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“Then Jesus was led up by the Spirit in the wilderness to be tempted by the devil.  He fasted 

forty days and forty nights, and afterwards he hungered.” 

 
Engraved deep in our collective imagination we come across these forty days and forty 

nights.  Lent was not always forty days and forty nights, but it settled into this pattern long, 
long ago; so long ago that we receive it simply as essential to Christian identity and catholic 

practice.  Forty days and nights of Lent in preparation for Easter are simply non-negotiable, 
unquestionable.  This hallowed time is part of who we are, essential to who we are 

becoming.  This is reinforced as we hear again the gospel story and sing again the familiar 

hymn, for, quite clearly, in Lent we are following deliberately in the footsteps of Christ 
himself.  “Forty days and forty nights thou wast fasting in the wild” - like Israel’s forty years 
of wilderness wanderings before finally entering the promised land.  Quite clearly, we are all 
on the same journey, discovering who we are, discovering who we will be.  So we fast that 

we may feast where the Lord of life presides.  We fast that we too may hunger: that we may 

hunger for truth, for reality; hungering to see our true faces behind all the masks, hungering 
to see the one true God beyond all the idols. 

 
Israel in the wilderness fails the test of faithfulness again and again.  Jesus in the wilderness, 

however, is unbowed, undefiled, undeflected; he seems to be sure-footed where others 

stumble.  So what on earth will happen to us in these same desert places?  Well, Lent is not a 
lucky dip, some hit and miss game of chance.  What will happen to us is known beforehand, 

for we are a forgiven people, those beloved of God ahead of time, received and embraced in 
advance by God long before we lose our way, long before we fall.  What will happen to us is 

known beforehand, for we are Easter people, children of the resurrection. 
 

This means all we need do in Lent is open ourselves to the sign-posts, and we will find our 

way home.  All we need do is open the doors to Christ who comes knocking at our hearts.  In 
the wilderness we can let down our guard, stop the resistance, admitting our need and our 

longing.  Surrender rather than striving is what we are about – letting go and letting God: 
letting God touch us, claim us, melt us, win us. 

 

Over the next four Sundays, in some of the longest Sunday gospels of the year, we are 
offered the Johannine catechesis for those being baptized at the Easter vigil.  We are all 

called to share in a crash-course in Christianity from the Fourth Gospel, a crash-course to 
renew our lives as we come once again to the Easter mysteries. 
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Suddenly, like Nicodemus who came to Jesus by night, we find ourselves next Sunday 

emerging from darkness, stumbling into daylight. We know ourselves as the baptized, 
entering again into our mother’s womb, born of water and Spirit, born (and endlessly being 

born) from above.  (John 3:1-17)   

 

The following week we are the Samaritan woman coming to the well, the secrets of our 

hearts laid bare, discovering how to worship in Spirit and truth, drinking of that living stream 
gushing up in us to eternal life here and now and beyond death itself. (John 4:5-42) 

 
Then we are the man born blind having our eyes opened.  We are learning to see, blinking in 

the full sun, overcome by the beauty of it all, dazzled by the light of the world.  (John 9:1-41) 
 

Finally, after all this we are Lazarus, dead and done for, awakened by the presence of the 

Lord, coming out of our cocoons, shedding those comfortable grave-clothes, free and fresh 
for the great adventure. (John 11:1-45) 

 
Nicodemus and the Samaritan woman and the man born blind and Lazarus are our good 
companions on the way.  In their company we journey through these forty days and forty 

nights to the supper table, to the cross, to the Easter fire. 
 

Don’t look back; leave your cares behind now. 
 

Don’t count the cost; risk yourself now. 
 

Don’t mark time; come with us now. 
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A Native American storyteller is famous for always beginning his tribe’s creation story by 

saying, “Now, I don’t know if it happened this way or not, but I know this story is true.”  This 
is a good reminder as we shift gospels today, something we always do in Lent and 

Eastertime.  None of the gospels, of course, is a straightforward biography of Jesus, simply 
reporting what any eye-witness might have seen.  All four gospels attempt to tell the story in 

ways that bring out his real significance.  All four are interpretations, written from the far side 

of Easter, written so that everyone may see the truth, so that everyone may come to faith in 
him.  But if this is true of all four, it is most obvious in the gospel of John.  Clearly, Jesus of 

Nazareth did not wander around saying things like “I am the light of the world”, or “I am the 
bread come down from heaven”, or “I am the way, the truth and the life”.  Jesus speaks like 

this in John’s gospel not because the words are historically accurate, but because they are 
true.  He speaks this way because the Christian community knows the crucified and raised 

Lord as light leading us out of darkness, food to nourish and sustain us in our journey, 

because he is the assured path from death to life.  And we go on reading these stories not 
because things necessarily happened in this way, but because, with the gift of hindsight, from 

the far side of Easter, and in the depths of our own experience, we too know the story is 
true.   
 

So it happens that today we overhear the curious conversation between Jesus and 
Nicodemus.  It is a coded conversation about baptism and the baptized life, about Christian 

identity, about what it really means to be immersed in Christ, initiated into the fullness of the 
Easter mystery through water and the Spirit.  As a coded conversation the details become 

highly significant.  Nicodemus comes to Jesus by night.  Right there in the opening sentence, 
John is jogging our memories.  Turn back to the first page of this gospel.  “In the beginning 

was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.  All things came into 

being through the Word, and without the Word not one thing came into being.  What has 
come into being in the Word is life, and the life is the light of all people.  The light shines in 

the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it.”  Now turn almost to the final page, to 
the table of the Last Supper.  “Jesus said to Judas Iscariot, ‘What you are going to do, do 

quickly.’  So, after receiving the bread, he immediately went out.  And it was night.”  

 
Nicodemus is like us and we like Nicodemus.  Indeed, Nicodemus is us, each of us and all of 

us.  We come by night, in our darkness, in our blindness, to Jesus, God’s light shining in the 
world.  We do so again and again.  In our ignorance and confusion we come to be 

enlightened, because every time we take our eyes off Christ it is night all over again, and we 

are groping around in the dark.  Baptism is enlightenment, believing is seeing, and the 
baptismal and eucharistic life of the church is best understood as a continuing journey in the 

course of which we see better and see more.  Not that this is the work of a moment; it is the 
work of a life-time, an endless birthing from moment to moment.  “Jesus says to Nicodemus, 

‘Very truly, I tell you, no one can see the kingdom of God without being born from above.’  
Nicodemus said to him, ‘How can anyone be born after having grown old?  Can one enter a 

second time into the mother’s womb and be born?’  Jesus answered, ‘Very truly, I tell you, no 

one can enter the kingdom of God without being born of water and Spirit.  Do not be 
astonished that I said to you, ‘You must be born from above.’  The wind blows where it 
chooses, and you hear the sound of it, but you do not know where it comes from or where it 
goes.  So it is with everyone who is born of the Spirit.’”  

 

Turning to face Christ in baptism, embracing his way of renunciation, the way of love and 
self-sacrifice which is the way of the cross, involves us in this endless birthing into new life.  

And fresh birth involves inevitably a return to the womb: it is about a new experience of 
connectedness, new integration, re-entering that water-life in which the unborn baby knows 

neither separation nor otherness.  Never, never, John is saying, do we leave these waters 
behind.  We live on in their meaning, swept along with the current, discovering a vision of the 

many-splendoured glory of God, surprised by God’s Spirit within everyone and everything.  

The word John uses for Spirit also means wind, and this jogs our memory again, taking us 
right back through the layers of Hebrew tradition to the opening pages of the Book of 

Genesis.  The wind or breath or Spirit of God brooding over the face of the waters of chaos in 
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the beginning, is also responsible for every fresh beginning.  Children of water and Spirit, 

water and wind, we are pushed and pulled in all directions, never knowing quite where Christ 
might lead us.  All we know for sure it that we are dawn relentlessly forward into an unknown 

future characterised by Christ’s own sheer aliveness, drawn into places where we are freer 
and more responsible, simultaneously more childlike and more mature.   

 

There is a brief moment in every Eucharist as we approach the Lord’s table when who we are 
to be is foreshadowed in prayer.  As water is mixed with wine in the chalice, the priest prays 

quietly, “By the mixture of this water and wine may we share in Christ’s divinity who humbled 
himself to share in our humanity.”  The ultimate destiny of humankind, together with the 

whole created universe, is nothing less than what the Orthodox call divinization or theosis.  
We shall all be changed – changed and changed again, changed from glory to glory, until in 

the end we become who we really are, until we become God-like, part and parcel of the 

divine, until there is no distance at all between us and this perfectness of Love.  “No one has 
ascended into heaven except the one who descended from heaven, the Son of Man.  And just 

as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so must the Son of Man be lifted up, that 
whoever believes may have eternal life.  For God so loved the world as to give the only Son, 
so that everyone who believes in him may not perish but have eternal life.”  No one has 

ascended into heaven except the one descended from heaven, the Son of Man.  Now that he 
is lifted up for our healing, we too can ascend.  Now everyone who sees and believes may 

have eternal life. 
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Those who read today’s gospel as a matter-of-fact historical report are confronted by 

formidable difficulties.  Why did it take every last disciple to do the marketing, leaving an 
exhausted and parched Jesus to ask a drink from a Samaritan woman?  Why was Jesus’ party 

without the essential leather bucket and rope that every traveller needs to draw water from 
wells along the way?  Why did the woman come to the well all alone in the heat of the day, 

instead of with the other women in the cool of evening?    How did Jesus know so much 
about this woman’s convoluted marital and moral history?  None of these prosaic difficulties 

need assail us, of course, for we know that John’s gospel is full of richly symbolic tales rather 

than matter-of-fact reporting.  This story is told not because things necessarily happened this 
way, but because this story is true, and simultaneously true on a number of levels.   

 
First, all the emphasis on water suggests some carry-over from last Sunday’s gospel.  

Baptism is initiation into the fullness of the Christian mystery, so the phrase “water and Spirit” 

echoes in the church, calling to mind the unending water-life of the baptised.   In John’s 
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community, as in our own, we cannot help hearing the story in the light of our own 

experience of baptism, our shared experience of new life in Christ.   
 

Just as surely, this fascinating dialogue must evoke that well-documented characteristic of 
Jesus, namely his insistence on responding as a human being, pure and simple, to other 

human beings.  If Jesus was impatient of anything, it was the proclivity of religious people to 

escape the compromises of the everyday world, shutting off possible sources of 
contamination.  Baptism into Christ cannot ever be entry into a Christian ghetto.  Baptism is 

the point where all barriers of race, religion, sex and status are extinguished, dissolved in the 
waters of the font, because in Jesus all such walls are broken down, all divisions healed. 

 
In today’s gospel, one barrier surmounted by Jesus is that of gender.  As John tells us, when 

the disciples returned from shopping “they marvelled that he was talking with a woman.”  

Public conversation between a pious rabbi and a woman was, of course, unthinkable.  If 
Jesus was concerned about protecting himself he would have kept his distance, and yet he 

has no qualms about initiating conversation with this woman, treating her as an equal 
without a second thought.  Reaching out to her simply as a human being, Jesus offers us a 
fine image of inclusion, demonstrating God’s embrace of everyone without exception, God’s 

embrace of everyone regardless of pedigree.  The meeting between Jesus and the Samaritan 
woman is the meeting of those born on the right side of the tracks with those born on the 

wrong side.  True religion seeks justice for excluded people, especially the most helpless and 
vulnerable, speaking up for those who cannot speak up for themselves.  True religion 

involves opposing the vested interests which keep this or that group at arm’s length.  Love 
makes us ministers of reconciliation, a costly business, for reconciliation rarely comes without 

breaking the phoney peace through which we maintain our distance from each other. 

 
All this and more is built into John’s text.  And so it is that we arrive at the core of it all.  

Jesus says, “Woman, believe me, the hour is coming when you will worship the Father 
neither on this mountain nor in Jerusalem… the hour is coming, and is now here, when the 

true worshippers will worship the Father in spirit and in truth.  God is spirit, and those who 

worship must worship in spirit and truth.”  The most common understanding God is deist or 
supernaturalist.  Speaking broadly, deists conceive God as a supreme being “out there” who 

created the world long ago, established natural laws as a way of ordering it, but no longer 
has much to do with it.  Supernaturalists also see God as “out there”, but they differ from 

deists by affirming that God from time to time rather capriciously intervenes, something like a 

crazy watch-maker tinkering with the ticking clock.  What these two views have in common, 
of course, is that they both separate God and world: divinity and humanity are oil and water.   

 
For Jesus of Nazareth, as for the whole Jewish tradition, God is very different.  God is reality, 

God is all reality, and God is experienced right here and now, day by day and hour by hour.  
God is not far away but near at hand, nearer indeed than our own breathing.  In this God we 

live and move and have our being.  Indeed, in this God everything and everyone lives, moves 

and has its being.  Jewish tradition, fleshed out for us in Jesus, speaks not of persons who 
believe in God, but of persons who know God, and the Hebrew word for knowing is exactly 
the same word used for sexual intercourse.  God is known in this physical and intimate way, 
God is actually experienced by us, not merely believed in.  God is known physically and 

intimately, known in spirit and in truth, worshipped not as stranger but as lover. 
 
Today’s great gospel story comes toward the middle of Lent as we journey to the cross, as 

we journey to Good Friday and Easter, there simply to touch wood.  All along the way Christ 
is busily shattering stereotypes of what it means to live fully and love humanly, until at 

calvary we come face to face with God who bleeds with us, God who bleeds for us, God 
around us and within, endlessly dying and rising to new life in the fabric of the universe.  As 

the poet says – 
 

   I see his blood upon the rose … 
his crown of thorns is twined with every thorn, 

   his cross is every tree. 
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As Jesus himself says in the apocryphal Gospel of Thomas – 
 

   Lift the stone and you will find me,   
   cleave the wood and I am there. 
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echoes in the church, calling to mind the unending water-life of the baptised.   In John’s 

community, as in our own, we cannot help hearing the story in the light of our own 
experience of baptism, our shared experience of new life in Christ.   

 

Just as surely, this fascinating dialogue must evoke that well-documented characteristic of 
Jesus, namely his insistence on responding as a human being, pure and simple, to other 

human beings.  If Jesus was impatient of anything, it was the proclivity of religious people to 
escape the compromises of the everyday world, shutting off possible sources of 
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In today’s gospel, one barrier surmounted by Jesus is that of gender.  As John tells us, when 

the disciples returned from shopping “they marvelled that he was talking with a woman.”  
Public conversation between a pious rabbi and a woman was, of course, unthinkable.  If 

Jesus was concerned about protecting himself he would have kept his distance, and yet he 
has no qualms about initiating conversation with this woman, treating her as an equal 

without a second thought.  Reaching out to her simply as a human being, Jesus offers us a 

fine image of inclusion, demonstrating God’s embrace of everyone without exception, God’s 
embrace of everyone regardless of pedigree.  The meeting between Jesus and the Samaritan 

woman is the meeting of those born on the right side of the tracks with those born on the 
wrong side.  True religion seeks justice for excluded people, especially the most helpless and 

vulnerable, speaking up for those who cannot speak up for themselves.  True religion 
involves opposing the vested interests which keep this or that group at arm’s length.  Love 

makes us ministers of reconciliation, a costly business, for reconciliation rarely comes without 

breaking the phoney peace through which we maintain our distance from each other. 
 

All this and more is built into John’s text.  And so it is that we arrive at the core of it all.  
Jesus says, “Woman, believe me, the hour is coming when you will worship the Father 
neither on this mountain nor in Jerusalem… the hour is coming, and is now here, when the 

true worshippers will worship the Father in spirit and in truth.  God is spirit, and those who 
worship must worship in spirit and truth.”  The most common understanding God is deist or 

supernaturalist.  Speaking broadly, deists conceive God as a supreme being “out there” who 
created the world long ago, established natural laws as a way of ordering it, but no longer 

has much to do with it.  Supernaturalists also see God as “out there”, but they differ from 
deists by affirming that God from time to time rather capriciously intervenes, something like a 

crazy watch-maker tinkering with the ticking clock.  What these two views have in common, 

of course, is that they both separate God and world: divinity and humanity are oil and water.   
 

For Jesus of Nazareth, as for the whole Jewish tradition, God is very different.  God is reality, 
God is all reality, and God is experienced right here and now, day by day and hour by hour.  

God is not far away but near at hand, nearer indeed than our own breathing.  In this God we 

live and move and have our being.  Indeed, in this God everything and everyone lives, moves 
and has its being.  Jewish tradition, fleshed out for us in Jesus, speaks not of persons who 

believe in God, but of persons who know God, and the Hebrew word for knowing is exactly 
the same word used for sexual intercourse.  God is known in this physical and intimate way, 

God is actually experienced by us, not merely believed in.  God is known physically and 

intimately, known in spirit and in truth, worshipped not as stranger but as lover. 
 

Today’s great gospel story comes toward the middle of Lent as we journey to the cross, as 
we journey to Good Friday and Easter, there simply to touch wood.  All along the way Christ 

is busily shattering stereotypes of what it means to live fully and love humanly, until at 
calvary we come face to face with God who bleeds with us, God who bleeds for us, God 

around us and within, endlessly dying and rising to new life in the fabric of the universe.  As 

the poet says – 
 

   I see his blood upon the rose … 
his crown of thorns is twined with every thorn, 

   his cross is every tree. 
 
As Jesus himself says in the apocryphal Gospel of Thomas – 
 

   Lift the stone and you will find me,   
   cleave the wood and I am there. 
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Here we have the fourth and last of the great symbolic stories offered to us in our Lent 

journey to the joy of Easter dawn.  This is the final sign in John’s series of seven signs, and 
the most spectacular of the seven signs at that.  All of them reveal something of the glory or 

the sparkling reality of God in the life and ministry of Jesus of Nazareth.  So Jesus says today, 
‘This illness does not lead to death; rather it is for God’s glory, so that the Son of God may 
be glorified through it.’  And a little bit later he says, ‘Did I not tell you that if you believed, 
you would see the glory of God?’  The glory or the sparkling reality of God’s presence will 

flare up, it will blaze out so that Martha and Mary and Lazarus, the whole company of those 

first disciples with the crowds of mourners, and now all of us as well may see and believe.    
As we remember from last week’s gift of sight to the man born blind, believing is all about 

looking, it is about seeing all there is to see.  In a word, believing is seeing.  The glorification 
of the Son is that we may see and accept him as the Father’s perfect reflection, a window 

opening into the reality of God.’  The glorification of the Son is that we may know him to be 

entirely transparent to the I AM of God’s presence - I AM the bread come down from heaven, 
I AM the light of the world, I AM the good shepherd of the sheep, I AM the way, the truth 

and the life, I AM the resurrection and the life. 
 

Is this why we get the Lazarus story today, on this final Lent Sunday before we plunge into 
the passion narrative?  Is it so that we may believe Jesus is resurrection and life?  Is it to give 

us a leg-up as it were as we approach Easter?  Can it be that the crucified Lord really lives 

again?  Or is this really another story about ourselves, a story about our deadness as last 
week’s gospel was a story about our blindness? 

 
The key to unlocking such questions is surely the fact that what happens to Lazarus isn’t 

really resurrection at all, because it is resurrection leading to another death.  Lazarus dies 

and is resuscitated rather than resurrected, brought back to his old familiar life for a little 
longer, only that he may at some future time die again.  The raising of the dead and buried 

Lazarus is no sort of foretelling of what happens to the dead and buried Jesus, for whatever 
the resurrection of Jesus is it is plainly more than simply resuscitation of his dead body.  

Indeed, we can hardly say that Jesus returns to his old life at all; on the contrary, he moves 

into some totally new level of existence, a level of existence totally transcending every 
experience we have of flesh and blood reality.  The raised Christ seems to belong both to this 
physical world and not at one and the same time.  He is subject to the laws of nature but 
also mysteriously free of them, for the most part so changed as to be unidentifiable, known 

by his followers only in brief flashes of recognition.   
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This suggests that the Lazarus story functions in at least two ways.  By making us look 

forward to Easter, it pushes us to think a bit more carefully about this central mystery of 
faith, about what it really means to confess that Christ is risen.  Can it really be that the 

crucified Lord lives?  Lazarus invites those of us who answer ‘yes’ to dispose in advance of 
any crude understandings of what this involves, and he does this simply by demonstrating 

that whatever happens to Jesus is something other than what happens to him.  It is as if he 

is saying to us: put all your theories about the resurrection aside, forget all you know or think 
you know, simply open yourself to God’s new day, see if you can’t come to Easter without 

pre-conceived ideas, ready yourself to be surprised by joy.  And this is possible when we 
tumble to the fact that Lazarus is not Christ; when we tumble to the fact that Lazarus is 

indeed us, that Lazarus is me and Lazarus is you. 
 

Everyone we meet in today’s story is dead and buried; they are all entombed, all imprisoned 

in their own little worlds, trapped in their grief, locked in dead-ends they can do nothing to 
escape.  When the Lord cries, ‘Lazarus, come out’, he is not simply addressing some smelly 

corpse already four days in the grave.  The Lord calls us each by name, calls our dead, 
decomposing selves to choose life over deadness, imploring us to come alive.  And we do 
have that choice.  We can stick with routine, pretending it is business as usual, knowing we 

are not happy, knowing we are unfulfilled, just going through the motions, content to play 
the victim, or we can risk thinking differently and take responsibility for our lives.  Who we 

are and what we are and where we are in our lives is not someone else’s fault.  If we refuse 
to wake up even Easter can be more of the same. 

 
A greatly respected senior priest of the Diocese of Melbourne used to tell the story of his first 

Easter Day at St Paul’s Cathedral shortly after his ordination.  In the corridor he ran into the 

great Dr Floyd, organist there for more years than this young man had been alive.  ‘Good 
morning, Dr Floyd’, he said excitedly, and gave him the Easter greeting ‘Christ is risen.’  To 

which Dr Floyd replied wearily, ‘I know, I know.’  Christ has died is just the voice of history; 
Christ is risen is the voice of faith.  The Lord says, ‘Lazarus, come out.  Unbind him, let him 

go free.’  So can we all - if we wish. 
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Toward the end of his long life, the celebrated conductor Sir Thomas Beecham was asked 

what advice he would give to someone starting out.   

 
He thought for a time, looked up, and said this: “Try everything once – except for incest and 

folk-dancing.” 
 

As we begin another Holy Week, my advice is exactly the same: try everything.   
 

Give yourself up to the whole experience, experience the whole Triduum, the three great 

days of salvation - especially if you’ve never experienced a real Easter before. 
 

Be really present in the same way Christ is really present, and enjoy it. 
 

Yes, enjoy it!   

 
This is not a grim week, a tiresome, drawn-out, slow bleed.   
 
It is not a religious misery marathon, when we grovel and beat our breasts, attempting to 

make ourselves acceptable to God.    

 
On the contrary, this week celebrates what God has done for us, what God has done and is 

doing still. 
 

The 20th century martyr, Dietrich Bonhoeffer says, “when Christ calls a man, he calls him to 
come and die.”  

 

Following Christ is no spectator sport. 
 

It is about active identification, total immersion in the events themselves.   
 

So we come to the supper table and the foot-washing, risking our nakedness to one another, 

sure that we will not be rejected, knowing we are accepted.   
 

So we touch eyes and lips to the wood of the cross, bending low, although never so low as 
Christ who kneels at our feet. 

 
So we gather around the bonfire in the darkness before Easter dawn, to bless the light and 

the water, to break bread together, and we are taken by the hand, lifted right out of our 

graves. 
 

As St Augustine says, life is all about restoring to health the eyes of the heart so that we may 
see God.   

 
There is a Latin tag associated with late medieval and reformation religious thought which 
sums up what we are about – experimentum cruces - the experiment and experience of the 

cross. 
 

Some have even called this “cross-examination”, or “cross-reference”. 

 
Archbishop Rowan Williams says, “One thing that is central to our encounter with Jesus on 

trial is our willingness to be silent, to let his silence work upon us, and to sense his gaze upon 
us.  All the stories and all our reflections on them come back to the vital awareness that here, 

in Jesus’ presence, we are seen before we ourselves see.” 
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It is said that ninety per cent of Christianity is simply turning up.   
 

Never is this more true than the Triduum: we are here to be seen and known and loved and 
forgiven, that we may see and know and love and forgive. 

 

We are here to restore to health the eyes of the heart, that we may see God. 
 
 

 


