Lightening the Load: Limits That Block Us
John 3:1-17

This week a controversy that’s been bouncing around the religion blogosphere for almost a month spilled out to CNN, network morning TV, daily newspapers, and other media.


What’s at the heart of this controversy? The limits of God’s love.


The author of the just-released book Love Wins argues that we’ve been too wiling to place limits on that love. But Rob Bell believes that God’s love never quits.


“God is love,” says Bell, pastor of Mars Hill Bible Church in Grand Rapids, Michigan. “Love is the ground of our being. Jesus came to give us and show us this love.”

And in his new book, he writes:

A staggering number of people have been taught that a few select Christians will spend forever in a peaceful, joyous place called heaven, while the rest of humanity spends forever in torment and punishment in hell with no chance for anything better. It’s been clearly communicated to many that this belief is a central truth of the Christian faith and to reject it is, in essence, to reject Jesus. This is misguided and toxic and ultimately subverts the contagious spread of Jesus’ message of love, peace, forgiveness, and joy that our world desperately needs to hear.


That’s where Bell begins—with the world we live in and the simple observation that we can choose heaven and hell right now.


He says he sees lots of hell around him all the time—from greed to abuse to rape to genocide to exploitation of people who are vulnerable. He also sees people choosing peace and joy all the time—and experiencing something extraordinary that transcends anything we can get our minds around. Such as people who are days away from dying of cancer and are connected with a peace and a joy that’s so extraordinarily real that it’s almost as if you can see it in the room.


So that’s where Bell begins—with this life and with what we see around us. For that, according to Bell, is how Jesus talked. He talked about realities that are right here, right now.

And from that beginning point, Bell reaches the belief that love wins. He explains:


Love creates freedom. Love always demands freedom. And so we are free to choose. And this freedom has consequences. You can resist and reject this love, both in your own experience of it and in the ways in which you refuse to extend it to others, or you can receive it and pass it on to others, which seems to me to be the center of what Jesus keeps bringing up: “Love God. Love others.”

So love demands freedom. Freedom has consequences, and then it also creates all sorts of possibilities. And so my experience has been that the love of God that Jesus came to give us and show us and teach us about, when you say yes to it, all sorts of things happen that you could never have dreamed up on your own.

Love, freedom, possibilities. It’s hard to know if that’s what Nicodemus is hoping to find when he visits Jesus.

This Pharisee and religious leader makes his visit at night—a time that represents unbelief, ignorance, and temptation in John’s gospel. If we take him at his word, Nicodemus comes to learn more about the young teacher known as Jesus. But just how much is Nicodemus willing to learn? Does his curiosity have limits? Ones that will block him from accepting what Jesus offers?


Nicodemus begins by stating what he “knows” about Jesus. But behind that statement we can sense a million questions.


Maybe Jesus senses the same thing. And so he invites Nicodemus on a journey of discovery. But the journey may prove to be difficult for Nicodemus, who seems loaded down with old beliefs and assumptions. These limits may cause Nicodemus’ curiosity to turn into confusion rather than discovery.


As a Pharisee, Nicodemus is experienced in detecting subtle nuances in ideas, skilled at finding loopholes in logic, articulate in expressing the intricacies of faith. But all of that seems to go out the window as he talks with Jesus. He seems stuck at a literal level—unable to free himself from the limits that block his ability to imagine new possibilities.


Born again? How in the world can that be?


But maybe Nicodemus isn’t ready to lighten his load. Maybe he’s comfortable with his limits because they keep him from venturing into unknown territory, from confronting new ways of understanding, of believing, of living.


If Nicodemus allows himself to imagine being born again or born anew or born from above, he’ll also need to think about growing up in a new way. What might he do differently if he had the chance? How might he rewrite his life’s story? Where might a new way of understanding God lead him?


Maybe those same questions are behind much of the negative reaction to Rob Bell’s book. The author invites readers to lower the limits that sometimes keep them from exploring new ways of understanding God’s love.


That invitation has prompted critics to label Bell a heretic. But after a friend asked whether he knew how we got the word heretic, Bell looked up the word’s origin. He discovered that heretic comes from a Greek word that means “able to choose.”


“That’s literally what it means,” he says. “So everybody is forced to believe or think or subscribe to a particular thing, but there are those who are actually able to choose. How awesome is that?”


After someone passed Bell a note about how Gandhi is burning in hell, the pastor and author begin to think about the beliefs that seem hard wired into some Christians’ consciousness. How some believe that Jesus is how you get somewhere else. But Bell rejects that as the central narrative of scriptures. Instead he contends that the central story is about “a God who loves the world, calls it good, and has set about a restoration/
renewal/redemption/reconciliation/rescue effort.”

And he argues that’s an extremely important distinction because it leads to all sorts of things: “If you believe that the real issue is just how not to get left behind, then why work to care for the earth? Why make a big deal about how many nuclear bombs we’re stockpiling?” The distinction can have huge consequences for how we live and move in the world right now.

So Bell set out to try and speak to “the millions of people who are compelled with Jesus or who have never heard of Jesus or who can’t swallow the package they’ve seen about Jesus.” He’s interested in “painting the most beautiful and compelling pictures and images and metaphors and stories and explanations that will put Jesus in language for a world that desperately needs to hear it.”


Bell hopes his book will help people hear that God’s love is what ultimately matters. That Jesus came to help us know about that love. And that we have the freedom to accept or reject that love.

But our choice doesn’t limit God. Regardless of how we respond to God’s love, God doesn’t stop loving us.

And maybe that’s another limit that Nicodemus isn’t ready to let go. If God’s love is undeserved, unasked for, unconditional, then we have no control over it. We can reject it, but we can’t limit it, control it, stop it. And maybe that wasn’t something Nicodemus was ready to face.


Not long ago I was on a short return flight from an overnight trip. Suddenly we hit a pocket of unexpected turbulence. The plane bucked violently.


The woman who’d been seated in the row in front of me was returning from the restroom when we encountered the turbulence. She attempted to brace herself in the aisle until one of the flight attendants instructed her to sit down.


She lowered herself to the floor and tried to cling to the seats on either side of her. She’d recently had surgery on one of her wrists, so her grip was weak. Fear was evident on her face.


Just then a calm and quiet voice said, “I’m going to hold you.”


It was the flight attendant.


As he repeated, “I’m going to hold you,” he sat down behind the woman and put an arm around her. He assured her that he was wedged in firmly and they’d be OK.


The woman’s fear turned into tears as she told the attendant that her mother had just died. That was the reason for her trip.


The attendant offered words of comfort as he continued to hold the woman until he finally was able to get her back into her seat safely.


For me, that experience has become an image for how God’s love works. God’s love is there to hold us. It doesn’t depend on our asking for it. It doesn’t stop the turbulence or pain in our lives. It’s simply there to hold us through the bumpy times, through the scary times, through whatever times we face. And, if we choose to allow it, it helps us get over, around, or through the limits that block us so that we may travel the journey of discovery to which Jesus invites us. Amen.
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