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Prayer: Spirit of the Living God, prepare our hearts to receive your 
Word. Silence in us any voice but your own, that we might be more 
faithful disciples on this journey of life. AMEN 

On this second Sunday in Lent, we read the story of Nicodemus found in 
the gospel of John. 

John uses the language and imagery of light and darkness throughout the 
gospel. He introduces the image in the prologue of the gospel we read 
each Christmas. The Word became flesh and lived among us, the light 
shines in the darkness and the darkness has not overcome it. 

We all experience time in the dark, metaphorically speaking, and in that 
darkness, God walks with us, guiding us to new and greater openness, 
softer hearts, deeper faith and compassion. 

I am making peace with the grace and beauty of darkness. Of humility in 
the face of the Great unknown, and that assurance that God meets us in 
darkness whether we recognize it or not. 

The dark can be a place of sorrow, of pain, of ignorance, but it is also a 
place of incubation and preparation, as an infant takes form in the dark 
of the womb. Or plants that rest in the rich, dark soil beneath the surface 
of the earth, waiting for spring. Or animals and insects hibernating and 
readying themselves to re-emerge when the sun moves higher into the 
sky and the earth warms. 
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John 3:1–17 is about an encounter in the dark between Jesus and the 
Pharisee, Nicodemus. We do not know what disrupted Nicodemus in 
such a way that led him to Jesus at night, hungry to learn the true 
meaning of life. 

There are a few theories about what motivated Nicodemus to wait until 
late night to go to Jesus.  Some postulate that he was worried about 
meeting with Jesus during the day when his fellow learned Pharisees 
might see and judge him.  It was common practice for Pharisees and 
scholars to study in the middle of the night when there were less 
distractions and maybe he just had some questions. Or maybe Jesus had 
said or done something that touched Nicodemus’ heart that he simply 
couldn’t sleep and needed to know more. 

Listen now to how God is speaking to you through this scripture: 

John 3:1–17 

Now there was a Pharisee named Nicodemus, a leader of the Jews. 
He came to Jesus by night and said to him, ‘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.’ Jesus answered 
him, ‘Very truly, I tell you, no one can see the kingdom of God 
without being born from above.’ Nicodemus said to him, ‘How can 
anyone be born after having grown old? Can one enter a second 
time into the mother’s womb and be born?’ Jesus answered, ‘Very 
truly, I tell you, no one can enter the kingdom of God without 
being born of water and Spirit. What is born of the flesh is flesh, 
and what is born of the Spirit is spirit. Do not be astonished that I 
said to you, “You must be born from above.” 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.’ Nicodemus said to him, ‘How can these 
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things be?’ Jesus answered him, ‘Are you a teacher of Israel, and 
yet you do not understand these things? 

‘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. If I have 
told you about earthly things and you do not believe, how can you 
believe if I tell you about heavenly things? No one has ascended 
into heaven except the one who descended from heaven, the Son of 
Man. And just as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so 
must the Son of Man be lifted up, that whoever believes in him 
may have eternal life. 

‘For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that 
everyone who believes in him may not perish but may have eternal 
life. 

‘Indeed, God did not send the Son into the world to condemn the 
world, but in order that the world might be saved through him. 

So ends the reading and may God add a blessing to our understanding. 

Episcopal priest and author Barbara Brown Taylor tells a story about a 
woman who set out to discover the meaning of life. First, she read 
everything she could get her hands on, history, philosophy, psychology, 
religion. While she became very smart, nothing gave her the answer. She 
went to lectures and met with people and had long, wonderful 
conversations but from each, she received different answers. 

So, she finally put all of her possessions in storage and went to far off 
places to find the meaning of life; she went to Africa, India, South 
America and along the way, she heard about a man who could help her. 

She learned that he lived deep in the Himalayas, up on the side of a 
mountain. She went and climbed up the mountain and finally reached his 
small hut. She knocked on the door and when the man opened it, she 
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said, “I have come halfway around the world to ask you one question. 
What is the meaning of life?” 

“Please come in and have some tea,” the man said. She resisted and said 
that she didn’t want tea, she wanted an answer. He insisted and she gave 
up and sat down. As he was brewing the tea, she started to tell him about 
all of the places she’d seen and the people she’d met and the books she’d 
read. While she was telling him all of this, he finally put a cup in her 
hand and started to pour. 

She was so busy talking that she didn’t notice when the cup was full, so 
the man kept pouring the tea, until it rolled over the edge of the cup and 
spilled on her. 

“What are you doing?” she yelled as the tea burned her hand. “It’s full, 
can’t you see that? Stop. There’s no more room.” “Just so” the man told 
her. “You’ve come here wanting something from me, but what am I to 
do? There’s no more room in your cup. Come back when it’s empty and 
we’ll talk.” 

Taylor, Barbara Brown. “Stay for Tea, Nicodemus.”  
Christian Century; 2/21/96, Vol. 113 Issue 6, p195. 

Maybe this is Nicodemus’ story, too. 

He approaches Jesus armed with all the information about God and 
religious rules he thinks he needs to understand. After all, he’s studied 
the law, lead the people, and debated Torah for years. He is rich and 
successful, a leader of the Jews. But somehow it misses the mark. 

Jesus says you need to be born again. The Greek word used here is 
“anothen,” and it has an ambiguous meaning, it could mean born again 
or born from above. Clearly, Nicodemus takes it literally. He is puzzled. 
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Like some of us when faced with an impossible riddle, Nicodemus is 
incredulous. C’mon. How can an old man get into his mother’s womb 
again? 

No, no, not physically, Jesus tells him but born again of spirit. God’s 
Spirit, that powerful, unpredictable, eye-opening, essence of love, who 
goes where it will, confounding and transforming individual lives and 
communities to the point where it feels as though they are being born 
again. God’s Spirit, who has no regard for unjust laws, political parties, 
religious hierarchies, closely held prejudice or imperfect bodies. 

Jesus says that spiritual birth is something you can’t touch or see. It’s 
like the wind, invisible until you observe the silver green shimmer of the 
Aspen leaves on a spring day or feel the cool breeze on your cheeks on a 
sticky summer night. You’ll know the spirit is present when you feel the 
alive and present God in your life, taking you places you never 
considered. 

When I think about human birth, I am reminded that it is hard, there’s 
blood, water, sweat, labor. And afterward, the parents are exhausted but 
elated. And the newborn has been through it, too. Whisked from warmth 
into the cold air, from dark to light, ready or not. 

We human beings can often resist change. We like to stay on the surface 
of things and sometime don’t want to dig deeper. We will perpetuate the 
same ways of thinking, talking, and behaving unless and until something 
comes along to disrupt our way of being. 

Disruption can be deceptively simple, like really listening to a person 
whose views challenge or differ from yours. Or hearing the choir sing a 
song that seems to reach deep into your soul and rocks your core. It can 
be gradual, like a growing sense that long-held beliefs that once served 
you are no longer relevant.  It can be something really devastating, like a 
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personal crisis, a loss or illness. And disruption can be large-scale, much 
like we have endured here in Minnesota for the last eight weeks and 
chaos with war and the loss of human rights. 

Maybe the sense of being born again is the willingness to accept, for the 
first time, or the millionth time, the gift of God’s unconditional love and 
renewing the commitment to respond with gratitude and love for others. 
Perhaps it is accepting that we are forgiven and taking one tiny step 
toward forgiving another. Maybe it’s a reorientation, the movement from 
a self-serving posture to the more expansive mind of Christ. 

Rebirth is a sacred gift to be received and shared. It isn’t something that 
can be forced or manipulated. You can’t think your way into it! 

Jesus tells Nicodemus that because God loved the world, the whole 
broken, beautiful mess, every single human and the cosmos, so much, 
that God’s very self became one of us. And as we truly love what Jesus 
loved, as we trust our lives to the one who risked it all for his friends, the 
one who was executed by Empire only to rise in glory, then we, too, 
open ourselves to a wholehearted and everlasting life. 

As I have sat with Nicodemus’ story this week, it has caused me to 
wonder what is being reborn in us and in our world right now. What is 
incubating in the darkness we feel around us... even now as we move 
forward, putting one foot in front of the other and leading with love; 
trusting that God is making a way when there seems to be no way. And 
opening possibilities where once we saw none. 

I wonder how showing up for our neighbors in myriad ways has shifted 
something in us that will continue to manifest in greater generosity and 
openness to others. How paying close attention to those on the margins 
as well as those in power might shift our understanding of what it means 
to be human. And what old thoughts, prejudice, and assumptions we 
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must let go of to recognize something more loving and powerful in our 
lives? 

In this season of lent… in this season of going deeper, of wilderness 
wandering, of truth-telling, of being real before God and one another, 
may we trust in God’s future, knowing that God loves us and the world 
beyond measure. May we know God’s presence around and within us, 
who even now is midwifing a new world of love and justice. 

AMEN 


