GOD AS FIRE AND AIR

Sermon for the Second Sunday of Lent, March 20, 2011

Reading: John 3:1-17

Sermon text: Jesus answered him, “Very truly I tell you, no one can see the kingdom of God without being born from above.” 

In 1884, George Abbott Abbott (writing under the name, the Square) published Flatland, a book about a two dimensional world where men were polygons and women were lines. I won’t even begin to discuss the ramifications of this difference, or the class structure determining how many sides a man should have. My interest—as with many others who have used this book as a teaching tool in mathematics or philosophy in the years since its publication—is in imagining a world of only two spatial dimensions. You would be bound to see only on the one plane; travel would be bound by lines in front; a line that circled around you would be the limit of your world. But there is a way out—or up--in Flatland. Once a century, the Sphere pays a visit and shows a chosen one the truth about a third dimension. Of course, such a revelation is not welcome to the others. There the believers insist that God is an indivisible point, containing all things, and one who denies this is subject to harsh penalties.

Imagine being bound within a world of such paltry reality and blind prejudice. Perhaps not so different from our world (as the satirist intends us to understand).

Human experience transcends that of other animals. We have a new sense of time and space; we record history and predict the future; we can think of eternity and infinity. We have highly developed reasoning, languages and tools. These allow us to probe and push on the circle of natural experience. Scientists have built machines capable of generating energies close to those of the first big bang, so that we can test theories of bizarre forms of matter unknown to normal experience. We are also capable of creating machines with destructive potential greater than earthquake and tsunami.

Imagine if we each had even more tools of experience: the hearing of bats, smell of dogs, or could see heat with infrared sensors. Perhaps it would be too much. “Humankind cannot bear very much reality,” as the poet said (T.S. Eliot).

Imagine if we could sense people’s spiritual power; read their hearts and minds.

I have met two people of obvious spiritual power, people I would describe as holy. One was Brother Roger of Taizé, whom I spoke of on Ash Wednesday. The other is the retired archbishop of South Africa,  Desmond Tutu—whom I will describe a bit now. He stands about five-two , a bundle of energy and joy—always a big smile. His stamina is amazing; I once was with him after a talk when, even though he was very weak from cancer treatment in his legs, he was willing to stay and stand for close to an hour while people come for autographs and a blessing. He is humble. I remember once at General Seminary he came into the chapel and took a seat in the back, until someone came and got him to come up front-- he was, after all, one of the prominent members of the community. And of course he is known universally for his moral convictions and courage, for his partnership with Nelson Mandela and others in fighting apartheid, and then, after the peaceful transition of power, for overseeing the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, work for which he won the Nobel Peace Prize. Joy, humility and moral courage; these are truly the marks of holiness, worthy of recognition and emulation.

Last Thursday, teaching some of the young people in our area at a Deanery Confirmation Class, I handed out copies of a short article from him on how his daily prayer life enables him to do the things he does (I will put copies out in the Narthex). Tutu’s prayer life is anchored by twenty minutes of silent centering prayer each morning and evening; going without these, he writes, would be like neglecting to brush one’s teeth in the morning, the day just wouldn’t feel right. He prays during the busy day on the way to meetings or in other moments. He likens his time in prayer to drawing near a fire, taking in its warmth. Nothing needs to be done or said; all that is needed is simply to receive the radiant love of God.

God as fire is not always so benign an image; just as contemplative prayer is not always a cozy sit by the hearth fire. The fire of God will burn off that which is not holy in us, and expose the truth of what we have done with our gifts of life, passion and skill (see 1 Corinthians 3:12-17). “For indeed our God is a consuming fire” (Hebrews 12:29). Yet the fire is love. “Love is the name, love that weaves the intolerable shirt of flame” (T.S. Eliot again).

Jesus as teacher was not always warm and cuddly either. And he is a transcendent teacher—not just human, but one who has descended from heaven to bring us the authoritative word and example—a person from a world of extra dimensions, what he calls the kingdom of heaven. And here in our gospel reading we read of his encounter with Nicodemus, a religious leader, who recognizes his spiritual power, but who has no understanding of what Jesus is trying to teach the people. Let’s look at the exchange.

Like my experience with Brother Roger or Desmond Tutu, Nicodemus sees something of God in Jesus—as he says, no on can do the things he does without the power of God. But Jesus sees that Nicodemus has not yet got the point of his teaching, the aha moment. He has not yet been spiritually born, awakened. So he replies that unless a person is born from above she or he will not see or enter the kingdom of heaven. The Greek word here translated born from above can also mean born again, afresh, anew. The idea is clear: there is in our lives—and not only after our death—the possibility of a second birth, a spiritual birth, in addition to our first, biological (flesh) birth. The new born child takes a first breath, and opens its eyes, seeing the world for the first time (a buzzing, blooming confusion of shadows and light). The spiritually reborn person sees something new also: Jesus calls it the kingdom of heaven. It is here, not in the sky, not only for when you die, but possible here and now. And like the world of a newborn, it takes practice in order to become familiar and coherent.

Jesus tells Nicodemus that in order to see this spiritual dimension of reality he must be born of water and the spirit. Water we will talk about next week, but spirit—let’s look at that. To inspire is to breath in, to expire, breath out. The word in Greek is pneuma, which shares with the Hebrew ruach the overlapping meanings of spirit, breath and wind. If God above, the Father, is fire, the great mystery of creation and love, God as Spirit is air, wind, breath, the power of life, the in-breathing, inspiration of that power, the God within. (God with us is Jesus, the Word of God.) 

How do we get this indwelling Spirit? Jesus says it is not something in our control; the wind blows where it will and we can only tell where it has been (we hear the sound of it), not where it comes from or where it goes. But we can open ourselves up to receiving it. 

Imagine a world in which the Spirit is always blowing, like a radio frequency always beaming. You may not even know of its existence unless you have a radio to pick up the signal. So the first thing is to turn the radio on, and then to tune in to the right frequency. This is listening prayer.

Take time each day to sit in silence and just breath and attend to the presence of God—learn from Tutu and other teachers and make this a part of your personal way of prayer.

But I am also concerned to think about how we as a church can be inspired by the Holy Spirit, can catch the holy fire of God. Yesterday I attended a diocesan conference on mission. There were wonderful speakers telling of the various ways churches in our diocese go out on mission, how we can build relationships and receive as well as bring gifts of faith, friendship and material resources. The music and the worship roused us up—there were raised hands and shouts of amen. We felt ready to go back to our own parishes and spread the word.

Can we do that here? Can we catch fire, spread the word, shout to the Lord, say Amen? 

We too have a mission. Our recent Vestry retreat has helped clarify this. Clearly we have a mission of hospitality, of welcoming the community to this place of beauty and peace. We have a lovely sanctuary and grounds. We should develop our abundant gifts of hospitality—we are good at throwing a party—and receive day retreats, cooking and gardening workshops, and other ways of being a spiritual blessing to this area.

Another clear mission is that of Christian formation, the nurture of our faith and discipleship. This parish was founded as place to learn to know and love Jesus for oneself and one’s children and family. It continues in that mission. We have just approved adding a couple of hours to Amy’s work week so that she can spend time with the parents and children of the preschool, getting to know them helping out with chapel and counseling. We are a school for instruction in the life-giving Way of Jesus, as evidenced by the work we are doing in that project.

And of course we are called to go out and serve the world in Christ’s name. Part of our mission is going out to serve. In the narthex you can see the tri-fold display Deacon Diane made that illustrates our companion in mission relations with Haiti, Colombia, the Philippines and Tanzania. We also serve closer to home, through local outreach and companion relations. We serve at home and at work when we live and witness to our faith.

We are a church under construction. That is why we have roped off the back pews. We will not open them until we have filled up the front pews. Let’s rebuild this parish together. Can I hear an Amen?

God and the world are both great mysteries. But we have a great teacher who has shown us the way of love and called us to share in the Spirit of God. Let us practice what he teaches and open our eyes, our hearts, and our selves to his word. Let us catch fire and enlarge our world. Let us see and enter the kingdom of heaven now that Jesus has opened the door.

In Christ’s name, amen.
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