Oh Impossible and Scandalous Belief
B Lent 5--John 12:20-33


If the Gospel of John can be said to have one overriding agenda it is to get us to believe.  Believe that Jesus is the Christ.  Believe that he came from God.  Believe that he is the savior of the world, the way the truth and the life, the window into an ultimate reality that transcends our own.  Believe, believe, believe: fifty-two times, that verb occurs in the gospel of John, not counting cognates and synonyms.  That's almost twice as many as we find in the other three gospels combined.


Well this believing may seem simple.  In fact, I think it has been vastly over-simplified by a prevalent notion among some branches of our faith that to believe in Jesus is simply to accept the statement that he died to win our salvation from hell.  It's a tidy, abstract quid pro quo.  It doesn't ask much of us.  It doesn't really threaten the way we live our lives.  Worst of all, it bypasses the real scandal and power of Jesus' story.  See, I think that to believe in Jesus the way the gospel asks us to is really the hardest thing to do.  It's the work of a lifetime, and more.  To believe in Jesus the way the gospel asks us to is not to accept a statement about Jesus, but to believe that the story of Jesus' life, death, and resurrection reveals the fundamental nature of things.  And that fundamental nature is not well aligned with the commonly-perceived nature of things.  That fundamental nature, my friends, turns almost everything we know and live by upside down.


Take survival, for example.  It's obvious at a very basic level that in our world survival is good, and the richer and more powerful you are, the better your chances of survival.  So, like our brothers and sisters in the animal kingdom, we spend much of our lives jockeying and positioning and networking and competing to gain and preserve status and security.  Yet the story of Jesus is, in many ways, a story of descent to the lowest and most vulnerable position a human can occupy.  It's a story of releasing survival as an ultimate goal.  Homeless and hanging out with low-lifes and outcasts is just a prelude to the final moment of Jesus' humiliation, executed on a cross as a scorned and shamed criminal.  By any conceivable worldly standard this is the game-over moment, the moment that defines Jesus as the loser.  Abandoned and utterly vulnerable, he epitomizes that famous song lyric, "Nobody knows you when you're down and out."


And yet the gospel asks us to believe that this is the moment of Jesus' triumph.  This moment, when Jesus' enemies in all their worldly power crush his life into nothing, is actually the moment when he defeats them.  In the words of today's gospel, it is the moment when the rulers of this world are "driven out" and Jesus draws all people to himself.  Down is up.  Death, defeat, and despair are a form of triumph.  Ultimate weakness is ultimate strength.  And not only that, but to truly believe this is to follow Jesus into this same way of life.  No armchair Christians allowed.  "Whoever serves me must follow me," he says in today's passage, "and where I am, there will my servant be also."


But what we tend to do, is go "yeah, yeah, yeah," and skip straight to "Jesus died for my sins," as if the gospel's insistence on renaming things as their opposites had no effect on us.  As if the implications of true belief for our lives weren't almost unthinkably radical.  But this is crazy stuff, folks.  This is totally anti-common-sense, anti-survival-instinct, anti-anything-logical-at-all.  You know that bumper sticker, "My Boss is a Jewish Carpenter"?  That doesn't even come close to this.  If we were to take this seriously, our bumper sticker would say something like, "My Boss is a soapbox preacher who lived on the streets, hung out with prostitutes and drug dealers, refused to fight back when the cops beat him up, and was executed young with none of his closest friends even present as witnesses."  Low status.  In our world someone like that is to be pitied or reviled, ministered to maybe, certainly not celebrated.  Yet the gospel says to us, Follow that guy around.  Model your life after that guy's example, and then tell me you believe in him.

So belief is not a settled matter in any Christian's life, by my compass, and blithe claims to the contrary are clueless at best, insincere at worst.  No one can believe in this Jesus all the time.  Most of us can't even manage to believe in him a tiny fraction of the time, or else we'd all be out there like St. Francis and Mother Theresa, out there in the grit and litter of the world, not climbing up and grasping for security, but climbing down and releasing everything we are programmed to fight for--wealth, status, shelter, dignity, even survival itself--climbing down to the lowest social rung to pour out our lives for those we find there.  


To live as Christians, then, is not to claim that we believe, but to live with the humbling knowledge that we don't believe.  It is to own the journey we make toward belief, knowing that we will never really arrive there.  It is to struggle to make small steps down the path Jesus leads us.  This may sound like a downer to you all.  Maybe it is.  But I must say that in some mysterious way I find this truth, this fact of my inadequacy or unwillingness to believe, strangely freeing.  Maybe it's because those rare moments when I do break through to belief are so powerful, and so nourishing, that they carry me along.  


In his book The Return of the Prodigal Son, Henri Nouwen describes a friend who travels the world and sees a lot of suffering and poverty and injustice.  When the friend comes back in town, Nouwen is always looking to hear this kind of tragic, "newspaper news."  But instead, Nouwen writes of his friend, "even though he is very aware of the great upheaval of the world, he seldom speaks of it.  When he shares his experiences, he tells about the hidden joys he has discovered.  He tells about a man, a woman, or a child who brought him hope and peace.  He tells about little groups of people who are faithful to each other in the midst of all the turmoil.  He tells about the small wonders of God."  And this, in turn, makes Nouwen realize that "I don't have to wait until all is well, but I can celebrate every little hint of the Kingdom that is at hand."
  Maybe that's what it is to have a powerful relationship with our own unbelief.  It is to accept that unbelief, and then enjoy the fleeting glimpses of God's Kingdom that sustain us on our journey.  It is to say to Jesus, with the father of the sick child in Mark, "I believe; help my unbelief."

� Henri Nouwen, The Return of the Progidal Son, Doubleday: NY, 1992, pg 115.





