Second Sunday in Lent   Year A

Genesis 12:1-4a; Psalm 122; Romans 4:1-5, 13-17; John 3:1-17

We continue our journey through the season of Lent.  Last week, we heard the story of Jesus and his temptation in the wilderness.  It was the Spirit who led him into the desert among the sand dunes, it was the Spirit who brought Jesus to that experience of becoming adrift.  And we talked about that feeling of being adrift, about looking at our lives differently and that, I think, is what is going on in the readings this morning.  We have a story from Genesis about a man named Abraham.  And we have a story from John about a man named Nicodemus.  Both Abraham and Nicodemus are wise and trustworthy men.  Both have a heart that longs for God.  Both men in a way find themselves adrift, setting sail and venturing out into some unchartered waters.  Both find themselves in a conversation with God deep in the middle of the night.  Both find themselves having to think about their lives differently and are at a point where they need to make a decision about the direction of their lives.

In the first reading, the reading from Genesis, we are introduced to this man called Abraham.  The story comes from chapter 12.  I like Abraham.  He is a shepherd.  He cares for the flock.  But as he is going about the ordinary things of his life, something begins to shift deep within him.  One evening, Abraham is out watching over his sheep and he realizes that there is also One who is watching over him.  As Abraham goes out in search for the sheep that have wandered away, he realizes that there is also One who has been searching for him.  As Abraham leads the sheep to sources of living water, he realizes that there is also One who has a gift that would quench his deepest thirst.  One evening, just as the sun begins to set, Abraham sits on a hilltop, looks into the distance.  I imagine that Abraham must have seen this view a thousand times.  He looks over the landscape, the clouds quietly look back at him as the sun dips below the horizon.  Abraham gazes upon those last rays of light reaching and stretching like fingers through the clouds and across the sky.  And this is when it happens: Abraham hears a voice.  Abraham listens and it is the Lord who speaks: “Go from your country and your kindred and your father’s house to the land that I will show you.”  Abraham is unsure of what he has heard.  But something rings true about what he hears.  The conversation continues, “I will make of you a great nation and I will make your name great, so that you will be a blessing.  In you, all the families of the earth shall be blessed”.  

God invites Abraham to leave all that he can see, all that he has ever known, and go to a place that at this point, remains undisclosed.  There are no maps, no precise details, only a seductive voice echoing deep within.  Abraham listens and in this entire exchange, he says nothing.  Not a word falls from his lips.  And in this quietness, Abraham begins to think about what God has asked him to do.  He ponders these things in his heart.  The Lord promises Abraham a land, but as Abraham sits on the hillsides of Haran, he already has a land.  The Lord promises to make Abraham’s name great, but as Abraham sees all he possesses, his vast flock of sheep and goats and rams, his man-servants and his maidservants, he already has a great name.  But, there is a third part of the invitation and that has to do with a family.  Abraham and Sarah, you see, have no children.  Abraham is seventy-five years old and it seems unlikely that he would ever hold a son in his arms.  Abraham looks at his body and he looks at his wife and all sorts of questions fill his mind.  They have tried to have a baby, oh yes, they have tried.  But something always went wrong.  Month after month, Sarah saw that vivid and colourful reminder of her inability to conceive.  But as God speaks to Abraham, something begins to change.  He begins to make the journey, and while he does not know where he is going or how long it will take or exactly how his wife is going to get pregnant, Abraham learns to trust just a little bit more.  Abraham makes the journey, taking his possessions, holding in his heart is a wealth greater than all these things: he holds in his heart the richness of a promise.  And this promise allows Abraham to look at his life differently.  This promise gives him courage when he feels adrift.  This promise gives Abraham a new sense of direction, almost brings Abraham into that moment of being born all over again.

There is another man in the readings this day who is on a journey too.  His name is Nicodemus, and he comes to us in the third reading, the reading from John’s gospel.   Nicodemus is not a shepherd, nor does he travel from Haran to Canaan.  The story opens for us outside the city of Jerusalem, familiar territory for Nicodemus, but as he begins to talk to Jesus, the things that are familiar suddenly become strange.  Nicodemus comes at an odd time of the day, he comes at night.  I have often wondered why Nicodemus goes to see Jesus in hours of darkness.  The night is a time to sleep, but Nicodemus cannot sleep.  His head is on the pillow but he cannot rest.  So he gets out of bed, careful not to disturb his wife, and stumbles through the night looking for Jesus.  I am not sure how they met, but once they do, it is Nicodemus who begins the conversation.  Nicodemus had carefully rehearsed this conversation in his mind, but now he sees Jesus, he is not so sure, he struggles for the right words.  “Rabbi” Nicodemus says “we know you are a teacher come from God”.  There is a tone of awkwardness and embarrassment: Nicodemus, this great religious teacher who speaks with such eloquence in the synagogue, stutters and fumbles for words in the presence of Jesus.  Jesus says nothing and Nicodemus doesn’t know why he is there.  The questions are huge, the doubt is enormous.  He shouldn’t have come.  He regrets getting out of bed in the middle of the night.  He should have made some more suitable arrangements to meet Jesus in the morning, in the Temple, any other place but here, any other time but now.  Nicodemus is confused, he wants to leave, he wants to go home, but something keeps him there.  And then out of the silence and the darkness, in the fear and the embarrassment, Jesus speaks.   Jesus speaks about strange things, like being born again, born from above, born of water and the spirit, about the winds that blow.  Nicodemus hears the words, he is trying to listen, but he does not understand.  It is like the words are the same, but Jesus is speaking a whole new language.  Nicodemus asks questions but the answers Jesus gives are vague and only breed more confusion.  Nicodemus becomes more lost, unable to find his bearings in the darkness, feels more and more adrift in the middle of the night.  Nicodemus is at a wonderful place of faith.  

 Both Nicodemus and Abraham embark on something that they do not understand, they navigate through an experience where the familiar is strange and the strange is familiar, the very beginnings of a relationship where they look at their lives differently.  In Genesis, Abraham had grown used to looking at his life from the perspective of what he and Sarah do not have, from the point of view of what was biologically possible, from a very human sense of limitations, fear and not having enough.  In John’s gospel, Nicodemus the Pharisee had grown used to looking at his life from a perspective of law and ritual, he was going through the motions, trying to be good enough.  But the truth is, both men find themselves in the darkness, adrift, confused and yearning and hearing that invitation into something more.   Both men in the bible this morning are called to look at their lives from a new perspective.  Questions flood the hearts of Abraham, doubts fill the mind of Nicodemus.  But they also know that answers would not come if they stayed where they were.  God was calling them.  And as with all calls from above, answers are revealed on the journey, anxieties are healed as we learn to trust, our lives would find purpose, direction and hope as we quietly follow the One who whispers our names.  And that is what this season of Lent is all about.  Can you do the same?  Can you look at things differently?  Can you enter this sacred season with a desire to be set free from all those old assumptions and old habits and old recordings and scripts in your mind, and move into something new?  Instead of blame, try forgiveness.  Instead of a need to be right, maybe listen a bit more.  Instead of stubbornness and pride, try patience and mindfulness.  Instead of fear, try generosity and gentleness.  Instead of wanting to get even, try the humility found in a freedom to simply let be.  There are all sorts of things we can do to look at our lives differently.  And it can be difficult.  It can feel a little disorientating.  It can be a little scary.  It can feel like we are adrift.  But allow those moments of uncertainty and confusion to lead you into something new.  It can feel like a new language.  It can feel like we are being born all over again.  It can feel like we are living more faithfully in the richness of blessing and promise.  To live differently might be those first steps into living in the abundance of the kingdom of God.  

