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My niece and godchild, Maryse Pflum Naman, is now 44 years old. She and her sister were the constant companions of my own children every summer during their growing up years. They would play at all sorts of games, vie with one another for the attentions of their grandmother (my mother, Thelma), and romp day after day on the beach at the Jersey shore. As a young adult, Maryse earned a Master’s degree in social work and eventually became the head of a child study team in a NJ high school. She married along the way, and is now the mother of (are you ready?) 6 young children! Her life is very busy and challenging as you can well imagine. I believe she puts all the skills she learned as a social worker and head of a child study team to very good use right at home. Her children, much like Maryse, her sister and my three used to do, spend every waking hour in constant motion. There are plenty of scrapes and squabbles; lots of competition and vying for attention and perks; and yes, lots of moments when Maryse could cheerfully wring some of their little necks. But she also loves them all fiercely and tenderly, and in spite of how much they try her patience, she works with them to help them grow slowly but surely into the best people they can be. It isn’t easy!

I believe that our scriptures today paint the same kind of picture of our relationship with our God. Our first reading from II Chronicles and Psalm 137 speak of how sorely the people of Israel tried God’s patience, failing to heed God’s desire that they be a just and compassionate people, and hypocritically offering worship in the holy Temple while remaining hard of heart. Of course, much like Maryse’s children when sent to their rooms, they wept when they were punished by exile. They began to regret their behavior which had led to their loss, and to remember the goodness of the life they had had and the God who loved them. 


St. Paul reinforces this learning when he says In the Letter to the Ephesians that God’s nature is to be merciful; and God brings us back to life even when we are “dead” in our sins – another way of saying hopelessly lost on the wrong path. It is God’s nature to love us whom God created for good from the very beginning of our lives. Do we try God’s patience? Yes. Does God our parent love us even so? Yes. As my niece Maryse tells her children, “I love you to the moon and back!” How cool!...since God created the moon as well.

And today’s gospel passage is surely a declaration of God’s unconditional love for the world – whose darkness no matter how extensive cannot overcome the light of God’s love. And Jesus - lifted high - is the very face of God turned toward a hurting, alienated world and cosmos. Theologian Raymond Brown says that the light that is Jesus exposes what everyone is. “Those who have quietly gone about doing deeds of justice and mercy are revealed as those whose deeds are done in God.” Conversely, the light of Christ also shows the world’s evil doers for who they really are. “In the penetrating light of Jesus there is nowhere to hide.” In all things, the light of Christ exposes the truth, not in order to condemn, but so that we can see the truth and correct course. This gospel tells us that those who choose to follow Christ are in fact not those who are perfect, but those who are open to correcting course; open to being transformed. Because God’s care is for all of creation, not just those in the church, the focus of Christ’s followers can never remain on their own personal experience of Jesus, but must focus on the vision of the world that Jesus makes possible, committing themselves to the whole family of God, indeed to the whole of creation. This is the heart and soul of the church’s witness. 

When any of us share the message of Jesus through compassionate action, we must be sure to remember that love is always God’s initiative, and that this love is universal in scope crossing all lines of wealth, power gender, race, geography and state of health. We, the church, are Christ’s hands and feet, Christ’s willing spirit. We cannot serve this mission credibly if we are willing to divide, to judge, to separate, to save some and abandon others. We cannot serve this mission credibly if we choose to accumulate possessions and power at the expense of others, or of the rest of the natural creation. We cannot serve this mission credibly if we choose to settle for short term fixes that never really compensate for long term pain and problems. 


The call to discipleship shows itself to be rather difficult and complicated in this passage! It is a great challenge to live fully in harmony with God’s extraordinary love for the world. But it is not perfection that God seeks from us. It is openness to changing ourselves; it Is willingness to grow. Just as with Maryse’s little ones – inch by inch, step by step; new insight by new insight! The key is to remain focused on God’s expansive, inclusive love – open to each of us, and to all who trust it to be true.

There are questions that we might ask ourselves as we go through Lent this year. One very important one might be: How important and consequential are the decisions I make? (e.g.):
· Holding a grudge or letting our anger go

· Valuing our independence or caring for others more

· Staying in dark corners or living in the light

· The words we speak or choose not to speak

· The people we love or choose not even to see

· The thoughts we entertain or choose not to

· The deeds we do or leave undone


By the same token, there are things we should remember – like the fact that changing our mind is always possible AND that God – the creator and sustainer - is ever present as we make our choices, and God has chosen to help us (to grace us) so that we are empowered to choose the fullness of the reign of God.
