
“Do you remember being born,” 
said the poet to a smile child. 
Bryan Doyle writes of a 
conversation with a five year-old. 
The boy replied, No, but my mom 
says she will never forget that day. 
She says I came out smiling and 
laughing about something. She 
says that she asked me what was 
so funny and I said it was a joke 
someone told me just before I 
came through her door. She says I 
will Remember the joke someday, 
and maybe even who told it, and 
when that happens she wants me 
to call her right away. She says I 
have not stopped smiling since I 
was born but that’s not true— look, 
I am not smiling right now! But he 
couldn't hold his unsmile more 
than an instant, and both of us 
started laughing.1

Do you remember being born? My 
kids love to hear the stories about 
when they were born. All the 
questions: what hospital; who was 
there; did I cry; was I gross 
looking? Our origins stories tell us 
something of who we are. What 
does it mean for who you are 
today? Perhaps that is what 
confounds Nicodemus in his 

dialogue with Jesus. He doesn’t 
remember being born, and he 
doesn’t believe he can live through 
it again. 

This Easter season we are letting 
the words of Jesus guide us. The 
sermons and the choral anthems 
will be based off of the words of 
Jesus. The composer Dan 
Goeller’s long work “In his Own 
Words” is our guide. Goeller has 
set some of Jesus’ most well 
known teachings to music. We 
started this last week on 
Resurrection Sunday when we 
read and the choir sang, “I am the 
resurrection and the life.” On May 
21 you will have the opportunity to 
come and hear the choir (along 
with an orchestra) perform the 
entire work on Sunday night right 
here. And today we hear once 
again those famous words from 
Jesus in John 3:16-17. Words 
inscribed on makeshift billboards 
along highways, tattooed on 
evangelical bikers, printed on the t-
shirt of the guy behind home plate 
at a televised baseball game, and 
tragically marked on the forehead 
of a former New England Patriots 
tight end who took his own life this 
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week in his prison cell in 
Massachusetts. These are words 
fraught with baggage. Can we 
come to them again with open 
minds, and more importantly, with 
open hearts?

Nicodemus comes to Jesus at 
night. Remember last week we 
talked about how light is a key 
image throughout John’s gospel. 
As more and more of Jesus’ 
identity is revealed, we move from 
darkness to light— night to day. 
Those in darkness do not 
understand. They do not have the 
full revelation of who Jesus is and 
so their ways are antithetical to the 
gospel. But, the God of light does 
not seek to monopolize the 
radiance; in sharing the light it is 
lifted up so that the darkness may 
be revealed for what it is. Even 
while it was still dark, Mary went to 
the tomb. Even in darkness the 
light cannot be overcome.

Nicodemus is a revered leader 
among the Pharisees in 
Jerusalem. He is on the Sanhedrin
— the Jewish ruling council. 
Nicodemus recognizes that God is 
at work in Jesus, he’s just unsure 
how or what that means. Jesus is 
already making a name for himself, 
early in this gospel. In chapter 2— 
Jesus turned a few bathtubs full of 

water into a whole lot of wine at a 
wedding in Cana. Next, Jesus 
went to Capernaum for a few days 
with his mother and brothers and 
disciples; perhaps, for rest and 
reflection. And then he goes to 
Jerusalem for Passover. Now, this 
is different from the other gospels. 
Matthew, Mark and Luke build up 
toward Jesus’ journey to 
Jerusalem where he is then 
crucified. John’s chronology is a 
little different. Which one is true? 
Both. 

A quick digression on 
contradictions in the bible: The 
bible is not meant to be a history 
book like the one you used in 5th 
Grade Texas history. 
Acknowledging this is not to say 
that you don’t “believe the bible”, 
and it does not mean that you 
don’t take the bible seriously. 
Indeed, if you take the bible too 
literally you are not taking it 
seriously… you are only taking 
your own need for certainty 
seriously. The bible is a holy work 
written by men and perhaps even 
women inspired by the Holy Spirit; 
it was written over may centuries. 
And the fact that we have it, as it 
is, is really quite miraculous. The 
way it guides us and shapes us is 
extraordinary. The way that these 
stories continue to be relevant is 
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nothing short of a work of God… 
because God is always opening 
our eyes to more and more of the 
truth revealed in these pages. 

Now back to the passage at hand
— Jesus is in Jerusalem in John 2. 
He has just performed his first 
miraculous sign in Cana. He 
comes to Jerusalem at Passover 
and takes a whip and clears the 
temple of all the money changers. 
He then predicts the destruction of 
the temple and/or his own death 
and resurrection. Needless to say, 
he is causing quite a stir in the 
midst of Passover. John says, 
“People saw the signs he was 
performing and believed in his 
name.” Now, Nicodemus is coming 
to see Jesus. He recognizes that 
God is working through Jesus. He 
has seen the fruits of his spirit. 
Good things are happening. Jesus 
responds to this semi-confession 
of faith from Nicodemus by 
pushing him to move on this tiny 
seed of faith within him. It’s 
enough; he just needs to move on 
it. Jesus tells him, “I assure you, 
unless someone is born anew, it’s 
not possible to see God’s 
kingdom.” 

We mostly assume Nicodemus is 
taking Jesus literally here. What if 
he’s not? I wonder if he says these 

things with a wink of his eye. What 
if Nicodemus is following the 
metaphor? He could be saying it’s 
hard to change your ways when 
you are a grown person who has 
already formed habits that shape 
who he is. He has a job, a family, a 
life. He’s already chosen his path. 
How can he go back now? It’s too 
late for him. He doesn’t remember 
what it was like to be born; he 
doesn’t know how to be born 
again.  

How do we hear these words from 
Jesus? Born again status has 
become a litmus test for salvation 
in many churches. Should this be 
the singular metaphor of salvation? 
Remember, it is a metaphor. 
Sometimes we turn this metaphor 
into a mechanism of salvation itself
— where all you have to do is say 
a prayer, confess sins, accept 
Jesus and voila— Salvation is 
yours. But, this oversimplification 
has made a commodity of the 
abundant life Christ gives freely. It 
is something to add to our life; not 
something that transforms it. I think 
Jesus was doing something a little 
different. He’s telling Nicodemus to 
come out of the shadows. 
Nicodemus is on the fringe— he 
wants his life and he wants Jesus 
on his terms. Nicodemus has been 
granted faith enough to know that, 

�3



“there’s just something about this 
Jesus”. Yet, he’s unsure what this 
means. He’s not even sure Jesus 
would want him as a follower. But, 
Jesus answers his uneasiness by 
saying, “God’s Spirit blows 
wherever it wishes— you see what 
it affects, but you don’t know 
where it is going next.” The Spirit is 
not bound to our categories of 
worthy and unworthy. The Spirit 
pays no regard for our vision of 
what or who is holy. The irony of 
these verses is that we have 
reduced Christian faith to a formula 
created by the born again 
metaphor; yet, Jesus tells us we 
don’t know which way the wind 
blows. We don’t know what God is 
going to do. We simply have to 
believe. But, believe what? 

John 3:16-17— We must believe 
that there is a God who loves the 
world— a world full of violence, 
hatred, selfishness; the world of 
the money changers and Aaron 
Hernandez. That God loves that 
world in this way — that God gave 
the Son over to the vulnerability of 
life so that everyone who trusts in 
him will not perish but will have 
abundant life. The Son didn’t come 
to tell the world how terrible it is; it 
came to reveal the depths of God’s 
love. And in resurrection we see 

how this love strips evil of it’s most 
prized possession— death. 

This passage is not just about the 
belief that Jesus is the Son of God 
who washes away sin, but about 
our own willingness to believe that-
and about everything that happens 
to us and to the world once we 
give ourselves to that belief.

Being born again isn’t just about 
recognizing ourselves as sinners 
and finding some new birth into 
something else. Yes sin taints 
everything we do. But, remember 
before sin entered the world God 
said this world is very good. So 
underneath all that is wrong, is 
something to be uncovered. There 
is something very good deep 
within the heart of the world— and 
I think— deep within you. To be 
born again is to remember your 
birth. Becoming believers is about 
remembering why you were born 
in the first place and claiming for 
yourself the dreams God has for 
you. It’s remembering the joke you 
were told before you were born— 
before you went out the door and 
into the arms of your mother. Being 
born again is about what is 
deepest within us emerging again.

The early Christian writing titled 
Gospel of Thomas records Jesus 
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saying, “One who knows 
everything else but does not know 
him/herself, knows nothing.” This 
wisdom was kept alive by the 
mystics of the church. Teresa of 
Avila said, “One day of humble 
self-knowledge is better than a 
thousand days of prayer.” Meister 
Eckhart said, “No one can know 
God who does not first know him/
herself. Modern psychologists 
speak this same truth by saying 
that knowing yourself is the 
foundation of mental health. 

Remembering why you were born 
and claiming some of the 
goodness of that origin is the 
beginning of uncovering the life 
into which Jesus invites us. This is 
what Nicodemus is seeking; it’s 
what we all seek. And it’s why we 
almost hear frustration in Jesus’ 
words as he tells Nicodemus, 
“Stop it! Be born already!” Come 
out from the shadows were you 
lurk and watch the way of Christ. 
Make it your own. This is who you 
are. This is who you are becoming. 
Be born already. 

There’s an old story about a father 
on his knees near the end of the 
second World War. He was trying 
to pray. In his hands was a 
telegram which read, “Your son 
David reported missing believed 

dead.” (David was a pilot). Praying 
seemed impossible. He got up and 
sat at a table. He turned the 
telegram over, and almost 
unconsciously wrote on the back of 
it these words, “All that I have and 
all that I am I give to God and for 
his service.” Once written, the 
words conveyed healing to his 
soul. 

The telephone rang. The broken-
hearted father, Matthew Sands 
who was a retired pastor was 
getting a job offer at a University. 
He set out next morning for the 
interview at the school. By chance, 
on the way he came to an 
abandoned run-down church with 
a sign: “For sale by auction”. 
Sands entered the church and 
went to the front altar to pray. And 
he decided to buy the church. 

Suddenly, another man entered 
the church. Andrew Jelks, a 
wealthy business man, had come 
to see the property. He intended to 
buy it an turn it into a hotel and 
casino. Sands and Jelks faced 
each other. Then Sands went 
home to calculate what he had in 
the bank, as the total amount of all 
his savings, and to write a letter 
offering this amount as his bid for 
the church. Jelks had far more in 
savings. Sands looked at his letter, 
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he looked at the words he had 
written on the back of the War 
Office telegram, and then he went 
out and posted his letter to the 
trustees of the property. 

When the day of the auction came, 
and all those who had sent their 
offers to the trustees were 
gathered in the church. Sands 
casually put his hand into his 
waistcoat pocket and found there 
his letter. He had forgotten to send 
the letter after all. It was too late 
now. The trustees were filing in 
and sitting down already. And then 
it happened; the chairman 
announced that the church was 
sold to Matthew Sands. “His is the 
highest offer,” the chairman said, 
“and none can be higher, for here 
is his bid: ‘All that I have and all 
that I am I give to God and for his 
service.’” Sands had sent his 
telegram by mistake instead of the 
letter he had written.2

Jesus wants to claim more than 
our minds— the way of Christ is 
one that claims all that we have 
and all that we are. It’s more than 
just believing with our minds. 
Nicodemus believed but he hadn’t 
been born anew yet. Becoming 
believers is about remembering 
our birth. We are born into this 
world with a destiny waiting to be 

uncovered… waiting to emerge. 
Life is a journey of uncovering this 
purpose; remembering your birth 
and betting your life on something 
worthwhile. It’s time to come out of 
the shadows; time to stop watching 
Christ and learn to follow. It’s time 
to be born already.
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