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Oil & Wine Fourth Sunday of Lent 2009 22 March 2009
• 2 Chr 36:14-16, 19-23; Ps 137 (136):1-6; Eph 2:4-10; John 3:14-21

We can welcome or dread the light. After a night of restless, troubled tossing and turning, when we probably reran all the problems of today or rehearsed those of tomorrow, we are relieved to see the dawn. But there are also the times when we want nothing more than to withdraw bat-like into our own personal caves, reluctant to be dragged out into the light that will expose our fears, our infidelities, our prejudices, our shame, our invisible sinfulness. But literally and figuratively, we cannot turn on the light without creating shadows. 

Today’s gospel is the continuation of the encounter of Jesus with his night visitor, Nicodemus, a leading Pharisee, who is drawn to Jesus but is also afraid that he will lose status by associating with Jesus, someone already unpopular with the religious institution. A few words might sum up the conversation between Jesus and Nicodemus: lifting, life, death, light, and love. When Nicodemus listened to Jesus’ earlier words (John 3:1-10) about being born again, about flesh and spirit and wind, he certainly felt himself in the dark! The verse immediately before the Nicodemus encounter (John 2:25) reminds us that Jesus “knows what is in everyone,” so in order to beam some light into Nicodemus, he observes the good teaching principle of going ‘from the known to the unknown.’ He reminds Nicodemus, himself a “teacher of Israel,” of a well-known event in the history of their Jewish people (Num 21:4-9). Like the Hebrews, in difficult times our memories can be very fickle; we can often gaze back to the past, the ‘good old days,’ through rose-coloured glasses, and so in the wilderness the people grumbled about the lack of food and drink, telling Moses that they would prefer the life and food of slavery in Egypt to the possibility of hunger and death in this supposedly free place to which God has told Moses to lead them. The discontented people are then struck with a plague of serpents whose bite can certainly cause death. Recognizing their ingratitude, the people beg Moses to intercede for them with God, who tells him to forge in the fire a serpent of bronze, fix it on a pole and raise it before those who are stricken.  If they gaze on it they will be saved. This seems a great paradox: to be given life by gazing on an image of death! In our humanity, we are all bitten by death, and so Jesus transplants this Old Testament event into his own mystery as saviour and source of eternal life. Jesus tells Nicodemus that just as Moses made the bronze serpent and hoisted it on a pole for the healing of the people, so will the flesh of the Son of Man, he himself, be forged in the fire of his passion and lifted up on the pole of the cross. In the language of John’s gospel, ‘raising up’ always has the double sense of crucifixion and resurrection, darkness and light, for the two are inseparable movements of our salvation.
God does not want us to be prisoners, huddling in our caves of anxiety and sinfulness in self-imposed darkness. In Jesus, the true light has come into the world – not for judgement but for love: “God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not perish but have eternal life.” During Lent, the church encourages us to the fasting, prayer and almsgiving that can drag us out of our caves and expose our selfish, racist, sexist or violent selves to the light of Christ. Then at Easter we may truly gather in freedom and joy around the Paschal Candle and exult in its rising from the darkness, a symbol of the rising of Jesus from the darkness of death, and the promise of our rising in him.
The first reading, from the Second Book of Chronicles, describes a time of darkness for God’s people in the 6th century BCE. They are living in exile in Babylon, their Temple destroyed, the prophets ridiculed, repentance a struggle. Whether all the facts are completely historically correct is not the first concern; what is most important is the good news that is embedded in this portion: the good news that God is a God of steadfast love and compassion who in a surprising way can pierce the darkness of exile that overshadows the people. In 539 BCE, in the rhythm of the rise and fall of great nations and civilizations, the Babylonians are defeated by the Persians, and the latter’s tolerant and enlightened king, Cyrus, becomes an instrument of God’s salvation. He proclaims that the Lord, the God of heaven and earth, is with him and enabling him, and issues an edict that allows the Jewish exiles to return to their own land, to “go up” and commit themselves to rebuilding their Temple in Jerusalem which was so central to Jewish life and identity. (King Cyrus is the only Gentile in the Old Testament to be later called a messiah or ‘anointed’ by the prophet Isaiah in Is 45:1.) 
We respond to the reading with Ps 137 (136), one of the most poignant of laments. It is the voice of exiles who have returned to live in the ruins of Jerusalem which is not yet rebuilt. Perhaps the psalmist was a Temple musician who carried with him into exile his harp and repertoire of Temple music, and consequently may have become a special target for the Babylonian’s cruel taunts to “Sing to us one of Zion’s songs,” so that they could sneer at them. Just as he and his guild of musicians had remembered Zion-Jerusalem in exile, so they beg God to remember them now. This psalm has been called ‘a song of two cities’: of resistance to one (Babylon) and devotion to the other (Jerusalem). The hand and the tongue are essential for the singer musician, but the psalmist would gladly sacrifice these to withering and cleaving rather than forget Zion. As we repeat the refrain, we might ask ourselves how ready we are to sacrifice what is most important for us? We have sanitised this psalm by omitting the last two verses about babies’ heads being bashed against the rocks, yet the psalmist has no hesitation in telling God in honest, abrasive prayer, that this is how he and his people feel. This is not just brutality, but humble honesty that can lay bare one’s lack of mercy and ask God to bring healing forgiveness into the depths of such dark and deep violence that lurks in personal and communal depths. Are we too ready to be affronted by such raw emotion while being too complacent about the horrors of modern warfare, too anaethesised by media reports and images of the violence done to vulnerable non-combatants, especially women and children, that we don’t lament this before God? Although cut from today’s responsorial, if we read them in this light, verses 8 and 9 might stir our complacency. As we pray this psalm, perhaps an awareness of so much in our own culture which is “alien” might be stirred, so that we remember the saving power of God to which every generation is “called up” for the sake of rebuilding belief, often in painful faithfulness and trust.
The author of the Letter to the Ephesians re-echoes the good news of God’s merciful generosity. Its most radical expression is the death and resurrection of Christ. In the reading it is repeatedly stressed that it is in and with Christ that we are raised up and given a place in heaven.  The whole mood of the reading is thanksgiving and praise for the “immeasurable riches of God’s grace in kindness towards us in Christ Jesus.”  It is, therefore, so appropriate for liturgical proclamation at the Eucharist, the great thanksgiving.  The mystery which is beyond our imagination, but accessible to our faith, is that we are created as God eikons, images of his Son. We must keep trying not to deface this holy work of art that we are, and our Lenten discipline can be a work of restoration of our priceless worth.
Benedict also calls his followers out of the darkness of sin. With eyes open to the light of Christ and astonished ears attentive to his voice, Benedict urges us not to harden our hearts but to run out of the darkness of sin towards the eternal light of the kingdom of God (cf. RB Prol 9-13). As Thomas Merton reminds us, the more perfect our faith becomes, the darker it may seem. This, he says, is because our faith is less and less “diluted with the half-light of created images and concepts.” Paradoxically, this was to be Nicodemus’ experience. No longer skulking in secret at night, he is publicly a disciple of Jesus when he comes out into the light in the hot and painful darkness of Calvary. With Joseph of Arimathea, he carries the dead body of Jesus in a royal funeral cortege and lays him in the darkness of the garden tomb.

