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In the dark of night, not wanting to be seen, Nicodemus comes to Jesus.  He has something he wants to ask but he doesn’t know how to form the question.  There is something he wants to explore but he can’t find the words.  Have you had that experience?  You have something you want to work through but you don’t know how to get at it?  It’s a feeling, a hunch, a fear, a searching almost too deep to express.  This, I think, is where Nicodemus was as he came to Jesus that night.  I applaud him for his courage.
Before Nicodemus can even form the question, Jesus knows what he is asking and begins to respond.  The question has to do with how to find life and life abundant.  It is the quest I have been on since childhood.  I think we are going to gain some insight as we explore their conversation.  
Jesus starts his response by saying, “no one can see the kingdom of God without being born from above.”  In Jesus’ language the word for born from above and born again are the same and can be taken either way.  Nicodemus, taking Jesus’ meaning to be “born again” says, “how can an old man/woman be born again; can he/she enter a second time into the mother’s womb?”  Nicodemus misses the point.  It is not about being born into this world, it is about being born from above; an entirely different thing.  
No one can enter the kingdom of God, the place where there is no over-againstness, born of water only—we can’t get there via the first birth alone.  Jesus isn’t talking about the here-after when he uses the phrase “kingdom of God”.  He is not thinking about heaven in our usual way. He is saying we can’t live as God’s people unless we allow Jesus, the Christ, to pull us out of the vicious world we have created.  We are all caught in our rivalrous world, all of us born in the usual way, even those of us who are stellar performers, like Nicodemus, can’t be in Jesus’ new world on our own.  We have to be born of the Spirit, born from above. 
Being born of the Spirit involves tuning our life to a different instrument; attending to a different source of motivation.  Born of this earth means being caught in our competitive ways; where we desire the desires of each other and all want roughly the same things and fight over them.  But, “being born from above” pulls us out of the mess by focusing on the One who is beyond us all.  Being formed from above lifts us out of our entangling jealousies and secret competitions.  This lifting can occur at any age.  Nicodemus thinks it’s too late for him but it’s never too late!
We are all flesh, born of it; and it is a marvelous and wonderful thing.  We did not choose being born in the flesh but we can choose to be born of the Spirit.  When we are born of the Spirit our humanness is redeemed.  It changes everything.  Jesus became flesh to show there is another way to live.  There is another source of desire to which we can be hooked and this desire comes from outside us and gradually changes us from the inside out.
 Jesus warns us to not to be put off by this call from above. Don’t be astonished that I am asking you to make a radical shift in thinking and life.  Don’t take offense that I am calling you out of a certain fog, both boring and predictable, into something as astonishing as a new birth.  Even when you are old and established with deep habits, you still can be Spirit born.  
But know the Spirit cannot be controlled.  It is outside our jurisdiction.  We hear and feel the evidence of it but we can’t see it or control it.  It surprises us with its movements.  It pops up here and disappears there.  It moves to and fro in our midst and we cannot direct it, just be open to it.  To be born of the Spirit involves letting go and trusting God, not knowing what will happen.
As evidence, think about all the things happening in our church; all the surprises.  I see evidences of the Spirits movement in your faces and you see it in mine.  I see it in your relationships with each other where there is a developing joy and ease and I feel it in my relationship with you.  
This is the way it is when we are born of the Spirit.  We can’t see it but we can feel it.  We are all just human; every one of us born in the same way, but there is something more now that carries us along.  There is an added dimension.  Jesus told Nicodemus he needed this birth to really live.  The first birth gets us going but the second makes life worthwhile.  After the second birth, we find ourselves participating more and more in a new way of life.

Nicodemus, astonished by Jesus’ invitation to be born into something new, asks the question, “How can these things be?”  Jesus responds with his own question, “Are you a teacher of Israel, and yet you do not understand these things?”  Drawing us toward a new thing has always been God’s intention.  Nicodemus, you are a teacher and you don’t know about the world of grace and compassion?  
Jesus goes on.  Nicodemus, hear me clearly on this.  “We speak of what we know and testify to what we have seen; yet you do not receive our testimony.”  Jesus and his Father speak as one.  They are absolutely together.  Even with the two of them speaking in perfect harmony and in complete union; still Nicodemus doesn’t believe them.  He doesn’t believe Jesus shows God’s character.  What will it take to get through to Nicodemus?
Jesus knows what it will take and is moving in that direction.  The imagery shifts toward Passion Week, “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.”  The lifting up is not the ascension; it is the cross.  It will take the cross to convince Nicodemus of Jesus’ authenticity.  

 The story Jesus uses to describe what will happen to him is of the poisonous snakes that invaded the camp in the time of Moses.  The people were being bitten and so Moses crafted a snake made of gold, put it on a pole and had it lifted up.  When the people looked at it, they found themselves healed.  What a metaphor for what Jesus did on the cross.   On the cross Jesus exposed the snakes of human rivalry and violence and broke their power. He did it through forgiveness, delivering us from this sickness unto death.  The cross pulls us out of the tangle of twisting desires that prove so poisonous to our peace and the peace of the world.
God opened the way for this birth from above because God loves the world and doesn’t want us to destroy ourselves.  God wants us to have real life and knows we can’t get there on our own.  We need life from outside our dichotomous, torn-in-two world; life born from above and bathed in the unity of the Trinity. 
A meditative song by Kurt Van Sickle entitled, “Make Me an Instrument Lord” presents our prayer.  The lyrics are, “Make me an instrument Lord, of Thy peace as I let go, as I release, make me an instrument humble and free, as you awaken the living Christ in me.”  Amen.
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