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II Chr. 36: 14-16, 19-23
Ps. 137: 1-6

Eph. 2: 4-10

Jn. 3: 14-21


I don’t know about you, but, from time to time, often in the winter months, I go through a cycle of a week or two where it seems that repressed stress catches up with me, and I awake very early in the morning – long before daylight – and cannot return to sleep. No matter how hard I try, my brain won’t stop working. For no apparent reason, it starts raising all sorts of what if’s, and what do I need to do about’s. I have thought about why this might be, and all I can come up with is that I am repressing a lot of doubts and uncertainties as I go about my “productive,” problem-solving days. I am in fact in a very real sense in denial about my need to control outcomes and put things to rest. I am having a hard time dealing with holding things in tension – as my prayer life tells me I should be doing. In other words, I am susceptible to human limitations and I don’t much like it!


The readings for this fourth Sunday of Lent paint a picture for us of people seeking to be good and to please God, and ultimately, being inadequate to the task. And yet, God loves them and offers them new life anyway.

In II Chronicles, we read an abbreviated account of the infidelities of the people of Jerusalem and of the leaders of the Temple and its worship; the inevitable fall of Jerusalem to its enemies, the Babylonians – but also of its ultimate restoration under the sponsorship of King Cyrus of Persia! Now, this was a gratuitous happening – a gift from one who had conquered the Babylonians, and who, by the way, fully expected to maintain power in the territory of Israel. Not a scenario the Jewish people would have anticipated! Cyrus would keep political control, but was willing to act as the patron and protector of the Israelites as they returned to their homeland to rebuild their Temple and their worship community. By the grace of God, the Temple was restored through God’s agent, Cyrus. The wonder of this happening is reinforced in today’s psalm which describes with poignancy the misery of the captives in Babylon and expresses their longing for their home, describing Jerusalem as their highest joy.

The author of the Letter to the Ephesians defines God as life-giving, full of love and rich in mercy. He clarifies for the Ephesians that their salvation is by believing this about God whom they have come to know in Christ; – that it is not by their own deeds, but by believing in this God of mercy and of love – that they are saved or brought to fullness. All things – including the good that people are able to do - is gift from God.


Recently, a great American Jesuit theologian, Richard McBrien, passed away. Professor and Theology Department Chair at the University of Notre Dame, he was a giant in the area of ecclesiology –or the study of the church – in the Vatican II era. A famous quotation from McBrien was that “When we study history, we realize that there is very, very little about the church that cannot change;” and that history offers us a way to be honest about the past and to be open to the future. Church history both roots and relativizes. 
Now, church history can be viewed both from above ( emphasizing the divine origins of the institution, its perfections and its holiness – treating it as abstract or universal; OR it can be viewed from below, stressing the historical reality of the community, observing its interaction with different social and cultural contexts, always acknowledging that the “church” is concrete and local). McBrien pointed out the virtues of each approach. He argued strongly for balance and the need for dialogue. He warned against the danger of embracing one approach to the neglect of the other. Most importantly, McBrien cautioned again and again that we must never look at the church and its activity as the accomplished reign of God, but only as the seed and beginning of that reign (watered by the grace of God) and whose growth is always at the service of God’s reign. Seen from that [perspective, “History then points to mystery,” says McBrien. The church is both historic and a mystery  - a sacrament that embodies the grace of God and points to God’s reign. McBrien expressed a deep sense of the community of disciples’ role as being a sign and a source of grace in the world. We as church are called to reflect something of God’s infinite interest and love. “We are the church,” says McBrien. “We are God’s continuing creation , Christ’s ongoing incarnation, and the Spirit’s unending work in the world.” History and mystery! Never one or the other; but both/and.  Not nature or grace, but rather graced nature.

In today’s gospel reading from John, we hear that God so loved the world that God sent Jesus to heal us by grace; not to condemn the world, but in order that the world might be saved (healed) through him.
If the gospels tell us anything about the nature of Jesus’ ministry, it is that healing comes from patient listening, seeking understanding and justice, both/and rather than either/or thinking and acting. “Catholicism” (at its best), says Richard McBrien, “is characterized by a both/and rather than an either/or approach. It is not nature or grace, but graced nature; not reason or faith, but reason illumined by faith; not law or gospel, but law inspired by gospel; not scripture or tradition, but normative tradition within scripture; not faith or works, but faith issuing in works, and works as expressions of faith; not authority or freedom, but authority in the service of freedom; not unity or diversity, but unity in diversity.” 


Today is the fourth Sunday of Lent. We are conscious of walking with Jesus on his way to the cross. Jesus is about to turn over everything to God. He is living his faith in a God of love and mercy, but he doesn’t have a sense of really getting his message through. He does not perceive himself as having much success. He is ever more conscious of having to hold everything in tension. Are we not also being asked as his disciples to walk the same path and to continue to hold all things in tension as well? – to face both the sometimes sad history and the wonderful mystery that together mark our life together in Christ? Yes, it’s a journey we are on. Love incarnate is not for a time, but forever!
