In today’s gospel, in John, it is “the Jews.”
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The apparent anti-Semitism in the Gospel of John must be resisted. I fear much

harm has been done by the misinterpretation of John’s Gospel.  In reading the

Gospel of John I often replace the word Jews with “religious authorities.” It was

the Jewish authorities in the employ of the Romans who persecuted the new

Christian community in John. We must remember the context of John. Three

decades after Jesus was crucified, the evangelist is recalling that Jesus was

persecuted by the Jewish authorities to people who themselves were being

persecuted for believing that Jesus was the Christ. The purpose of John’s Gospel

through Jesus’s life, his teachings, his signs, and at the last his death and

resurrection – the purpose is to turn our hearts so that we will believe that Jesus is

the Son of God sent into the world to save us and return us to God.

I believed these things when my Goth child asked, but I did not know how to

articulate my belief. …..Oh, I have forgotten something: His name was

Nicodemus. The Goth boy’s name was Nicodemus. I know my mouth fell open

when he told me his name.

Today’s Gospel was addressed to Nicodemus, someone who knew Torah, knew

the Bible. He was also a believer. He – and his community – believed that Jesus

was the Messiah, and he sought him out to ask some questions because he was

troubled– not unlike my Nicodemus. Nicodemus in John’s Gospel comes in the

dark of night, so that he would not be seen by the authorities. My Nicodemus was

shrouded in darkness by his appearance.

My friends, as Christians schooled in the stories and traditions of the church,

what would we do if someone ask us how we could believe such an outlandish tale

of Jesus a man who was himself Christ the risen Lord? How would we answer?

Well, we are called to be able to answer so that we can spread the gospel to all

people. Let us think and pray how we might answer.

Amen.


