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THE FIFTH SUNDAY IN LENT

The Paradox of Our Faith:
It Isn’t Always What It Is

Isaiah 43:16-21; John 12:1-8

Do you know how it is when you get a new car and think it is the only
one of its kind and color?  Then as soon as you drive it off the lot, every other
car you pass seems to be identical to yours.  Or, you go to the doctor and
receive some strange diagnosis for your latest ailment.  Thinking that your
picture will surely be entered into medical textbooks as one of the few people
ever to have this particular illness, you mention it to a friend who had it herself
and knows eighteen other people in her family with the same condition!  What
was obscure to you before suddenly becomes commonplace because you
pay attention to it.

“It is what it is!”  Now there is a statement that has recently come to my
attention in full force.  While I am certain I have heard it throughout my life, I
never gave it much thought until last fall.  When Deborah began assisting in
a first grade classroom last fall, the teacher with whom she worked almost
immediately began commenting on every situation in the classroom with “It is
what it is.”  Every new challenge as well as every old irritation was met with,
“It is what it is.”  Each evening, as each story from the day’s work was told, I
could anticipate the conclusion by interjecting, “It is what it is.”

The constant repetition of the phrase became humorous enough, but we
began hearing the phrase everywhere we went: here at church, in the grocery
store, at restaurants, in conversations with friends, on TV, in news articles. 
Everywhere we turned the final comment on a particular situation was “It is
what it is.”  For some reason, up to this point, I simply had not taken notice of
the phrase.  I decided to do a little research on the origin of the term and
stumbled across an online English language forum which discussed this
phrase over a period of three years with the latest post being a few days ago. 
And who says that English majors never have enough to do?

Of course, all of the chatting, sharing, sniping, and ridicule spent on the
issue offered very little of substance.  One person suggested that the phrase
might date back to the fourteenth century while another indicated that Al Gore
may have originated it (along with the Internet, perhaps).  The only consensus



reached was that “It is what it is” is exactly that: a phrase suggesting that a
particular situation exists as it is.  You have to deal with it.  As one person
stated,

If I had to define, 'It is what it is!' it would be the short
equivalent of saying: 

'The situation is not ideal, in fact it could probably be better
but complaining about it is only going to waste all of our time and
won't actually do anything to improve it so I am just going to press
on with whatever it is that is not ideal about this situation and
make the best of it, hoping that it will improve over time, either of
it's own accord or by eventual action . . . beyond that . . . what can
I do about it?  I can't really complain.' 

You can say all that [he concluded] . . . or you can say 'Eh
. . . it is what it is!'1

Although Jesus did not use this particular phrase, he certainly
understood the sentiment.  At the conclusion of the story we just read, in
response to Judas’ criticism of Mary wasting expensive perfume on Jesus’
feet, Jesus said, “You always have the poor with you, but you do not always
have me” (John 12:8).  It is what it is.

The truth be told, it is most often what it is.  You discover that the plans
you made for the weekend will have to be cancelled because a project at work
will have to be completed instead.  It is what it is.  The twenty year roof on
your house is now twenty-two years old and leaks.  It has to be replaced.  It
is what it is.  The girl you asked to the prom decided to go with someone else
instead.  It is what it is.  You have been diagnosed with a terrible illness that
will require months of treatment and there are no other options.  It is what it
is.  You know the economy is bad.  Sales are down and cutbacks are looming. 
It is no surprise when the boss announces layoffs because–it is what it is. 
Resources for public education are constantly being reduced.  Many children
come from homes where the challenges are beyond our imaginations.  They
arrive at school hungry, tired, and unprepared.  The last thing they want to do
is sit still and work.  It is what it is.

1santavez, posting on PainintheEnglish; available online at:  http://painintheenglish.com/case/4284/.
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It is what it is . . . except when it isn’t.  By that I mean that situations are
not always what they appear to be.  People are not necessarily who they
pretend to be.  Options are not always as limited as they seem.  The good
news of the Gospel of Jesus Christ is that It isn’t always what it is.

Look again at the scene of this dinner party at Bethany.  It looks similar
to another occasion when Jesus was in the home and Martha scolded him for
allowing Mary to hang out with the men instead of helping her in the kitchen. 
Martha is obviously still the cook and waitress.  Mary is still doting on Jesus. 
Yet much more is happening here.  The guest of honor is Jesus, but the focus
of attention is on Lazarus who has been raised from the dead.  The dinner
took place six days before Passover which means it was seven days before
Jesus’ crucifixion.  Seven is the number of completeness in Hebrew thought
and the coming sequence of events will fully complete what God began so
many centuries before when the Hebrew people were freed from slavery.

In this scene we see Lazarus whose life ended until Jesus restored it,
a gift he will give to all the world in just a week’s time.  Martha is scurrying
around preparing and serving a feast for their friend, but this time there is no
complaining about her sister’s lack of assistance.  She has learned that
preparing and serving the meal is a worthy act of love.  We see Mary taking
on the servant’s task of washing and anointing Jesus’ feet, something he will
do a week later for his disciples.  She anoints them with perfume just as
Jesus’ body is to be anointed after his death.  Then there is Judas.  One of
the disciples, he is also treasurer of the group.  John points out that Judas is
also a thief and is upset, not because Mary is wasting money that could be
given to the poor, but because she could have given that money to Jesus and
some of it would have ended up in Judas’ pocket.  Furthermore, he was not
really a disciple, for he had not truly learned from Jesus.  He had merely hung
on for three years.

This scene reminds me of those pictures in Highlights magazine that I
used to look at in the doctor’s office.  You look at the picture one way and it
appears to be a drawing of children playing in a park.  It is what it is.  Closer
inspection, however, reveals that a toothbrush is hidden in the trunk of a tree. 
A boot doubles for a water fountain.  Scissors are tucked into bushes and a
host of other objects are hidden in clouds, grass, buildings, and clothing.  At
first glance, the picture is what it is.  Another look shows us that it isn’t what
it is.
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To be certain, much of life is what it is and it is wise for us to recognize
things for what they are.  Changed work schedules, aging roofs, horrible
illnesses, lost jobs, and uncooperative students are part of the reality of our
lives.  We cannot always change the circumstances and we have to make the
best of the situation.  Nevertheless, the presenting circumstances of life are
not always the end of the story.  What do you do when what happens in life
isn’t always what it is?

Like Martha, you serve the finest meal you can prepare because you
sense that your guest may not be around for a second helping.  Like Mary,
you do the most loving and extravagant thing you can think of because you
know it will make a difference to the person you love.  Like Jesus, you do not
allow the naysayers in your life to have the last word.  You cut through the
negative perspectives and the selfish motives and you speak from the heart
about what you believe is most important.  Like God, you do not allow pain
and suffering and death in any form to have the last word.

The paradox of our faith is that it isn’t always what it is.  To be sure, the
season of Lent (and every day) is about recognizing when “It is what it is.”  It
is important that we are honest about who we are and what we do in life.  We
have to face the hard realities of life head on.  We deal with illness, hardship,
disappointment, struggle, and heartbreak.  We must recognize our sin.  It is
essential that we see life as it is and call on the resources of God to deal with
it.

Because of the mercy and generosity of God, however, we also realize
that we do not always see the possibilities that are before us.  It isn’t always
what it is because God offers far more resources and options in life than we
can muster on our own.  By the grace of God change is a reality, healing is
possible, the abundance of life yet lies ahead of us.

These young people who are fast moving from childhood to adulthood
realize this truth.  To a great extent they yearn for independence from their
parents as we all have.  They will realize, however, that with freedom come
responsibility and accountability, which for now they will need their parents to
help them achieve.  They will also discover that true responsibility and
accountability can occur only when there is a certain amount of freedom. 
They will find themselves in situations that appear to be dead ends until they
allow their parents to help them.  And their parents will learn that their children
will never mature and grow until they find themselves in a few dead end
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situations.  When both parents and children rely upon God’s guidance, those
dead ends will become broad avenues to a life well lived.

When life gives us difficult circumstances, God offers abundant
resources.  Friends and family rally around us.  Doors open.  Opportunities
reveal themselves.  Help comes from surprising directions.  Mercy appears
around each corner.  God helps us through all of those “It is what it is
moments” by looking at what still might be.

When Jesus was crucified and died on the cross, many people said, “It
is what it is.”  Even the disciples were resigned to the fact that their Lord was
gone forever.  God, however, said, “No, it isn’t what it is.”  And from the
seeming emptiness of the tomb, Jesus emerged to offer an abundant life filled
with endless opportunities.  With God a meal is never merely a meal.  An act
of kindness is never taken for granted.  A challenge is never greeted alone. 
Hopeless is never the final word.  With God it isn’t always what it is because
God is a God of endless opportunities and resources.  Pay attention and you
will discover the grace of God all around you in places you never noticed it
before.
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March 17, 2013 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

We are grateful, O God, that life is not etched in stone with you, but that
you share with us in the shaping of our lives.  We are thankful for the
opportunities given us to experience life in its fullness and for the fact that you
walk this journey with us.  Bless and guide us, we pray, that we make good
choices and choose wisely.

Our hearts are filled with pride as we watch these young people move
into adulthood.  We are awed by their creativity, impressed with their
opportunities, and pleased with the depth of their faith.  It is our prayer, O
Lord, that their faith will continue to grow and bear much fruit throughout the
course of their lives.

We pray for all those people whose needs are heavy upon our hearts
right now.  Some of their names we have spoken while others of them remain
close to us in confidence.  You know their needs, O God, and you know how
best to help them.  You are the Healer for all who are sick, the Comforter to
all who sorrow.  You are the Shepherd to all who are lost and the Light for all
who are afraid.  You supply all of our needs, O Lord, and we are grateful. 
Bless and help us, we pray, that our lives might be restored to your praise and
glory.

We continue our journey toward the cross and pray that you will walk
with us.  Guide us as we explore the way to resurrection and be near us as
we encounter perplexities and doubt.  Reassure us of your presence and of
the love of your Christ.  Amen.

 


