The Fourth Sunday in Lent
March 22, 2009
Text:  Ephesians 2:1-10; John 3:14-21
Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; your Word is truth.

These, of course, are the days of the NCAA basketball championships.  Usually at some point in this long series of basketball games, there is at least one game which comes down to some eighteen- or nineteen-year-old kid standing on a freethrow line with one second left on the clock.

He dribbles nervously.  If he misses these two foul shots, he knows he will be the butt of his campus, the butt of his state.  If he blows it, he knows that twenty years from now he’ll be in counseling, re-living this moment.  If he makes these shots, he’ll be a hero; his picture will be on the front page.  He could probably run for governor.

That picture right there is the very opposite of grace.  Everything depends on that young basketball player.  If he blows it, he will be disgraced.  If he makes it, he will be lauded as a hero.  It all depends on him and what he is able to do.  And that, as I said, is the opposite of grace.

Well, no wonder we’re talking about grace here!  Our readings this morning contain the two greatest New Testament proclamations of grace:

· From Ephesians, chapter 2:  For by grace you have been saved through faith, and this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God – not the result of works, so that no one may boast.
· From our Gospel, John 3:16, the verse you see framed in the goalposts at every televised football game:  For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not perish but may have eternal life.
Grace, as all the kids in the confirmation class know, is the greatest, best word of all.  It is one of the few theological words that has not been spoiled or tainted by its use in the English language, but it still retains that sense of undeservedness, giftedness.

· We say grace before meals, acknowledging daily bread as a gift from God.

· We are grateful for someone’s kindness.

· We are gratified by good news.

· We are gracious in hosting our friends.

· A composer may add grace notes to his musical score.  Little notes that are not essential to the melody – they are gratuitous, after all – but they add a flourish and a joy to the music.

Back when I was in parochial school, my teachers taught me a definition of grace, the one I still pass on to my confirmation students:  Grace is God’s undeserved love.  We don’t earn it; we don’t deserve it; it is simply given to us.

The Greek word for grace is .  Trace the root of that word in Greek and you will find a verb that means I am glad, I rejoice.  This Fourth Sunday in Lent has traditionally been known as Rejoice Sunday….a kind of mid-Lent breather, a mid-Lent break from all the heaviness and mourning for our sins.  A reminder – as, of course, we remind ourselves every Sunday – that God’s grace covers all our sins.

Imagine a vagrant who lives near the Fulton Fish Market on the lower east side of Manhattan.  At sunrise, the slimy smell of fish carcasses and entrails nearly overpowers him, but at least the cops don’t harass him there.

While the workers are slinging eel and halibut off the trucks, the vagrant pokes around in the dumpsters behind the tourist restaurants.  An early start guarantees good pickings:  last night’s uneaten garlic bread and French fries, nibbled pizza, a wedge of cheesecake.  He eats what he can stomach and stuffs the rest in a brown paper sack.

And there in the dumpster he spots a ticket from last week’s lottery, lying in a pile of wilted lettuce.  He almost lets it go.  But by force of habit he picks it up and jams it in his pocket.  It’s past noon that same day when he remembers the ticket stub and holds it up to the newspaper box to compare the numbers.  Three numbers match, the fourth, the fifth – all seven!  It can’t be true.  Things like that don’t happen to him.  Bums don’t win the New York State lottery!

But it is true.  This unshaven, baggy-pants vagrant will be receiving $243,000 per year for the next 20 years.  A chic-looking woman from the media shoves a microphone in his face and asks, “How do you feel?”  He feels like a man who has been to the edge of starvation and back…a man who has died and been given a new life. 
That’s the very same way that Paul describes grace to the Ephesians:  You were dead through the trespasses and sins in which you once lived…all of us were, Paul says.  But God, who is rich in mercy, loving us with a great love, made us alive together with Christ!

We have been translated from death to life, Paul says, and it all happened by grace….By grace you have been saved!  Paul says it twice to make sure we heard it.  When Christ died on the cross, we died in our sins with him; when Christ was raised from the dead, we were raised with him to a new life.
Want to hear a couple of beautiful Latin words that have traditionally been used to describe this process of grace?  Mortificatio….dying; and vivificatio

….being made alive.  And it all happened on the cross…it all happened in Christ Jesus….the cross is our number one symbol of grace.

In the movie Ironweed, Jack Nicholson and Meryl Streep play a couple of street people, homeless people.  They stumble across an old Eskimo woman lying drunk in the snow.  Drunk themselves, the two debate what they should do about her.

Is she a drunk or a bum? Asks Nicholson.

Just a bum.  Been one all her life.

And before that?

She was a whore in Alaska.

She hasn’t been a whore all her life.  Before that.

I dunno.  Just a little kid, I guess.

Well, a little kid’s something.  It’s not a bum and it’s not a whore.  It’s something.  Let’s take her in.

Now I’d call that grace:  after all, Nicholson and Streep do rescue this woman from certain death.  But they do it, because they imagine a period of innocence in this woman’s life, a childhood innocence.

The kind of grace that you and I experience from God is much more amazing than that.  It doesn’t depend upon God finding any innocence in you and me….

because there is none to be found!  Rather, God reaches out in grace to us while we are still sinners!
Have you ever read Victor Hugo’s Les Miserables?  Or seen the stage play?  Jean Valjean was sentenced to a 19-year term of hard labor for the crime of stealing bread, and it hardened him into a tough convict.  When his sentence was over and he was released, the only place where he was able to find shelter was from a kindly bishop.

That very same night Valjean got up in the middle of the night, stole the bishop’s silver and crept off into the darkness.  The next morning three policemen knocked on the bishop’s door, with Valjean in tow.  They had caught him with the stolen silver and were ready to put the scoundrel in chains for life.

“So here you are!” the bishop said to Valjean.  “I’m delighted to see you.  Had you forgotten that I gave you the candlesticks as well?  They’re silver like the rest, and worth a good 200 francs.  Did you forget to take them?”

The bishop assured the police that Valjean was no thief.  “This silver was my gift to him.”  And when the police left, the bishop gave the silver candlesticks to Valjean.  And that act of grace not only saved Valjean from being returned to prison….but it also changed him in the process!  It melted his hard heart and Valjean dedicated the rest of his life to helping others.  Valjean died to his old self and was made alive into a brand new person….all by grace, all by grace.
How is that possible?  How can these things be?  That is precisely the question of Nicodemus in the third chapter of John’s Gospel.  Nicodemus is a Pharisee who sneaks off to see Jesus under cover of darkness.  He probably didn’t want his other Pharisee friends to know what he was up to.
But Jesus intrigued him and he had to find out for himself.  Jesus tells Nicodemus, “No one can see the kingdom of God without being born from above.”  “Being born from above!?!”  What kind of talk is that?  Nicodemus is confused.  “Can one enter a second time into the mother’s womb and be born?”

Nicodemus didn’t understand.  But actually Jesus was saying the very same thing that Paul was saying to the Ephesians.  You have to die to your old self and be made alive into a brand new person!  “But how can these things be?” Nicodemus asks.

The answer?  Jesus says, “For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not perish but may have eternal life.”  It’s grace; it’s all grace.  And it all happened on the cross, where we died with Jesus to our old selves, and we rose with him, by grace into a new life.

You and I, our whole world, is looking for grace in our ungraced world where we’re all standing on the freethrow line and the pressure is on for us to do, to perform.  Our whole world is looking for grace.
Have you heard the story about the agnostic actor, W.C. Fields, old curmudgeon that he was?  Once he was caught in his dressing room reading a Bible, Embarrassed, Fields snapped the book shut and explained, “Just looking for loopholes.”  Probably, he was looking for grace.

So many people are looking for grace.  Ernest Hemingway tells the story of a Spanish father who decides to reconcile with his son who had run away to Madrid.  Now remorseful, the father takes out this ad in the newspaper:  Paco:  meet me at Hotel Montana noon Tuesday.  All is forgiven.  Papa.  Now Paco is a common name in Spain and when the father goes to the square he finds 800 young men named Paco waiting for their fathers.

You are standing on the freethrow line, and the pressure is on to perform…Jesus takes the ball from you and sinks it…for you….and the next thing you know, the buzzer sounds, your teammates have rushed out on the floor, poured the bucket of Gatorade over your head, hoisted you onto their shoulders, and you’re cutting the victory net away from the hoop.  You won!  By grace, you won!
