John 3:1-17 2.24.08
Our scripture passage is on page 1111 in your pew Bible, but before I read it I’m going to start us off with a joke, as I’ve been advised to do.  It’s a good joke for Lent, especially my meatless Lent.
John Smith was the only Protestant to move into a large Catholic neighborhood. On the first Friday of Lent, John was outside grilling a big juicy steak on his grill. Meanwhile, all of his neighbors were eating cold tuna fish for supper. This went on each Friday of Lent. On the last Friday of Lent, the neighborhood men got together and decided that something had to be done about John. He was tempting them to eat meat each Friday of Lent, and they couldn't take it anymore. They decided to try and convert John to Catholicism. They went over and talked to him. John decided to join all of his neighbors and become a Catholic, which made them all very happy. They took him to church, and the priest sprinkled some water over him, and said, "You were born a Baptist, you were raised a Baptist, and now you are a Catholic." The men were so relieved, now their biggest Lenten temptation was resolved. The next year's Lenten season rolled around. The first Friday of Lent came, and, just at supper time, when the neighborhood was settling down to their cold tuna fish dinner, the smell of steak cooking on a grill came wafting into their homes. The neighborhood men could not believe their noses! WHAT WAS GOING ON? They called each other up and decided to meet over in John's yard to see if he had forgotten it was the first Friday of Lent. The group arrived just in time to see John standing over his grill with a small pitcher of water. He was sprinkling some water over his steak on the grill, saying, "You were born a cow, you were raised a cow, and now you are a fish."
It’s actually a decent start to our meditation today because it displays where we’re going to end up, that with Christ, unexpected conversion is expected.  All of us are somehow expected to be born again.

 
 1 Now there was a Pharisee, a man named Nicodemus who was a member of the Jewish ruling council. 2 He came to Jesus at night and said, "Rabbi, we know that you are a teacher who has come from God. For no one could perform the signs you are doing if God were not with him." 3 Jesus replied, "Very truly I tell you, no one can see the kingdom of God without being born again. " 4 "How can anyone be born when they are old?" Nicodemus asked. "Surely they cannot enter a second time into their mother's womb to be born!" 5 Jesus answered, "Very truly I tell you, no one can enter the kingdom of God without being born of water and the Spirit. 6 Flesh gives birth to flesh, but the Spirit gives birth to spirit. 7 You should not be surprised at my saying, 'You must be born again.' 8 The wind blows wherever it pleases. You hear its sound, but you cannot tell where it comes from or where it is going. So it is with everyone born of the Spirit." 9 "How can this be?" Nicodemus asked. 10 "You are Israel's teacher," said Jesus, "and do you not understand these things? 11 Very truly I tell you, we speak of what we know, and we testify to what we have seen, but still you people do not accept our testimony. 12 I have spoken to you of earthly things and you do not believe; how then will you believe if I speak of heavenly things? 13 No one has ever gone into heaven except the one who came from heaven—the Son of Man. 14 Just as Moses lifted up the snake in the wilderness, so the Son of Man must be lifted up, 15 that everyone who believes may have eternal life in him." 16 For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life. 17 For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through him.

The scripture for today didn’t lend itself to my normal routine for sermon preparation very well this week.  It was hard for me to find my footing with it.  When I first looked at it a few weeks ago, I thought it was going to be easy.  This is the passage that leads up to John 3:16, “For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son.”  I thought with such an important verse the sermon would write itself, that God’s word to us would be easy to hear.  I was wrong.  

When I started working with this passage over a week ago, I didn’t know where to start.  I wrote in the blog that it was a pretty full passage for only 17 verses, and I think that was putting it mildly.  At that time, I read it and thought Jesus was really impatient with Nicodemus’ lack of understanding, so that’s what I focused the blog on, whether or not we’ve really tried to understand.  

As I kept working with the passage, it got worse before it got better.  I started to read it as a really unsuccessful conversation.  You’ve had those, right?  Where two people are trying to communicate with each other and it just isn’t working.  One says one thing and then another responds and you can tell they didn’t understand what the first had said, or maybe didn’t even hear it.  That’s kind of how it seemed to me.  Nicodemus says to Jesus, “we know you are a teacher who has come from God.”  Jesus responds, “I tell you the truth, no one can see the kingdom of God unless he is born again.”  Huh?  Where’d that come from?  Nicodemus asks a question that shows he did not catch Jesus’ meaning and rather than saying, ‘I didn’t mean it literally, Nicodemus, it is a metaphor,’ Jesus jumps to talking about the Holy Spirit, “The wind blows wherever it pleases. You hear its sound, but you cannot tell where it comes from or where it is going.”  Have you seen in movies when someone goes to a Buddhist temple in the Himalayas seeking enlightenment and the head monk is asking them cryptic questions about trees falling in the woods and that kind of thing?  That’s how Jesus was starting to seem to me with his responses to Nicodemus.  
Why is he making it so hard for Nicodemus?  I mean, when he called Peter, and the other fishermen, Jesus just said, “Follow me and I will make you fishers of people.”  Now Nicodemus comes to him and Jesus is talking cryptically about confusing things like being born again and the Spirit of God and references that we understand about his being lifted up but that I’m sure Nicodemus couldn’t have known were about his crucifixion.  Wouldn’t it have been worth Jesus while to get Nicodemus as a disciple?  I mean, he’s an important guy, a member of the ruling council, the Sanhedrin.  He’d have been a good asset.  Then a different way of reading this encounter clicked for me.  First I thought it was awkward and confusing and maybe even adversarial.  Now I think differently.  

When Nicodemus first came to Jesus he said “We know you are a teacher who has come from God.”  Who is the we?  He’s a member of the Sanhedrin, the Jewish ruling council, I wonder if they wanted to have a talk with Jesus as he was gaining prominence and a following, so they sent one of their members to talk to him.  Jesus had already turned water into wine in Cana and was currently in Jerusalem for the Passover where he’d recently cleared the Temple of money changers in a dramatic show of religious authority and where he’d been performing signs and miracles and gaining followers.  Maybe the Sanhedrin wanted to secretly, under the cover of night, meet with Jesus and try to get him to align with them because of his growing influence.  And maybe when they asked for a volunteer to go meet with Jesus, Nicodemus stepped up for his own reasons.  Maybe they were sending him on a political mission but his mission was personal.  Perhaps they sent him to get Jesus on their side but he went to get on Jesus’ side.  

If that’s how it was, and Jesus surely would have known, it changes how this whole interchange feels.  Then the response to Nicodemus’ opening statement that seemed so incongruous to me at first might just be Jesus way of cutting to the chase, “I tell you the truth, no one can see the kingdom of God unless he is born again.”  He didn’t say it, but Jesus knew the question Nicodemus was asking in his heart.  That might explain why Nicodemus didn’t say to Jesus in verse 4, ‘What?  What are you talking about?  Where’d that come from?’  Maybe instead of being cryptic with all these statements about being born again and the Spirit and the way to eternal life, Jesus is hitting it from different angles, trying to explain it to Nicodemus.  Maybe he’s being accommodating, speaking Nicodemus’ language.  Jesus might be interacting with Nicodemus differently than with Peter and the other new disciples because that’s what Nicodemus needed to become a disciple himself.  

I suggested that as a member of the Sanhedrin, he came to Jesus at night for the sake of secrecy, either because they didn’t want people to know they were talking to Jesus or he didn’t want the Sanhedrin to know he was talking to Jesus.  But another thing happened.  In coming to Christ at night, Nicodemus was leaving behind the light of his day self, the Pharisee with the answers was put aside and he became the seeker with questions.  He abandoned the light of his own mind.  Maybe he didn’t intend to do that, maybe he was just trying to be safe, but he did it none the less, and Jesus responded.  In order to go into the dark, you must leave the light.    

Seminary was kind of like that for me.  I came from a great experience at Northwestern College where I grew a lot in my faith and in ministry.  I developed spiritual practices there and daily devotions.  I had theological arguments with friends and professors.  I went to chapel every day.  I took religious classes and was in small groups and helped lead worship.  I went to area churches to preach and went on Spring Service Projects.  I even served as an interim minister in a little church and as interim chaplain at Northwestern for a few months after I’d graduated.  I had it together.  Then I got to seminary and it all got pulled apart, in some ways.  That’s the experience of most seminary students in the beginning, I think.  You’re forced to examine you theology and your assumptions and to admit how little you actually know about the Bible and it can feel like your footing gets knocked out from under you.  But that’s necessary, because if you think you know everything, you’re not in a very good place to learn anything.  So you have to admit that you’re in the dark when you thought you were in the light, but by being in the dark, you’re in a great place to be enlightened.
Maybe that’s what happened to Nicodemus, he came to understand that even all his knowledge and influence wasn’t the route to God’s kingdom, but that Jesus was.  This interaction was the beginning of his rebirth and you can see that it changed his life.  He stayed a member of the Sanhedrin, but he became a disciple of Jesus.  You see the first clue in John 7 when the Sanhedrin is grilling a couple temple guards for letting Jesus get away after a particularly rousing speech he gave in the temple.  The guards were obviously impressed by Jesus and the Pharisees yell back at them, “You mean he has deceived you also?  Have any of the rulers of the Pharisees believed in him?  No!  But this mob that knows nothing of the law – there is a curse on them.”  Then it says, “Nicodemus, who had gone to Jesus earlier and who was one of their own number, asked, ‘Does our law condemn a man without first hearing him to find out what he has been doing?’”  Jesus had him.  We know for sure in John 19, verses 38-40, “Later, Joseph of Arimathea asked Pilate for the body of Jesus.  Now Joseph was a disciple of Jesus, but secretly because he feared the Jewish leaders.  With Pilate’s permission, he came and took the body away.  He was accompanied by Nicodemus, the man who earlier had visited Jesus at night.  Nicodemus brought a mixture of myrrh and aloes, about seventy-five pounds.  Taking Jesus’ body, the two of them wrapped it, with the spices, in strips of linen.”  Jesus had him.

Here’s how it all connects this morning.  Maybe we’re all a little like Nicodemus.  Maybe we too need to go into the dark in order to see the light.  Maybe we need to be born again, even if we are already believers.  See, for most of us, we’re lifers.  We’re people who have been in the church for a while and are committed.  To people like us, sometimes the idea of being born again is pretty foreign to our experience.  I mean, I grew up in the church, a son of a preacher who was the son of a preacher.  I never missed.  I can’t think of a born again moment in my faith, my faith has always been there.  Frankly, I’m comfortable in my faith a lot of the time.  Too comfortable...  How about you?  What if Jesus’ word to us is that we must be born again?  What would that mean?  What if we must experience the blindness of the night, shedding the things we hold onto and the things we know, in order to come more fully into the light?  This is a question each of us must deal with on our own.  What are the things that we hold onto that Christ may strip from us to make our process of spiritual growth be refreshed, revived?  Because let’s face it, when we’re lifers, it’s way too easy to plateau, to get to a point of relative maturity in our faith and then just hold steady.  But that’s not what Jesus wants.  So we have to ask ourselves, what must we let go of to be born again?  What do we hold onto that keeps us stuck in one place in our faith rather than helping us be born again.
As a church, we’re in the middle of a discernment process.  It would be really easy to just use this process to grease the wheels of the church, to address some of the small problems and do what we do a little better.  I wonder what it would look like for our church to be born again the way Nicodemus was, so that we came to rely less on our own initiative and preferences and patterns and depended on Jesus for our charge and mission and plan.  Hopefully the Discernment Team will be able to show us the answer to that question.  In the mean time, it is each of our jobs to find out for ourselves.  Jesus says to you, “You must be born again.”  It’s your job to find out what he means.  Amen.
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