Apology for Nicodemus, Lent 2-A, John 3:1-17, 3/12/17

Give me a break!  All I am asking for is a little bit of Christian charity.  With the possible exception of Judas and poor old doubting Thomas, nobody has been the target of more scorn and condescension from preachers than yours truly, Nicodemus, the Pharisee who came to Jesus by night.   
I’ve been called spiritually shallow because I was impressed by the signs which Jesus did, but not fully appreciate who he was.  Others say I was wishy-washy in my response to Jesus because I did not immediately jump on board; I particularly remember the commentator who noted my “earnest spinelessness.”  Focusing on the fact that I came to Jesus by night instead of in the light of day, some have made me the symbol of spiritual cowardice.  John Calvin called the people who sympathized with the aims of the Reformation but refused to take a public stand “Nicodemites.”  Not exactly the kind of thing to which you want your name linked!  
But most people just think of me as rather dull for not understanding a metaphor when I heard it.  But I ask you, what would you have said if Jesus told you that the key to the religious life was being “born again?”  To tell you the truth, I think John set me up to look stupid so that he could make his point…But I try not to be bitter; he had a job to do and he used my encounter with Jesus to emphasize the necessity of God’s love and action.
What I do want to say is that I’m not so very different from many of you.  I was smarter than most of the people around me, a little better off economically, and more attuned to my faith than many.  And I was intellectually curious. Whatever else you say about me, at least I cared enough to ask serious questions.  I showed up for the conversation when others were sleeping.  Maybe I was slow to jump on board, but with all the garbage masquerading as religion I don’t think a little skepticism was out of place, do you?  There are a lot of charlatans out there; I just wanted to be sure he was the real deal.  I wanted to understand what I was getting myself into.  Be honest; if you did not have 2000 years of teaching to draw on, would you have responded any differently?
But if I am honest, maybe my extreme guardedness was what got Jesus’ attention.  Maybe he sensed that I was not a risk taker and that is why he put the challenge in such striking terms.  The truth is I like my life to have as little drama as possible and that includes my religion.  I know what it takes to get by in the world and I want my faith to slide into the nice neat slot I have created for it.  I like my religion to be like a well worn overcoat which fits me comfortably and protects me from the cold.
So you can imagine what it felt like when Jesus said, “Very truly I tell you, no one can see the kingdom of god without being born again”  Some folks prefer “born from above” as a translation, but when you get right down to it the difference is not all that big.  The point is that birth is hard and messy.  Birth is about leaving a safe, warm womb and all that is familiar to face the challenges of a cold, often bewildering world.  Birth is about starting at square one.  Rebirth is about letting go of the old and being open to considering brand new directions.  And that scared me to death.
Not that I was totally happy with my life at that point.  It wasn’t that bad, just lacking a clear sense of focus and direction.  I was looking for something more; that’s why I was there that night talking to Jesus in the first place.  I just wasn’t ready for a total makeover.  But that is exactly what’s necessary, said Jesus, if you are to be what God wants you to be.  You have to be willing to put everything on the table and reconsider your values and priorities.  You have to be open to going in new directions and being used as God desires.
As scary as that was, I understood that sometimes you have to be willing to start at square one.  As one writer I know says, sometimes the draft you are working on is beyond tweaking; it is going nowhere.  If you want something worth publishing you just have to start over and go in a new direction.  I think that is what Jesus was getting at.  Still, it was not so much that I doubted the need to go in a new direction.  I just doubted my ability to do it.  If I remember correctly my exact words regarding being “born again” were “How can this be?”

It is not easy; sometimes what we needs comes as pure gift.  I think that is what all that stuff about the “wind blowing where it will” is all about.  Jesus is saying that God’s action in our lives is like the wind.  We can’t really say where the wind comes from or where it goes, but we can sure see the results when a tornado has been through—it makes changes we could never have anticipated.  That is what the action of the Holy Spirit is like; it will make changes we could never have expected—if we are open to being surprised and reborn.  
The only thing which makes that kind of transformation possible and bearable is getting through our thick skulls that there is a love which will not let us go, a love which has already shown itself.  John the Evangelist sums it up in perhaps the most familiar words in Scripture “God so loved the world that he gave his only son that whoever believes in him might not perish but have eternal life.”
Have you ever gone rock climbing?  It’s terrifying to climb with no ropes or partner; any mistake can be fatal.  But if you climb with a partner, harnessed in and belayed by a sturdy rope you can be a lot freer and bolder.  You know that there is something to catch you if you fall.  That’s what really hearing those words in John 3:16 does; it frees you to let go of the old because you know there is love which will not let you fall.

Looking back I realize that Jesus was offering me a new direction and at the time I was not ready to step up; I was not ready for rebirth.  I am not sure I deserve to be the poster boy for spiritual timidity but I am haunted by some words which I think you heard read a few minutes ago, “And this is the judgment, that the light has come into the world and men loved darkness rather than light because their deeds were evil.”  I worry that maybe I prefer the darkness because it is too scary to come into the light and go where it leads me.
When I think about it, Jesus was a bit confrontational, in the way you warn someone they are on the wrong path, but he was not judgmental.  We sometimes worry about God’s judgment, but I think that misses the point.  It is not so much that God judges us, as that we judge ourselves by the way we respond to the beauty and possibilities which God offers us.  
Let me give you an example.  In a few weeks your congregation is going to host a program of music by one of the world’s great composers J.S. Bach.  Bach may not be your favorite composer; we all have different preferences.  But anyone who dismisses Bach’s music as old or irrelevant says more about himself or herself than about Bach.  Bach is not on trial; the question is whether the listener can appreciate what the master has done with strings, organ, and voices.  When beauty comes to us, the critical question is whether we will respond and receive it with joy and let it transform us.  So too the love which comes to us in Christ.
In this Lenten season I hope you will do what I found it so hard to do on that night long ago, begin stepping out of your darkness and into the light which Jesus offers.  Trust that you are loved and then let God push you out into the world as one reborn child in Christ.
