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John 3:1-17
I’ve been enjoying the pictures the Kindem’s are sending back as they explore and enjoy my home state of Massachusetts.  No matter where you go in Massachusetts,you are always within the borders of a town.  And whenever you cross from one town into another, there is a good sized sign that tells you that you are “Entering Cambridge”, “Entering Lynn”. ”Entering  Harwichport”.  It seems like we need a sign like that before our gospel reading today, a sign that advises us, “Entering John’s Gospel”, because John’s gospel is a really different place from Matthew where we were last Sunday. 
John writes his gospel for a new generation of Christians with different backgrounds and different ways of thinking. While Matthew, Mark and Luke report many of the same events and many of Jesus’ parables, John focuses on certain key events and themes in the life of Jesus and develops each of these quite extensively, drawing out the deepest significance.  So in John we find long chapters, lots of symbolism, words with double meanings that introduce a certain ambiguity.  In John we find people talking past each other, people giving answers that never quite fit the questions.
Over the course of the next four Sundays, John will show us how four different people encounter Jesus and today’s person is Nicodemus.  Nicodemus’ credentials are laid out in the very first verses of our reading. He is a Pharisee, a group of very dedicated laymen who were highly respected by the common people for their integrity and their devotion to God.  He is called a leader of the Jews and later, Jesus will call him a “teacher of Israel”, so he is a person “in the know”, a person of prominence in the Jewish community, a religious insider.
3:1 Now there was a Pharisee named Nicodemus, a leader of the Jews. He came to Jesus by night…
Nicodemus is attracted to Jesus and at the same time, he’s not sure that he should be. He’s reserving judgment, so he comes to talk to Jesus “by night”. He doesn’t want to make a public statement by going to hear Jesus in the daytime when people might take his presence as endorsement of Jesus’ teaching. (And because John makes heavy use of day and night, darkness and light as symbolic terms, we can guess that Nicodemus is in the dark in some other ways.) Still Nicodemus sincerely wants to check Jesus out. He’s not just snooping about, trying to catch Jesus doing something wrong.  He feels drawn to Jesus by the “signs” that Jesus is doing, miracles like turning water into wine. At the same time he isn’t a believer, he doesn’t trust Jesus yet.
In spite of his tentative approach to Jesus under the cover of darkness, Nicodemus begins the conversation sounding very authoritative, like someone who is used to being an expert. “Rabbi, we know that you are a teacher who has come from God; for no one can do these signs that you do apart from the presence of God.” 3 Jesus answered him, ‘Very truly, I tell you, no one can see the kingdom of God without being born from above.”  Jesus seems to be skipping a couple of steps ahead of Nicodemus as he suggests that faith based on signs is only the beginning of faith, only part of the story.  In the long run faith has to rest on a deeper understanding of Jesus and here John has Jesus use a word that can mean “born from above” or “born again” In American culture “born again” has a very narrow meaning and refers to someone who has come to faith in Jesus through a particular kind of experience for which one can give a date. But actually, the double meaning here is intended to stretch Nicodemus mind and enlarge his understanding. But it doesn’t work. Nicodemus hears only the “born again” side and interprets it in such a flat, unimaginative way that it is almost comical.  He says:
How can anyone be born after having grown old? Can one enter a second time into the mother’s womb and be born?”
It doesn’t seem like Nicodemus can comprehend even the simplest metaphor. So Jesus tries another set of images. He says:
“…no one can enter the kingdom of God without being born of water and Spirit….7 Do not be astonished that I said to you, “You must be born from above. 8 The wind blows where it chooses and you hear the sound of it, but you do not know where it comes from or where it goes. So it is with everyone who is born of the Spirit.
Being “born of water” either refers to physical birth or to the baptism that begins with John the Baptist.   But the challenging part comes with Jesus’ insistence that people also need to be “born of the Spirit” and this is something that people can’t control, any more than people can control the wind.  Once again, Jesus uses a word that can’t be confined to a single meaning for the word pneuma (from which we get words like pneumonia and pneumatic) is the very same word that means Spirit , wind and breath. Jesus’ offer of new birth is like the wind, like the Spirit; a mystery beyond human knowledge and control.  But Nicodemus’ language and imagination just will not stretch far enough to take it in. Perhaps one thing that bothers him is the amount of independence that this spirit/wind metaphor gives to God.  For the second time he asks, “How can this be?” Whatever it is that Jesus is talking about, it clearly sounds impossible to Nicodemus. (I wonder if a similar fear of a real encounter with this mysterious, independent God is why people have shrunk the meaning of “born again” down to a more manageable size, so much so that someone can actually write a book titled How to be born again.)
Nicodemus, who started out to tell Jesus what they knew about him, is now the one who doesn’t know, who doesn’t understand and for the time being he fades into the background. Somewhere in here, the speaker shifts from Jesus to John the gospel writer:
11 Very truly, I tell you, we speak of what we know and testify to what we have seen; yet you do not receive our testimony. 12 If I have told you about earthly things and you do not believe, how can you believe if I tell you about heavenly things? 13 No one has ascended into heaven except the one who descended from heaven, the Son of Man. 14 And just as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so must the Son of Man be lifted up, 15 that whoever believes in him may have eternal life.
Jesus, as the One who has been sent into the world from God, is the one who knows God, who knows what “entering the Kingdom of God” is all about. John pictures Jesus as coming into the world from heaven and returning to God when his work is completed. And here we come across yet one more word with a double meaning, the word “lifted up”. “Lifted up” can simply describe the physical action of lifting something up. While God’s people are wandering in the desert for 40 years after they escape from slavery in Egypt, they rebel against God and we are told that God sends poisonous snakes as a punishment.  But Moses prays to God and God directs him to make a bronze snake and lift it up on a pole, so that anyone who is bitten can turn and look at the bronze snake and live.
But “lifted up” can also mean exalted and John fully intends both meanings. Jesus, lifted up on the cross, is like the bronze snake that Moses makes. When we look to Jesus on the cross and look not just with our eyes, but also with our hearts, when we  take time and clear space in our lives to let the meaning of the cross sink in, then His death for us destroys the power of the poison of our sins and even the sins that others commit against us. Everything changes when we trust that God is for us and not against us. When we trust what Jesus has done for us, then we already have one foot in the kingdom of God. We already have entered eternal life which is life in the presence of God. This is what Jesus is all about, making visible the love of God, not just for the best of us, but for every one of us, that the world might be saved through Him.
What stands between Nicodemus and Jesus is Nicodemus’ attachment to what he already knows. Try as he might, Nicodemus just can’t stretch enough to imagine what God is doing in Jesus.  Jesus is inviting Nicodemus to let go, to loosen his grip on what he knows about God in order to encounter something new, to encounter what God is doing in and through Jesus. Nicodemus is attracted, but he can’t make Jesus fit into his framework and so he can’t move beyond where he is. Nicodemus is stuck. 
A Franciscan writer named Richard Rohr describes why people get stuck in these words: *“It takes a long time for us to allow God to be who God really is.  Our natural egocentricity wants to make God…into who we want or need God to be.” And (he notes) who we want God to be is powerfully shaped by our culture and our projections. “A God who stands outside our system and calls to us is something we can’t endure” and so “we’ve almost completely forgotten and ignored what Jesus told us about the nature of God…But faith always invites us to a new and unfamiliar place….The journey of faith demands that we let go of our image of God and our image of ourselves.” And he notes that, “There is always a lot of anxiety and insecurity in letting go of your current images of yourselves and your images of God. Only God can lead you, and all you can do is let go.”
What Nicodemus experiences is common among people of faith, people who have some reason to think that they know God and how God is at work. When Moses leads God’s people out of slavery in Egypt, they experience God as the Liberator, the One who sets us free and they joyfully praise God. But once that first euphoria passes, they are scared to death. Now they have a whole new set of problems to deal with and they begin to wonder whether escaping from slavery was such a smart move. God was strong enough to get them out of slavery, but can this God really be trusted, really be counted on to take care of them in the desert. Until they learn to trust God, they can’t move forward.  They are stuck and it takes forty years for them to get “unstuck”.
Sometimes we get stuck, too, stuck on past understandings of who God is and who we are. It may not seem to us that we are stuck as much as it might seem that we are bored. And when something begins to change for us, we might fear that we are “losing our faith” and in a way, we are. We are losing the faith that we have known in order to grow into a more mature faith, a deeper knowledge of God.
Nicodemus is stuck – but there is reason to think that he doesn’t stay stuck. Nicodemus shows up twice more in John’s gospel. The first time he is arguing with fellow Pharisees who want Jesus arrested, reminding them that under the Law, Jesus must be given a hearing. The last time we hear of Nicodemus he is bringing a large quantity of spices to help Joseph of Arimathea prepare Jesus’ body for burial. It seems that gradually something has happened to Nicodemus and he is no longer stuck. He has moved away from the old certainties so completely that he is able to be present in this saddest moment of all.  In the end it seems he has not turned down the invitation of God who so loves the world, who loves the world enough to wait for those of us who are slow to catch on. God so loves Nicodemus and God so loves us. Amen 
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