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April 25, 2010

If Only We Will Believe
By Jerri Kumm, LP


May the light of your Word so shine through my words, Father, that those who hear might know you better.


This past week in the news we heard of fifth grader, Nadia Bloom who went missing in the swamp in Florida.  It is unclear why she left her bike and her helmet and wandered off into the swamp where she stayed missing for four days and nights.  She was found by a man named James King who was a member of her church.  Mr. King claimed that God had led him to the girl.  Winter Springs Police Chief Kevin Brunelle, told the media that though he had not been much of a believer in miracles before, after this miracle, he sure believes now.


The girl’s father, Jeff Bloom said, “I can’t even describe it.  Let’s give the glory to God.”


Our lesson today is from the Gospel of John.  The book of John is not one of the synoptic Gospels which give an overview of the life of Jesus Christ.  Instead John states his purpose clearly; “These are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God and that by believing you may have life in his name.”
John does write of the life of Jesus, but his purpose is to convince the reader that Jesus’ life was unlike any other and that Jesus was who he said he was – the Son of God.


Fr. Jim Barnett said one time, “Either Jesus was who he said he was, or it was the biggest hoax perpetuated on mankind for all eternity.”  (or words to that effect).


In order to understand why we should believe, let’s have a look at where we came from – how did we get here? “In the Beginning….” May be going back a bit far – let’s pick up the story in the Old Testament when God chooses the Hebrew people.  God speaks to Abraham and says “I will make you into a great nation. I will bless you and I will make your name great. I will bless other people, too, because of you.”  God said, “I will be your God and you will be my People.”This was God’s Covenant (his promise) and he kept that promise.  A perfect example is when he sent Moses to bring the Israelites out of bondage in Egypt - but the people were not so good at keeping the Covenant – they were not so good at having only one god and they easily returned to their gods when times got tough. 

You see, they had been idol worshippers for thousands of years.  Why?  Because they didn’t know any better.  These early people were not scientists with telescopes and test tubes.  They were nomads who raised sheep and goats for food, farmed a little, and were generally uneducated.  They had no idea why or how it rained, why the wind blew or didn’t, why the sun shone.  So they “invented” a source for these unexplainable things – the gods.  It was the gods that made the rain fall and made the sun shine.  These gods had to be appeased with worship lest they retaliate and destroy the people with famine, floods and hail.

So the idea of One God was a difficult concept to grasp and the people went through most of the OT vacillating from gods to The God and back again.  Nonetheless, God did not give up on them, again and again he sent prophets – Jeremiah, Isaiah, and Zechariah - to try and lead the people to him, but they kept failing.


  Something had to happen for the people to finally “get it” and settle into the notion of one God.  So God sent a baby, to live a human life, to lead the way, to show the way, to be the Way.  

   Now throughout Jesus’ ministry he performed many miracles, healed many people, drove out demons and so forth, but even this did not make everyone believe.  There were skeptics and in our Gospel lesson while Jesus is walking in Solomon’s Colonnade he meets up with some of them.  They all were in Jerusalem attending the Feast of the Dedication which commemorated the repurification of the Temple in 164 BC when Judah Maccabee drove the Syrians from Israel.  The Syrian ruler Antiochus Epephenes had defiled the Temple and made it into a pagan shrine.   So it needed to be purified and dedicated all over again and that is why so many people were in Jerusalem – to commemorate that event.  

So while Jesus was walking in the colonnade, some unbelieving Jews, approached him.   They asked him to come clean, to quit, beating around the bush and tell them plainly if he is the Messiah.  

But the answer was neither plain nor simple.  You see, as one scholar put it, the title “Messiah” had strings.  If Jesus had told them he was the Messiah, they would have expected him to drive the Romans from their land.  They expected another Judah Maccabbee and since Jesus was not that kind of Messiah, and would not perform for them in that manner, they would not have believed in him.

On the other hand, had he said “no” he was not the Messiah; he would have lost all credibility and would have been seen as just another man on the street and of course that would not have been the truth and Jesus could not lie.

So Jesus could not answer plainly as they wanted him to – it was not possible.  So he tells them that he has answered them by virtue of his miracles and they will not believe.  He continues by saying that the reason they will not believe is because they are not members of his flock – his believers who follow him.  He contends that those who follow the Shepherd and believe in him will be given eternal life and that no one can snatch them out of the hand of the Father.  Then he really shocked them when he said, “the Father and I are One”.


Well, they wanted to stone him because he claimed to be one with God – that is blasphemy.


Jesus tried to reason with them and said that if they believe in the miracles he has performed, they have to accept that the miracles come from God.  And if he, Jesus, can do the same miracles that they accept come from God, then they have to accept that Jesus can do these things only because he has the authority to do so as the Son of God.  He concludes by saying, “The Father is in me and I am in the Father.”  That was the last straw for the Jews and they tried to seize him, but he escaped.


Why did Jesus leave, why didn’t he stay and try and convince them of the truth?  Well, he couldn’t  – his time had not yet come.  The Jews were not ready to hear and neither were the Apostles ready to be without Jesus – for surely, these angry Jews would have killed him.  According to John, all this happened before the Transfiguration, the raising of Lazarus from the dead and the Last Supper.  Peter, James and John had to witness of the Transfiguration; the Apostles had to observe the raising of Lazarus and be part of the Last Supper before they could come close to understanding  just WHO Jesus was and what was their role in the whole unfolding story.


The Apostles were only men – human beings like you and me – sometimes a bit slow on the uptake, sometimes weak, sometimes so human that you wonder why Jesus chose them at all.  They needed time and to be shown repeated examples of Jesus’ “Sonship” if you will, so they might come to a new understanding who he was.   Miracle after miracle they watched being preformed and yet, even at the last hour, when Jesus was near death, they surely had doubts and were more worried about their own skins than they were about Jesus who had gone to the cross.


And how human are we, how weak are we?  How much do we rely on the Shepherd to lead us beside the still water as our Psalm says.  How much do we rely on him to “guide us in the path of righteousness”  to “ restore our souls, to comfort us and lead us through the valley of the shadow of death?”  How much do we trust the Shepherd to come between us and our enemies and expect him to bless us?  How much do we expect him to provide us with goodwill, mercy and love for the rest of our lives and at the end – and the very end of our earthly life – can we, WILL we expect that we will live with him forever and ever in the house of the Lord?


 
The readings for today are full off reassurance that we can, should and need to rely on our belief and allow the Shepherd to guide us in righteousness.  To follow the Shepherd is to walk where he leads us in this life, to trust him to protect us from our enemies, to provide for our needs and grant us goodness and mercy all our lives.
Duane Olson of Luther Seminary in St. Paul, Minnesota put it this way: “to believe in Jesus is to believe in God; to belong to Jesus is to belong to God.  Our security is found not in what we have or who we are but in whose we are….our certainty is not in our hands; it comes from the One who holds us in his hands.” 
 If we believe t hen we are the Shepherd’s own, we are tended and cared for by the Shepherd, kept out of harm’s way and led to green pastures.  It sure seems that the Shepherd watched over Nadia Bloom while she was lost in the swamp.  It sure seems that James King was lead two hours into the swamp to the exact place where Nadia could be found.  But we don’t have to believe it -  we have been given free will.  God doesn’t force us to believe – he invites us to - if only we will. 
                                                                                        AMEN

