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Lent 2, Year A

March 16, 2014
John 3:1-17  Now there was a man of the Pharisees named Nicodemus, a member of the Jewish ruling council.  He came to Jesus at night and said, “Rabbi, we know you are a teacher who has come from God. For no one could perform the miraculous signs you are doing if God were not with him.”  In reply Jesus declared, “I tell you the truth, no one can see the kingdom of God unless he is born again.”  “How can a man be born when he is old?” Nicodemus asked. “Surely he cannot enter a second time into his mother’s womb to be born!”  Jesus answered, “I tell you the truth, no one can enter the kingdom of God unless he is born of water and the Spirit.  Flesh gives birth to flesh, but the Spirit gives birth to spirit.  You should not be surprised at my saying, ‘You must be born again.’  The wind blows wherever it pleases. You hear its sound, but you cannot tell where it comes from or where it is going. So it is with everyone born of the Spirit.”  “How can this be?” Nicodemus asked.  “You are Israel’s teacher,” said Jesus, “and do you not understand these things?  I tell you the truth, we speak of what we know, and we testify to what we have seen, but still you people do not accept our testimony.  I have spoken to you of earthly things and you do not believe; how then will you believe if I speak of heavenly things?  No one has ever gone into heaven except the one who came from heaven--the Son of Man.  Just as Moses lifted up the snake in the desert, so the Son of Man must be lifted up,  that everyone who believes in him may have eternal life.  “For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life.  For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through him.
“For God so loved the world that he gave his only-begotten Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life.”
It is the most familiar verse in the Bible, what Martin Luther called “The Gospel in a nutshell”.  When the television camera pans the audience at a football game, there is inevitably someone holding a large poster with “John 3:16” written on it.  We find it on bumper stickers, and tattooed on bodies.  And yet, do we really understand what this verse means?
Rob Bell, in our Lenten Study book Love Wins, digs into the meaning of those two words “eternal life”.  He notes that the word translated “eternal” is the Greek is the word aion, which has multiple meanings.  One meaning of aion refers to an age or period of time, as in “The spirit of the age” or “They were gone for aions (ages).”  When we use the word “age” like this, we are referring less to a precise measurement of time, like an hour or a day or a year, and more to a period or era of time with a beginning and an end.  In Luke’s Gospel, for example, Jesus says to his disciples, “No one who has left home or wife or brothers or sisters or parents or children, for the sake of the kingdom of God will fail to receive many times as much in this age, and in the age to come eternal life.” (Luke 18).  So according to Jesus there is this age, this present aion— the one we are living in— and then a coming age, also called “the world to come” or simply “eternal life.”  
It is this understanding of “eternal life”, “life of the age to come”, that is closest to what people in our culture normally think of when we think of the word “heaven”.  But there are significant differences between our culture’s stereotypical vision of “heaven” and the Biblical understanding.  Any view of heaven as some ethereal place floating in the sky, some place that is totally different from this creation in which we live our life on this earth, is not the Bible’s understanding of “the age to come.”  In the Biblical understanding, the age to come will be a coming together of heaven and earth, a fulfillment of the prayer that God’s kingdom come and God’s will be done on earth as in heaven.  In the age to come, all of creation will come to its transformed fullness, as we read in the prophet Isaiah.  “The wolf will lie down with the lamb” (11:6) and “Nation will not take up sword against nation, nor will they train for war anymore” (2:4).  Richard Rohr speaks of this age to come in terms of Adam and Eve returning to the Garden of Eden.  

But there is another meaning of that word “aion”, “more complex and nuanced, because it refers to a particular intensity of experience that transcends time.” (Love Wins)  

I was maybe 15 years old, and I was spending a week or two of my summer vacation visiting my uncle in North Carolina.  One day I decided to walk on the beach.  I was knee-deep in the surf when suddenly I was dragged under the water by a strong undertow and carried out into the Atlantic Ocean.  Tumbling underwater, I didn’t know which way was up.  The whole experience probably didn’t take more than 10 seconds, but time had stopped for me.  My life quite literally flashed in front of my eyes.  I can remember thinking that it was a good life, a life filled with love.
Perhaps you’ve had a similar experience.  When faced with the very real possibility of death, our typical multi-tasking, “monkey-mind” consciousness both “zooms in” and “zones out.”  We “zoom in” to a finely tuned focus on what is most important, what our lives have meant, whom we truly love, and what we ultimately believe in. 
We “zone out” of the temporal clock-time we usually inhabit.  The life-threatening experience is not experienced in “real time.”  We can review and re-live thousands of events as the crisis whirls about us.  Seconds and minutes have no meaning.
Just as the few moments that make up a crisis situation can seem to move in slow motion, so also hours and hours can pass quickly, without our noticing them, when we get “in the zone.”  Lovers first falling in love, surgeons performing lengthy, complex procedures, athletes focused on the game, musicians playing, all regularly experience a surprising “time warp” feeling that occurs when they finally step back outside “the zone.”  After an emotional outpouring of love in a beautiful improvisation on an Easter hymn tune at Barbara Kohl’s Memorial Service, her organist friend Dan Jones told me he didn’t even remember playing, how he played, or how long.  There was no real separate cognizance of “time.”

Whether an experience is pleasurable or painful, in the extreme moments of life what we encounter is time dragging and flying, slowing down and speeding up.  That’s what aion refers to—a particularly intense experience transcending time.  When the word “aion” is translated in the Bible as “eternal”, we must understand this as an altogether different word from “forever.”  “Forever” is not a category or concept we find in the Bible.  We must understand “eternal” in these cases not as passing time, but transcending time, belonging to another realm altogether.  
Later in John’s Gospel, Jesus says, “… anyone who hears my word and believes him who sent me has eternal life… has passed from death to life,” (5:24)  and “Anyone who does eat my flesh and drink my blood has eternal life… (6:54)  These, and other similar verses, are clearly in the present tense.  Eternal life, then, is not only something experienced in the age to come, but also in the here and now.  Rob Bell writes:
“This is where things get really, really interesting—when Jesus talked about heaven, he was talking about our present eternal, intense, real experiences of joy, peace, and love in this life, this side of death and the age to come.  Heaven for Jesus wasn’t just ‘someday’;  it was a present reality.  Jesus blurs the lines, inviting… us into the merging of heaven and earth, the future and present, here and now.  To say it again, eternal life is less about a kind of time that starts when we die, and more about a quality and vitality of life lived now in connection to God.  Eternal life doesn’t start when we die;  it starts now.  It’s about experiencing the kind of life now that can endure and survive even death.”  (Love Wins)
What does all this mean for us and how we live our lives?

The answers to that question are many, and I invite you to come to our Lenten Study to discuss some of them further.  I just want to focus on one of the countless ramifications this understanding of “eternal life” has for me.

I don’t know about you, but I spend a good deal of my time stewing about the past and worrying about the future.  All too seldom do I live in the here and now.  It is what is coming up that is important, right?  And life – it’s the life to come that’s important, right?  Of course, the reality is that we can only truly live in the here and now.  If we are trying to live in the past or the future, I’m not sure we’re really living.  Jesus said, “Do not be anxious about tomorrow, for tomorrow will be anxious for itself.” (Matthew 6:34)  Or as The Message translates that verse:  “Give your entire attention to what God is doing right now, and don’t get worked up about what may or may not happen tomorrow.”  
Give your entire attention to what God is doing right now.  How often do I do that?  How often do you do that?  What is God doing right now – do I even know?  And yet what we have just seen about the meaning of “eternal life” means that eternal life is pregnant now in this world, in this life, in this moment.  Furthermore, we can participate in this “other, but present” realm, this eternal life, this dance of the Trinity, now – with Christ, uniting our life with his in his saving transformation of the world.  It’s what Jesus’ teachings about feeding the hungry, caring for the outcasts, serving others are all about:  working with Christ in bringing into more tangible reality the eternal life which he has lived for us in this world.  On Ash Wednesday, we heard St. Paul say to the Corinthians, “In our work together with God, then, we beg you who have received God’s grace not to let it be wasted.  Hear what God says:  ‘In the time of my favor I heard you, and in the day of salvation I helped you.’  I tell you, now is the time of God’s favor, now is the day of salvation.” (2 Corinthians 6:1-2)  

Now is the time of eternal life – not only in the age to come.
God so loved the world – the word in Greek is cosmos – that he gave his only-begotten Son, to bring into this age the human incarnation of eternal life, showing us -- and inviting us into -- that transforming life which he shares with his Father and the Holy Spirit, acting in this world to make all things new. 
“God so loved the world that…we might have eternal life.”  The moment of God’s love is eternal life.  And the moment of God’s love is NOW.   The moment of God’s love is now.          
AMEN
(I am indebted for this sermon to Leonard Sweet, Rob Bell, and Richard Rohr)
