LENTEN PRAYER: CHRIST CHAT

FOURTH SUNDAY OF LENT YEAR B
Sunday 10™ March 2024

FIRST READING
A reading from the second book of Chronicles

All the heads of the priesthood, and the people too, added infidelity to infidelity,
copying all the shameful practices of the nations and defiling the Temple that the Lord
had consecrated for himself in Jerusalem. The Lord, the God of their ancestors,
tirelessly sent them messenger after messenger, since he wished to spare his people
and his house. But they ridiculed the messengers of God, they despised his words,
they laughed at his prophets, until at last the wrath of the Lord rose so high against
his people that there was no further remedy.

Their enemies burned down the Temple of God, demolished the walls of Jerusalem,
set fire to all its palaces, and destroyed everything of value in it. The survivors were
deported by Nebuchadnezzar to Babylon; they were to serve him and his sons until
the kingdom of Persia came to power. This is how the word of the Lord was fulfilled
that he spoke through Jeremiah, ‘Until this land has enjoyed its sabbath rest, until
seventy years have gone by, it will keep sabbath throughout the days of its desolation.’
And in the first year of Cyrus king of Persia, to fulfil the word of the Lord that was
spoken through Jeremiah, the Lord roused the spirit of Cyrus king of Persia to issue a
proclamation and to have it publicly displayed throughout his kingdom: ‘Thus
speaks Cyrus king of Persia, “The Lord, the God of heaven, has given me all the
kingdoms of the earth; he has ordered me to build him a Temple in Jerusalem,
in Judah. Whoever there is among you of all his people, may his God be with him! Let
him go up.”



SECOND READING
A reading from the letter of St Paul to the Ephesians

God loved us with so much love that he was generous with his mercy: when we were
dead through our sins, he brought us to life with Christ — it is through grace that you
have been saved — and raised us up with him and gave us a place with him in heaven,
in Christ Jesus.

This was to show for all ages to come, through his goodness towards us in Christ
Jesus, how infinitely rich he is in grace. Because it is by grace that you have been
saved, through faith; not by anything of your own, but by a gift from God; not by
anything that you have done, so that nobody can claim the credit. We are God’s work
of art, created in Christ Jesus to live the good life as from the beginning he had meant
us to live it.

GOSPEL
A reading from the holy Gospel according to John

Jesus said to Nicodemus:

‘The Son of Man must be lifted up

as Moses lifted up the serpent in the desert,

so that everyone who believes may have eternal life in him.
Yes, God loved the world so much

that he gave his only Son,

so that everyone who believes in him may not be lost
but may have eternal life.

For God sent his Son into the world

not to condemn the world,

but so that through him the world might be saved.

No one who believes in him will be condemned;

but whoever refuses to believe is condemned already,
because he has refused to believe

in the name of God’s only Son.

On these grounds is sentence pronounced:

that though the light has come into the world

men have shown they prefer

darkness to the light

because their deeds were evil.

And indeed, everybody who does wrong

hates the light and avoids it,

for fear his actions should be exposed;

but the man who lives by the truth

comes out into the light,

so that it may be plainly seen that what he does is done in God.’



Gospel Reflection

To fully understand this week’s gospel passage, it is important to take the first reading
into consideration as well. The account from 2 Chronicles describes the way in which
the people began to neglect their relationship with God. Despite prophets and
messengers being sent to them, they turned their backs on God. At about this time the
Israelites were conquered, the Temple in Jerusalem destroyed and the survivors taken
into exile in Babylon. For many, this was seen as a punishment from God because of
their neglectful and selfish behaviour. But the reading demonstrates God'’s infinite
patience with humankind. God gives the people another chance and calls on them to
rebuild the Temple in Jerusalem. God is willing to wipe the slate clean and start afresh.
It is in this context that we must understand the gospel passage. In yet another attempt
to demonstrate love and forgiveness, God’s only Son — the Word made Flesh — is sent
into the world to lead the people from darkness to light. Despite the many, many
attempts by God to demonstrate love and foster a relationship with humankind, the
people have repeatedly rejected the relationship with God and preferred to live a life
of selfishness and darkness. Yet we see through both of these readings the
unquenchable nature of God who keeps giving humankind one more chance.

In our day to day relationships, it is true that we often seek to test the limits of the love
that is expressed. Young people in particular often test the boundaries of their parents’
love and the boundaries of others who care for them. It is often a test to reassure
themselves of this love — will you still love me, even if | do this? Today’s readings
portray the people of God as adolescents constantly testing out the limits of God’s
love. In a remarkable act, God’'s own Son is sent into the world to die as a sign of the
lengths to which God will go to assure humanity of the love that is theirs for the taking.

Have you thought? God in popular culture

Think for a moment of the last time you saw or heard a reference to God on a television
program, in a song, or some other popular medium. Chances are, the reference was
one of a judging, vengeful, punishing God. This sort of image plays particularly well
with a modern audience. It's easier to dismiss God as irrelevant if we can paint God
in that sort of image. TV sitcoms do it particularly well with thunderclaps, bolts of
lightning and booming, disapproving voices from above. It's much harder to dismiss a
God of love who will go to extremes to demonstrate that love.

Gospel Focus — Not to condemn ...

The gospel passage tells us that God’s Son was not sent into the world to condemn
it, but rather, ‘so that through him the world might be saved'. It also tells us that
whoever refuses to believe ‘is already condemned’. God does not condemn the world,
nor individuals within it. Indeed, God is absolutely determined to save the world.
However, we do sometimes condemn ourselves. When we turn our back on love;
when we hide from relationships; when we wallow in selfishness — we shut ourselves
off from relationship with God and condemn ourselves. We only have to open our eyes
to see the alternative!



Historical Context — Babylonian Exile

In the book of Leviticus (25:4), it is commanded that every seventh year, the land was
to be allowed to have a ‘Sabbath year’ — no tilling soil, no planting, no harvesting. The
people failed to observe this command and the prophet, Jeremiah, interprets the
destruction of the Temple and exile into Babylon as God'’s opportunity to enforce the
period of Sabbath rest for the land. The people were in exile in Babylon for 70 years,
ending about 537 BCE when the Persian emperor, Cyrus, conquered the Babylonians
and agreed to return the Israelites to their land. He also returned to them all of the
treasures looted from the Temple so that it may be rebuilt.

Questions for Adolescents

1.

4.

Why might the Israelites have turned away from God in the time before the
coming of Jesus?

2. In what way did Jesus coming into the world bring ‘light’ to the darkness?
3.

In what ways have you sometimes ‘tested the boundaries’ with those who care
about you?
How might you reassure those you love that you do love them?

Questions for Adults

1.

aobkw

Why were the lIsraelites so ready to see their Babylonian exile as God’s
punishment of them?

What other Biblical examples do you know of where God forgave and gave
people another chance?

In what ways do we sometimes choose actions that are ‘of the darkness’?
Why do people continue to test the boundaries of love in relationships?

Have you ever acted purely out of love for someone else?



