GOD SO LOVED THE WORLD  – DOM ANSELM BRUMWELL

In the Art and Design rooms people work very hard on their projects.  They do a lot of work planning them, making sure that the materials fit their purpose and will last.  Only if they are no use at all do they, as a last resort, reject them and throw them away.  St Paul reminds his readers that we are God’s work of art.  Remember the creation story in Genesis that tells us how much care God took in the creation of man, and the whole Old Testament is a reminder of this love and care.  Only as a last resort did God ever reject his people and start again; just like those in Art and Design.  

So God works hard to make sure that his creation will function.  When it goes a little wrong, he tries to help – if we will only accept this help.  This is the background to the crucifixion that we will celebrate in a few weeks time at Easter, and today’s Gospel explains it in a short, famous and memorable phrase: God so loved the world (that is, us), that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not be lost but may have eternal life”.  When we look at a crucifix, this is what we see.  It is an image of pain, of blood and death; but it is also an image of love, of God’s love for each one of us.  This is what we mean by “grace” – God’s goodness to all of us, seen in so many aspects of our life.  

God gives us the means of grace, ways of recognising his love and goodness; but no one is forced to accept them.  He stands at the door and knocks, and we have to open it up.  Salvation is offered through the death of Christ on the cross; we accept or reject it as we wish.  If we accept it, then we accept the principles of life that he laid down, and which are put forward by his Church.  These are the ways in which we, as God’s work of art, can live the good life as he meant us to live it.  St John expresses this rather starkly – and perhaps sometimes we need to see things as they really are, rather than dressed up in polite words and phrases.  He says, “No one who believes in [Christ] is condemned; but whoever refuses to believe is condemned already”.  

This is what we mean by Hell.  It is the place for those who obstinately refuse to believe in Christ and His Church.  They prefer darkness to light, and this is what they will get.

But remember that God gives us the means of salvation too, those ways by which to come close to him, such as the sacraments.  Salvation comes through the death of Christ of the cross and his resurrection.  It is not just an event that happened 2000 years ago.  We witness the crucifixion and resurrection every time we go to Mass.  The altar of the cross on which Christ was sacrificed, on which he died, is the altar we see in our churches.  That altar.  It is from that altar that God gives us his Son once more in the form of bread and wine.  From this altar we receive grace, the goodness and help of God, which we need in order to live the good life as he meant us to live it, as God’s work of art.  This is what happens at Mass, no matter what we think of the readings, the music, the homily.  Christ’s sacrifice is really made present for us, and that sacrifice is always effective. 

