Reflection for Sunday March 19

Third Sunday of Lent

Steve Johnson

I had an interesting experience this week.  I was looking back on the last few years and I thought to myself “boy, remember when it was a big deal to see our names in the paper?”  

Today brings us an interesting mixture of scriptures.  Exodus 20 gives us a rock, one of the most well known rocks of our Christian faith, which hangs here on the wall right behind me.  Paul warns us about enlightenment, but not because knowledge is dangerous.  Rather, Paul warns that we should not allow knowledge to cause us to lose our way on the path to truth; that truth being Christ’s love proclaimed in His crucifixion.  And in the Gospel, John tells us of a side of Jesus rarely seen, or at least rarely mentioned; and we become aware that while Christ’s love is for our forgiveness, that He will not hesitate to make consequences known when God’s word is perverted to fulfill human greed.  
It is clear from these scriptures, that we must know that God is powerful, all knowing, demanding, and will hold us accountable for failure to recognize all of these things.  It can be sobering to say the least.  Is this a God that is to be feared as much as loved?  Follow my commandments, don’t get too smart for your own good, and be especially careful about what is done in My name or you will answer to Me.  It certainly does sound frightening; yet time and again we are also told not to be afraid.  Somewhere in the mystery of these two dynamics, an all powerful and all knowing God who tells us not to be afraid, is the blue print for how we grow.
The 10 commandments.  Simple, honest.  No grey area there.  What are they for?  Because we have a God who is anxious to take His power out for test drive?  Or are they the core that must be established in our faith in order for it to mature?  If the scriptures outline our blueprint to become faithful adults, then I liken today’s Old Testament reading to our faithful childhood.  As parents, we don’t tell our children “brush your teeth and go to bed!” in order to get on a power trip.  It has a lot more to do with the fact that in these matters, we know better than they do that the establishment of these types of routines is necessary for them to properly mature.  

If this parallel is to continue, than our second reading can only be adolescence or young adulthood.  Do not, Paul warns, think for one moment that your knowledge on its best day is remotely close to God’s truth even in its most foolish form if there is such a thing.  In a way, it almost brings back memories of my Dad riding shotgun after I first got my driver’s license.  Almost, but not quite.
So moving on to the Gospel lesson, enough time has passed for our faith to be organized into a powerful establishment.  In this particular case, the establishment at some point continued to move forward; but forgot bring God along with it.  So the faith grew and aged, but never matured into faithful adulthood as God had intended.  It forgot to stay centered in God, tried to venture out on its own.  While Jesus manifested anger after what he saw in the temple, I want to go back to the original point about the commandments.  Was Jesus’ anger retribution, or was it the disappointment of a loving Father manifesting itself through Jesus.  Their failure to trust in God to guide their faith toward salvation has cost them the prize; and Jesus demonstrates the frustration God, much like a parent would when their grown child chooses to drop out of college or quit their job to foolishly pursue more immediate or selfish ways to gratify themselves in the short term.  

Jesus peers into Mary’s soul at the well and tells her all about who she is.  It would be frightening to meet a stranger who told us things we wouldn’t expect them to know about ourselves.  But this is not a story about a woman frightened by Jesus.  It is a story of one who has learned of God’s promise, and becomes living testament to God’s truth.  It becomes so real in her, that some said it was as if a fountain of springing water were inside of her.  None of these stories are meant to make fear the driving force behind our faith.  They are the path of a loving God, who asks that we trust in Him; and promises that when we do so, that God will replenish all of our needs, and that we will not fail.
This morning we are at Kansas United Methodist in part because of a great loss.  But we’re also here because we haven’t been beaten.  The very fact that our presence in the newspaper is something that we’ve grown a little more used to is a testament to the growth and maturity of our faith, as it is testament to God’s promise to replenish our spirit.  While we stay together, we can continue to grow with God, and if we keep God centered in our decisions every step of the way, than we will not fail.
