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John 3: 1-17

Reflections on Nicodemus
Dear Friends in Christ, Grace and Peace be with you from God our Father, and our Lord and Savior, Jesus the Christ.

About twenty five years ago I received a phone call from a man who said, “You don’t know me, but could I come in and talk with you some night?”  Later that evening we sat down in my office in Anchorage.  He proceeded to tell me about himself.
He said, “I am married, have three teenage daughters and a beautiful and loving wife of twenty three years.  We live in a very nice home on the hillside.  I am a stock broker and have been with my firm for over twenty years.  I make lots of money and have everything I could possibly want.  I am a very disciplined person.  I get up every weekday morning at 3:30 and am at the office by 4:30—an hour before the stock exchanges open.  I do a very good job for my clients and have been well rewarded for it.  

I end up my work day at the athletic club where I work out for several hours.  I play racquetball and run cross country in the summer and cross country ski in the winter.  When I set my mind to something I usually achieve success.  

But one thing I have not been able to do and that is to control my drinking.  It doesn’t seem to matter what I try.  I end up drinking too much.  And it is just about driving me crazy.  I have come to you for advice.  What do you recommend?”

In today’s gospel lesson another disciplined and successful man came to talk in the cover of darkness.  Nicodemus was an older man who had reached the top of his profession in religious law.  A member of the Sanhedrin this legal scholar had some questions too.  Using the cover of darkness he approached Jesus for a conversation.   He respectfully addressed Jesus as  Rabbi and said that he was aware that Jesus was a man of God for no one could do such miracles unless he came from God.
Jesus rather abruptly responded and used the occasion to reveal to Nicodemus that the Kingdom of God was very different from what Nicodemus thought.  As a Pharisee the only thing that mattered was what a person did or did not do.  Jesus pointed to another way of looking at the Kingdom.
He told Nicodemus that for a person to be a part of the kingdom there had to be a radical change.  He told Nicodemus that to be part of that new reality a person must be “born from above” which could also be understood as “born again.”  
Nicodemus took him literally and didn’t really understand what Jesus was saying.  He couldn’t imagine going back inside the womb again.  Jesus went on to say that a person must be born of water and Spirit.  He was really saying that the key to life was not in keeping a set of rules but by being in a relationship with and putting one’s trust in a loving God.   Being part of the kingdom was not determined by what you did or did not do but what God did.  He tried to explain it further to Nicodemus by saying that as healing came to the Israelites in the wilderness by looking at a serpent being lifted up by Moses, so life would come to men and women through his death on a tree.
John ends the story and doesn’t ever clarify what happened to Nicodemus.  But I would guess that Nicodemus left that nighttime conversation rather confused.  But I also think he left as a somewhat changed man.  In John 7 we read that Nicodemus stood up for Jesus when the Sanhedrin was plotting to kill Jesus.  He told his fellow members of the court that Jesus ought to be treated fairly—that he should be able to defend himself against the charges being leveled against him.
And finally, in chapter 19 of John we read about Nicodemus after Jesus’ death.  He helped to take Jesus’ body down from the cross.  He purchased the spices and helped Joseph of Arimathea to wrap Jesus’ body and lay him in Joseph’s tomb.  
So from the darkness of that first encounter we may surmise that Nicodemus gradually became part of that band of believers, who risked their standing in the community by following Jesus.  It would be interesting to know what happened to him after Easter.  Did he join those who were led by the Spirit on the day of Pentecost?  Maybe…..
And you may wonder what happened to that man who came to see me that night in Anchorage.  Well, after a long discussion and much agonizing he took the plunge and accepted that he “was powerless over alcohol and that his life had become unmanageable.”  He made a decision to turn his “will and his life over to the care of God.”  Recognizing that he could not control his own life, he became humble and willing to accept God’s help.  He swallowed hard and joined the fellowship of a 12 step program….joining other men and woman who found power in the spirituality of recovery.

He is still sober today.  His life is radically changed.  And rather than being a “do it yourself man,” he has become part of a community that lives one day at a time in the care and keeping of a power greater than themselves.

You’ve seen the banners behind the goalposts---John 3:16.   “For God so loved the world…..”  The whole world has been invited to new birth by water and Spirit.  The whole world is invited to find power, not in ourselves, but in what God has done. To be led by the spirit means that we are freed from having to please a harsh judging God.   It means that we are invited to trust Jesus and be open to new ideas, experiences or directions in our journey of faith.  
John 3:16 is very comforting.  But it is not a call to be comfortable.  It is tough to walk into an AA meeting and admit you are powerless.  It is difficult to say, “Nothing in my hands I bring, simply to thy cross I cling.”   
Hold on to that promise made to you in your in your baptism.  Trust in that relationship initiated by the Son who was lifted up on a tree for you and me and the whole world.
May God richly bless your journey –powered by the Spirit and secure in His eternal life and love—now and in the days to come.

Amen.

