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             Isaiah 6:1-8 and John 3:1-17

I don’t know if any of you have heard the song “My Lord Did Trouble Me” before.  I know it sounds like an old gospel song, but it’s actually written by a contemporary singer-songwriter named Susan Werner.  I think there’s a lot of wisdom to its words.  Did you see them in the program?  Basically the song is saying that one of the ways that God interacts with us is by disturbing us, nudging us, troubling us.  Especially when we’re trying to just ignore something that’s not right, when we’re being silent when something needs to be said, God has a habit of giving us “a word or a sign” or a “ringing bell in the back of my mind.”  Do you agree?  Have you ever had an experience like that?

Well, this week, our June Worship Task Group had an experience like that.  Carol, Jack, Florence, Rick and I got together on Monday night to study and discuss the scriptures assigned by the Revised Common Lectionary for this Sunday and to plan worship.  Early in our conversation, someone in the group announced that they really didn’t like the selection from the Gospel of John.  The story of Nicodemus, the Pharisee who came to visit Jesus in the night had its appeal, but only as long as you ended at verse 17 as the lectionary suggested.  If you keep reading to verse 18, the whole passage takes on a very harsh and condemning tone:  “Those who believe in him are not condemned; but those who do not believe are condemned already, because they have not believed in the name of the only Son of God.”  It felt dishonest not to read this verse, but at the same time, it troubled us to read that verse.  To use Susan Werner’s phrase, it set off a ringing bell in the back of our minds.  How could we stand in church and say that those who do not believe in the name of the only Son of God are “condemned already”?  That statement sounds like God is going to send all non-Christians to hell, regardless of what they do or what they believe.  That was deeply troubling to us because we can all think of non-Christians who we deeply love and respect and we can all think of Christians—those who would profess belief in Jesus Christ as the only son of God—who are mean and nasty, Christians with whom we are embarrassed to be associated.

So what to do?  Well, our first idea was to focus this service on the beautiful passage from Isaiah that was also assigned to this Sunday.  But we soon thought better of it.  We decided that if the Bible contains passages that sound harmful to the health of the world, we must address them head-on.  Are you with us?

So to begin with, let’s talk for a moment about how we read the Bible here at KC.  As many of you know, there are a wide variety of approaches to scripture among Christian churches.  To grossly oversimplify, you might imagine that Christian churches can be lined up on a spectrum.  On one end of the spectrum are people and churches that believe that every word of the Bible is true and inspired by God in its literal reading.  On the other end of the spectrum are people and churches who see the Bible as an artifact of history, inspired in places, one of many things that it is possible to read and study in order to gain wisdom or insight about God.  

Our congregation does not have a specific doctrine about scripture that you must agree to in order to be here, but by our practice, we define ourselves as being somewhere in the middle of those two extremes.  We place a LOT of value and emphasis on the Bible—it is at the center of every worship service, and members of our congregation make a commitment to study scripture regularly.  But, we do not believe that the Bible should always be understood literally, and we don’t believe that every word is inerrant in its literal meaning.  If we did, you wouldn’t have hired me to be your pastor!

So what do we do when we read a scripture that troubles us?  If we were at either ends of the spectrum I just described, the answer would be clear.  If we were Biblical Literalists, we would ignore our gut reaction and listen only to what the scripture seems to be saying.  If we had a really low view of the Bible, we would ignore the Bible and listen only to what our own judgment, our own experience had taught us.  But if we are going to try to stake our claim on some middle ground between those positions, we have to somehow keep a hold of BOTH the scripture that troubles us AND our reaction to it, and declare that God is best revealed to us in the tension between the voice of scripture and the voice of our gut.  Like Jacob who wrestled with angel, we hold tight to scripture and will not let it go until it blesses us.

In order to explain this way of reading the Bible, we need to take a few more steps backwards.  Behind the question, “How do we read the Bible?” is the question, “Why do we read the Bible?”  Now, people read the Bible for all sorts of different reasons—out of curiosity, as literature, in order to gain information—but when we read the Bible as Christians, we are reading it in order to be shaped and formed as followers of Jesus Christ.  That is, after all, the core impulse at the heart of the Christian life.  To be a Christian is to be a disciple of Christ, someone who wants to follow Jesus, which is to say, someone who wants to act like Jesus acted, value what he values, love who and what he loves and get mad about the things he got mad about.  Scripture, then, is an important tool to help us follow Jesus.  We give it high regard; we give it priority over other writings, because it helps us to learn about Jesus and his early followers, which in turn helps us to follow Jesus.  But we don’t worship scripture, and we don’t follow scripture, and we aren’t disciples of scripture.  Can I get an Amen?

Scripture is diverse.  Even though it is usually published and sold in a single volume, it’s really a collection of books, written by a number of different people, at different times and for different audiences.  The unity of scripture comes, not with the particular voice or pen with which it was composed, but rather with the unity of the thing to which it is testifying.  We can trust that when it teaches us about Jesus Christ, it’s teaching about one person.  There weren’t several different Jesuses, even if different people related to or connected to him in different ways.  Each writer is like a finger pointing to Christ, and if we trace a line from each of those fingers and find the center to which they point, we trust we are coming close to whom Jesus was.  

We can say a great deal about Jesus on the basis of the combined voices of the diverse witness to him in scripture.  We have a strong sense of what he did, what he valued, what he loved and what made him mad.  We can say with certainty that the core values that he communicated with his words and his actions were compassion for the outsider, healing of those who have been wounded, forgiveness, love of neighbor, love of God, love of enemy.  And we can say as well that the people who made him the maddest were those whose lives were focused on judgment, self-righteousness and exclusion, including the Pharisees, the group to which Nicodemus belongs.

So if we approach scripture as a tool to aid us in our discipleship to Jesus Christ, and if we trust that the core witness of who Jesus is can be trusted, then when we run into a scripture that doesn’t sound right, we don’t have to get mired in debates about whether we’re “picking and choosing” among scriptures based on our own personal preferences.  Rather, we can be clear that part of what has caused us to be troubled by a scripture like John 3:18 is that we have been shaped by our discipleship to Jesus to love more broadly than that and to reject anything that seems to set us up as better than or more worthy than another.  A scripture that seems focused on judging and condemning people on the basis of their belief in the name of Jesus as the ONLY son of God does not testify to the God that we have come to know through Jesus Christ who tells us, “whoever has seen me has seen the Father.”  In short, the fact that this scripture troubles us is a testimony to our faith in Jesus Christ.

So, given all of what we have said so far, how are we to understand John 3:18?  One option, of course, is to do what those who composed the Revised Common Lectionary did and just leave it out, pretend it doesn’t exist and hope everyone else in the world forgets about it too.  Another option is to imagine that the writer who penned these words was insane or evil.  Or we could say these objectionable verses were a late addition to the gospel, inserted perhaps by someone attempting to change the original focus of Christ’s teaching.  But I have found that the most helpful question to ask when faced with a troubling scripture is, “In what context, or for what audience, would these words be true?”  I find this question helpful because it honors the words of scripture and recognizes that someone who was attempting to witness to the Gospel of Jesus Christ wrote them.  And it also reminds me that the original context for which the Bible was written was very different from my own, and therefore reading scripture always requires me to engage my imagination.

Can you imagine a setting, an audience for which John 3:18 would be true?  Remember that the Gospel of John is the latest of the four Gospels, so by the time it is written, the separation of the early Christian church from the Jewish movements where it began was much further along and the persecution of Christians was a very present concern.  The early Christian community for whom John was writing felt, I think, that their situation is very dire.  They may have all known friends or family members who had been killed for their affiliation with the Christian movement.  In that context, to say that someone is condemned already is to make a true statement about the danger they were all living under.  The given of the lives of John’s audience is that they are condemned.  They only option they have, the only chance they have for life, is the new life, the eternal life, the life with Christ which they can experience when they fully entrust themselves to him.  There’s no other name that will save them—they can’t appeal to Caesar or to someone else they know in a high office.  The only name that they can trust—in their context of a world that is so hostile to the Christian movement—is the name of Jesus Christ.

If we imagine this context, we can see not only the power of the words of John 3:18, but also their truth.  And while the original context for John is very, very different from our own, we can still affirm that when we entrust our lives to Jesus instead of entrusting them to our jobs or our strength or our intellect or our government, we are released from some forces that threaten to kill us and kill our spirit, and we are set free to a whole new quality of life.

That’s what I think this scripture is about.  I don’t think it addresses the question of whether Buddhists will go to heaven or whether the Hindu religion is a valid path to God.  What’s more, I don’t think Jesus ever addresses those questions.  It’s not that he didn’t live in a multi-faith environment—he did.  But he didn’t focus his energy making definitions of who was in and who was out.  Rather, he challenged the dominant assumptions of his community about who was in and who was out.  He challenged the people who were making those definitions to take a hard look at themselves and their own behavior.

So what are we to do?  If one of the most pressing, most urgent theological questions of our time is not one that Jesus asked or answered, what are we to say?  It’s tempting, in this situation, to comb through the Bible and to look for any passage, any quotation, that we might be able to construe as having something to do with the diversity of religions.  There are certainly passages we could pull out, passages we could re-interpret for our time.  But I think we should be wary of doing this.  When we pull passages out of their original context and push them into our service for the questions of our day, we can start distorting and corrupting the meaning of scripture really fast, whatever our agenda may be.

This is why I think we all need to stay rooted in our original intent for reading scripture.  Why do we read scripture?  To be formed and shaped as disciples of Jesus Christ.  That’s our purpose—and that means that we want to take seriously the things that Jesus does in the Bible, the things Jesus says in the Bible, but also, the things he does NOT do and the things he does NOT say.  We have to let it shape not only our answers, but our questions as well.  If we find ourselves preoccupied by a question that is not asked or answered by Jesus Christ in the Bible, then we need to ask ourselves, why is it that we are so preoccupied by this question?  Why do we need to say who’s in and who’s out?  And for that matter, why do we need to so strenuously make the case that everyone is in and no one is out?  Why are we so hooked by those who would draw lines that we start drawing lines ourselves?

I want to be clear:  I’m not saying that these questions are silly or stupid.  As most of you know, I’m married to a Jewish man, so for me, questions about the validity of non-Christian religions are deeply personal.  You might think that because of my marriage to Dan, I’ve figured this whole thing out.  You might think that I’ve constructed a clear theological argument for the validity of the Jewish faith or that I can point out chapter and verse in the Bible that proves that Jews will all go to heaven.  Well, it may come as a surprise, but I don’t have either of those things.  

But I have brought the question of Dan’s salvation to Jesus.  Many of you are familiar with the prayer technique that John Lobell speaks of often, a technique that allows us to be in conversation with Jesus in the context of prayer.  You can use this prayer practice by journaling by hand, or on the computer—you just write your question to Jesus, and then allow Jesus’ response to emerge as you write in his voice.  I’ve used that practice to ask Jesus, “What is the fate of Dan’s eternal soul?”  And I believe I’ve received an answer through this prayer technique, an answer that I can trust.  When I ask Jesus that question, the response I get from Jesus is, “Heather, why are you worried about that?  Why are you focusing on Dan?  Don’t worry about him—you can trust me with him.  But what about you?  What about our relationship?  Is that alive to you today?  Are you open to living in me, today?”

In the end, I think that is what it means to allow scripture to form us, to shape us as disciples to Jesus Christ.  We are shaped by what is said, and shaped and even re-directed, by what is not said.

Amen! 
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