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Dazzled, blinking and born again
It was dark when Nicodemus visited Jesus. That is where the
story starts – with a small detail of timing – and yet for John,
Nicodemus’ arrival in the dark is significant. This is the kind
of detail that catches his writerly imagination and he spins it
out theologically. Darkness and light. The hidden and the
clear. If we extend the lectionary just a verse or two, we find
John’s passage about those who do evil hating the light and
hiding in darkness so that their deeds may not be exposed.
Perhaps he wants to see Nicodemus as one who wants to be
hidden. He comes, concealed by darkness, to confront
Jesus…..And yet I wonder.
Night time is also a time of quiet visits. In our home, night
time is the time for steps in the hallway. Blue tends to fall
asleep easily most of the time – though he assures me that it
takes him years and he really is awake until at
least midnight – but Beangirl often takes longer to settle.
After the bedroom light is turned off and her brother is
snoozing, she is alone with her thoughts, and it is then that
something will surface that will make her worry or feel
afraid. Something will make her come and look for me. We
might discuss a worry or we might not. Sometimes it is
enough to be together in the light.
I wonder what it was that brought Nicodemus through the
dark streets to the place where Jesus stayed. He begins their
conversation almost formally. “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.”
There is no challenge here. No debate. You might even call it
a confession, although Nicodemus seems to be keep Jesus at
arm’s length by saying “we know” instead of making it
personal. This use of plurality conceals as much as the
shadows do. But Jesus answers him directly, “Very truly, I
tell you, no one can see the kingdom of God without being
born again.”
This passage is often read as one akin to the conversation
with the rich young man, with Nicodemus painted as yet
another Pharisee come to challenge Jesus. But in the passage,
I don’t find that seeking or confrontation at all. Just quiet
footsteps in the dark.
Nicodemus has seen something and he has come to Jesus,
trying to put it into words. And then Jesus does the same for
him. He shows Nicodemus what is going on in his own heart.
Jesus sees Nicodemus as the one who can see the kingdom of

God in his signs and teachings. Jesus tells him that this if
proof that he has been born again.
But this is too much. Nicodemus can’t understand this kind
of poetry. He is a man of logic – a theologian and an
interpreter of the law. Jesus’ words are unsettling.
Nicodemus is not used to standing in a place where reason
fails. But this is a place where we all must stand at some
point in our lives. In joy or in sorrow. In pain or abandon or
grief or loneliness or moments of calling and clarity.
Moments when we are blinded, unsure if we are standing in
the darkness or in the light. Dazzled and blinking. Like birth
itself. And all of life flows from there.
Jesus sees Nicodemus struggling with this paradoxical image
so he tries a different angle. He offers a bit of Jewish
wordplay with the wind and idea of the Spirit that goes right
back to the beginning of Genesis, and when Nicodemus
struggles with that too, Jesus suggests historical images –
Moses in the wilderness, the serpent with the ability to save.
Perhaps these images from their shared religious imagination
might open Nicodemus’s eyes again. Like the signs and
stories of Jesus, these many images are also places where the
kingdom of God might be glimpsed.
It is perhaps ironic that this quiet conversation is remembered
for its loud blockbuster-bumper-sticker conclusion. “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.”
It is a bright, loud verse, ringing with certainty. I wonder
how Nicodemus heard it. Was it for him the moment of
clarity? Or was it the layered images that worked their way
into his understanding and brought him, in the end, to the
foot of the cross?
In these Lenten days, perhaps we need both. We need the
quiet darkness in which we can approach Jesus. And we need
the bright light of clarity. We need Jesus’ encouragement to
look more broadly, to see what troubles us, what makes us
question and what we need to share. We need the thousand
images Christ offers – signs
and wonders in the natural
world, poetry from our
history, words of promise and
lasting life, and we need
these bright, bright words of
Christ.
~ Katie Munnik,
The Presbyterian Record

Reflecting on the Word
____1st Reading: Genesis 12:1-4a
How have you experienced God’s call in your life to
leave home “for a land that I will show you”? Do you
think that there is any connection from Abraham’s call to
obey God, and to receive a blessing, and the call of God
in our own lives? If so, what about the issue of “being a
blessing” to others in turn? What purposes might God
have for your life — so that others might receive the
blessing of God through you? Sermons that Work, The
Lectionary Lab

____Psalm Reading: Psalm 121
As you reflect over the circumstances of your own life,
can you see times and ways that God was present with
you, a “very present help in trouble?” Judging from the
words and phrases most often repeated in this psalm, what
is its major theme? How does the second verse in each of
the four verse pairs (vv. 2, 4, 6, 8) expand on the minitheme of the introductory line in each pair (vv. 1, 3, 5, 7)?
What kind of help does the Lord provide his people along
the journey? Consider one time, day or night, when you
slipped badly and fell into harm's way. How was God
watching over you in that situation? The Lectionary Lab,
Quiet Time Bible Study, InterVarsity Press

we do not know
What made [Nicodemus] cling to human religious ways
and theological certitudes
devoid of the wind, of the breath, of the Spirit,
that made him blind to the new ways of God?
...
In the face of the certitudes, the “we know” of
Nicodemus,
Jesus proposes another way:
they way of “not knowing,”
of being born from “above.”
That means becoming like a child again, a child of God,
a new person,
listening to the Spirit of God and letting ourselves
be guided by the Spirit.
… We do not know where she is leading us.
-Jean Vanier, Drawn into the Mystery of Jesus through
the Gospel of John via Suzanne Guthrie, At the Edge of
Enclosure
____3rd Reading: Romans 4:1-5, 13-17

Praying Toward Sunday
This is love.
Not that you spoke words of comfort,
walked with the unclean and unloved,
shared wisdom, bread and wine,
brought healing into lives
and challenged the status quo.
This is love.
That you spoke the word of God,
walked a painful road to the Cross,
shared living water, bread of life,
brought Salvation to the world
and died for the sake of all.
This is love.
It is a seed
sown in the ground,
which germinates,
blossoms,
and spreads its sweet perfume.
~ John Birch, Faith and W orship

Abraham was a big deal to the Jews. They placed him on a
pedestal of perfection. Is there anything wrong with
looking up to heroes of the faith? Why do we have a
tendency idolize celebrities and heroes? Why is it so
difficult to forgive others? When it comes to forgiving
others who have sinned against us, we tend to either lessen
the severity of sin or leave the situation altogether without
processing the sin. What is wrong with both of these
scenarios? What would you say to someone who struggles
to forgive themselves for past sin? Paul notes that
Abraham and his offspring are heirs of the world. What do
you believe this means? How is the nation of Israel in the
Bible a small picture of God’s cosmic renewal? If the law
brings God’s wrath, why not just get rid of the law? Mars
Hill Church

____4th Reading: John 3:1-17
In our technological world, have you ever felt that "too
much" knowledge might keep you from hearing truth with
your heart instead of your brain? Nicodemus relies on
what he has seen and heard about (the miracles of Jesus) as
reason to believe. What do you rely on? Have you ever
felt uncomfortable with the way this text is used? What is
the purpose of prayer and fasting in Lent? Have you ever
felt that you were "born again"? Was this a graceful
experience, or a difficult struggle, or both? What are the
challenges you face to allowing God’s Spirit to lead to the
new birth of which Jesus speaks? Weekly Seeds, Sermons
that Work

