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I don’t remember my birth. I guess you don’t remember yours. Are you glad about that? I ask because there are
two births I do remember. Vividly. I was there for them. And I know of those it might be just as well that I don’t
remember my own. A child entering the world is joyous, beautiful beyond words. But let’s be honest: for the child, it’s
traumatic.
But the baby looks terrified, confused, pained. In the history of newborns, it’s hard to think even one arrived with
a smile. Not even Jesus. The face is twisted and a the baby wails something like, “How can this be?” But I was warm and
cozy but this world I’m in is bright and cold. I was secure and protected but now I’m all stretched out and vulnerable.
“How can this be?”
Which is the last thing we hear from Nicodemus in his conversation with Jesus. They were talking about birth,
about entering the world again, being born again, being born from above. Nicodemus said, like a newborn. “How can this
be?” Like his world was being rocked. Or was it like he was coming into life?
In elementary school, I was in a speech contest. All the participants received paperweights. Does anyone use
paperweights anymore? They’re kind of irrelevant in a climate controlled world. But in San Diego our windows were open
a lot. Paperweights helped keep order when the sea breeze filled the room. Kept the stacks tidy, the piles neat, the papers
all sorted.
Which is how we can navigate life, with lots of stacks of ideas and beliefs for how the world works, what life is like,
what life and our world are supposed to be like. Some of these stacks are devoted to our thoughts about God. We have
stacks of convictions like, God loves the world. We also have stacks questions like, what is God doing in a world where
abuses young girls for decades? The convictions and questions can leave us feeling unsettled. We have a pile under a
paperweight that says, “Should,” like, I think I should pray more. Or give more. Or rest more. We have piles of
shouldn’ts, maybe, “I shouldn’t do this thing, I shouldn’t think this thought.”
Our stacks of beliefs and convictions can be like the ones we find in our homes, where we say, “Where did this pile
even come from?” We’ve lived with some of them so long we don’t even notice they’re there. But sometimes, as though in
the stealth of night, Jesus can walk into our lives and pick up the paperweights holding these stacks down, so that the wind
of God’s Spirit scatters what we think and believe, to give us access to a whole new experience of life.
In Jesus’ talk with Nicodemus, it was like he was lifting the paperweights in his heart, and opening the windows of
his life so the Spirit rush through his heart and soul and mind. He said, “How can this be?” which is what we can end up
saying to God who won’t be climate controlled. A God who is willing to scatter our neat categories for how life works.
So tell me, if I said, “Hey, let’s get together sometime,” and you said, “Great! Let’s set something up,” and I
added, “I was wondering if, maybe, we could meet at night,” would you wonder what was up?
What was up with Nicodemus that he needed a nighttime meeting with Jesus? He started kindly enough,
complimenting Jesus on how he’s obviously from God because no one could do what he was doing if God wasn’t with
him. John tells us Jesus can see straight into people, and so he cuts to the chase of why Nicodemus must have been there.
He said, “Very truly I tell you, no one can see the kingdom of God unless they are born again.”
So that’s what was going on. Nicodemus was wrestling with the categories of how he sees the world, which meant
he was wondering what it meant to experience God in the midst of his own life. But was this an odd struggle for a member
of the Pharisee ruling council? He was a leader! A supposed expert in life with God? But maybe he’d gotten to the place

where supposed experts can end up, where for all they know, when they then look at their lives, the stacks of their
knowledge and the stacks of how they live don’t match up.
Like a doctor who spends her day giving health advice to patients, but exercises little, eats poorly, and doesn’t get
enough sleep. Or a teacher who makes a living leading students to knowledge, but no longer learns anything new herself.
Or a financial advisor who counsels other on their money, but has lost a handle on her financial life. And they conclude,
these piles of knowledge seem kind of empty if they don’t affect how I life. And they wonder if, somehow, they need to
enter their own life again.
Have you tried to enter your life all over again? Maybe this is what people try to do when they change careers,
and they show up to work they hope will feels like breathing different air. Or when guys grow a bear, or shave it off, or
women change their hair. They’re little things, but do they tell a truth that we live desiring, somehow, to begin our lives
over. To see the world differently, ourselves differently, in ways that are more life-giving.
Maybe we don’t have to be in crisis to want some kind of rebirth? Like, does it ever happen that you’re just going
about life, but you’ve got this lingering feeling it’s somehow meant to be bigger than the way you’re living it?
We can tend to treat thing Jesus says about being born again as some kind of big conversion experience. Like an
instant turnabout in a crisis. And sometimes it is. But if we listen to Jesus talk about the wind of the Holy Spirit is always
blowing in the world, what’s we aren’t being given born again experiences all the time? That Jesus is always walking
through our lives, picking paperweights up, that the Spirit is always birthing us into fresh way of being alive.
I’ll tell you how I experienced this last week. And it seems to small, I feel kind of silly even sharing it. But I wonder
if it isn’t actually part of something big.
See, I’ve always been a planner. I was that kid in school that was obsessed with knowing the assignment and the
due dates and making sure I studied for the test. When I went to camp, I took the schedule everywhere I went. And the
map. And I had a watch. Good gracious, I was doing so much to keep control of what was going on. I had a stack in my
heart, with a great big paperweight that said, “Always be prepared, you should be in control.” (Yeah, I was a Boy Scout.)
So, I was in a presbytery meeting last week where the meeting agenda said I was to stand up and give the report
for a presbytery committee I chair, the Committee on Ministry. It deals with relationship between churches and pastors. I
swear I was paying attention to the meeting, but for some reason I wasn’t looking ahead at the agenda. Which, I admit,
was unusual for me. Don’t laugh, I know that lots of you look ahead in the bulletin to see what’s coming next.
And the moderator of the meeting said, “And now, the report from the Committee on Ministry.” And I thought,
“Huh, I guess, I’m up.” Which, I realize, is what some of you people who are less concerned about being prepared than I
am think all the time. Except I’ve never been one of those people. But maybe God wants me to be. Maybe God thinks
wants me to trust less in my own preparedness and more that God is prepared to work in my life, whether I’m ready or
not.
Jesus’ conversation with Nicodemus was about that sort of thing as much as any great conversion experience. He’s
inviting Nicodemus to reenter his life with a sense wonder at God’s presence and work among us.
He said, “Nicodemus, you want to enter God’s kingdom?” Which was like saying, you want to enter the world
where God rules, and God’s work looms large, and the main thing in your life isn’t what you’re doing, but your
participation in what God’s doing, “What you need is to be born again, from above.”
Which made no sense to Nicodemus. He was struck trying to figure our how he could go back to the obstetrics
ward. But Jesus persisted and explained further. He said, “Flesh gives birth to flesh, but the Spirit gives birth to spirit.” He
was telling him, after life’s initial, physical beginning, our birthing process isn’t over. There’s another kind of birth that’s
God’s new life arriving from within. This is the birth that gives you the aliveness that’s more than biology can account for–
–the aliveness that’s the great life-giving presence and power of God within you.
But second birth can be like the first; there can be a kind of trauma to it.
2

Corrie Ten Boom has written a book called The Hiding Place. It’s about her family’s resistance to Hitler and her
survival of concentration camps. Early in the book she remembers how she felt her very first day of school. She was six
years old and she announced she just wasn’t going to go. Her other family members tried to convince her, and then Father
spoke up. He said, “She’s not going alone! …Corrie is going with me.”
And he wrapped her hand in his and led her out of the room. Whenever Father took Corrie’s hand, it had always
meant they were going where she wanted to go, like to the windmill or to the swans on the canal. But this time, Father was
taking her where she didn’t want to go! She grabbed a railing at the bottom of the steps and held on as tightly as she could.
Like how the paperweights on the stacks organizing our lives can press so tight. So they keep us to the same
patterns of thinking that have been comfortable for years. Even the ones that are breaking us, like, “You have to be in
control.” Or, “You should do better.” Or, “You should know better.” Or, “That was all your fault.” Or, “You are not
enough.” Their weight can pressure is to live as though we’re the experts on our own lives, like we’re 6-year-olds that
know not going to school is definitely what’s best for them.
Corrie says Father tenderly closed his fingers over hers, and gently unwound them from the railing, and “howling
and struggling, [she] was led away from the world [she] knew into a bigger, stranger one.”
John uses different words to describe the big, strange world that Jesus lived in. He calls it the kingdom of God,
being born of the Spirit. He calls it eternal life. Whatever stacks and paperweights had been organizing Nicodemus’ life,
they were being scattered and his head spinning on what it would it mean means to be reborn into life with Jesus. “How
could this be?” he said. Which Jesus answered in the words of verse 16.
“For God so loved the world,” says Jesus, “that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall
not perish but have eternal life.” Love is the force of the Spirit’s wind. Love is the great rule of God’s kingdom. Love is the
never ending substance of the life that lasts forever.
To know anything about love is to know it can’t be controlled and doesn’t seek to control. It’s secure but not really
safe because it will dare what might feel dangerous. In our greatest experiences of love, we simply can’t account for why
someone would give themselves so deeply to us, or why, in spite of the challenges, we would give ourselves so deeply to
another. Love has us filing life experiences under, “How can this be?” because we’re astonished that God can treat us so
well.
Yesterday the session was on a retreat. We didn’t talk about vision or priority because that what the whole church
is working on together in the Fan the Flame Renewal. That’s why I hope you’ll participate in as much of it as you can. Do
sign up for the Bible study. But we did talk about the question Why. Why the church. What is the compelling reason we do
what we do as the church. A reason big enough that those not in the church would find it compelling true.
Here are some of the why statements we came up with. “You are worthy of love and belonging.” That’s a why of
the church. “There is a bigger life than the one that you live on your own.” That’s a why of the church. And then one of
the elders said, “For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son.” And that pretty much sums up all of
them.
What if Jesus walked through our life picking up every paperweight except one, the one that says, “I love you to
death. I love you to life. I love you. I simply do. Jesus.” And he invited us to file everything in our life under that. All our
experiences, good and bad. All people, the ones we like, the ones we don’t like, the ones that have hurt us. File everything
under God’s love that comes to us in Christ, not to condemn us but to bring us into life anew by the labor of his death and
his resurrection that left everyone saying, “How can this be?”
I wonder if, after Jesus died and was raised, Nicodemus discovered that question doesn’t have a satisfactory
answer. At least not with God. Because there’s no explaining love. It just is, and it’s the great reason we’re in this life at all.
The gift we’re born into time and again.
Which makes today a perfectly good day for entering your life all over again. Amen.
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