Kook 14 SUNDAY, JUNE 2, 1985

"WHAT ARE YOU LOOKING FOR?"

JOHN 3:1-8

[T MAY BE THAT NO PASSAGE

BIBLE IS MORE USED AND MIS-USED THAN T

OR STORY FROM THE

HE ONE

JUST READ--THE STORY OF NICODEMUS COMING TO

SEE JESUS IN SECRET. USUALLY,
ON THIS TEXT DWELL ALMOST ENTIRELY ON THE

PHRASE--"BORN ANEW,” OR “BORN AGAIN.”

SERMONS PREACHED

LITTLE

IS SAID ABOUT NICODEMUS--WHY HE CAME THAT
NIGHT AND WHAT HE WAS LOOKING FOR IN HIS

MEETING WITH JESUS, AND WH
RESULT OF THE ENCOUNTER.,

AT HAPPENED AS

IN FACT, I THINK THE PHRASE “BORN AGAIN"

NOT ONLY MIS-USED, BUT OVE
ACCORDING TO THE GOSPELS,
AND JOHN, JESUS ONLY USED
ONE TIME IN TALKING WITH N
GOSPEL RECORDS SHOW THAT JE

MATTHEW, MARK,

A

IS

R-USED IN OUR TIME,
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THE PHRASE THIS

ICODEMUS., [THE

OF OTHER INDIVIDUALS WHO WERE LOOKING FO

NEW MEANING IN THEIR LIVES.,

SUS MET ALL KINDS

R

A NEW UNDERSTANDING

OF RELIGION, A NEW UNDERSTANDING OF GOD, A
DEEPENING OF THEIR SPIRITUAL LIFE--AND YET
JESUS DID NOT USE THIS PHRASE IN DESCRIBING

TO THEM WHAT IT MEANS TO B

E ONE OF HIS

FOLLOWERS. AS FAR AS WE KNOW, JESUS NEVER



USED THE TERM WITH HIS TWELVE DISCIPLES, AND

THEY NEVER USED IT IN THEIR OWN TEACHING AND
PREACHING AFTER THE RESURRECTION,

SO THIS MORNING, LET'S LOOK AT THIS PHARISEE
NAMED NICODEMUS. WE WILL TRY TO UNDERSTAND
WHY HE CAME TO JESUS; WHAT HE WAS LOOKING
FOR; AND WHY JESUS TALKED TO HIM ABOUT BEING
BORN ANEW, BUT TALKED WITH OTHER PEOPLE IN
DIFFERENT TERMS.

To BEGIN, LET'S SET THE SCENE OF THIS MEETING
BETWEEN NICODEMUS AND JESUS. JESUS AND HIS
DISCIPLES HAD HAD A LONG AND TIRING DAY. Now

NIGHT HAD COME AND WHILE HIS DISCIPLES TOOK
THEIR REST, JESUS FOUND TIME TO BE ALONE,
HE NEEDED TO RENEW HIS STRENGTH.,

WHILE HE WAS ALONE IN THE DARKNESS, NICODEMUS
CAME TO SEE HIM IN SECRET. HE WAS A PHARISEE
AND FROM THE ACCOUNT OF THIS INTERVIEW AND
FROM HIS FURTHER APPEARANCES IN THE GOSPEL
DRAMA, WE KNOW SOMETHING ABOUT HIM,

WE CAN JUDGE FROM THE EVIDENCE THAT HE WAS
COMPARATIVELY WEALTHY, AN ARISTOCRAT WHO
BELONGED TO ONE OF THE DISTINGUISHED
JERUSALEM FAMILIES, TO BE A PHARISEE MEANT
THAT ONE BELONGED TO THAT MOST EXCLUSIVE
RELIGIOUS GROUP WITHIN THE JEWISH FAITH WHOSE
MEMBERS HAD PLEDGED THEMSELVES TO SPEND ALL
THEIR LIVES OBSERVING EVERY DETAIL OF THE
SACRED LAW,




WE MUST NOT ALLOW THEIR HOSTILITY TOWARDS
JESUS TO OBSCURE THE FACT THAT IN MANY WAYS

THE PHARISEES WERE THE FINEST PEOPLE, THE

MOST MORALLY UPRIGHT IN THE WHOLE COUNTRY,

THE NAME "PHARISEE” MEANS “THE SEPARATED ONE;”
AND THAT DESCRIBES HIM EXACTLY--A MAN WHO
SEPARATED HIMSELF FROM THE WORLD'S PLEASURES
IN ORDER TO LEAD A LIFE OF EXEMPLARY DEVOTION
AND GOODNESS,

WE ALSO KNOW THAT NICODEMUS WAS A RULER OF
THE JEWS., WHICH MEANT THAT HE HELD A SEAT

IN THE SANHEDRIN, THE SUPREME COURT OF SEVENTY
MEMBERS RESPONSIBLE FOR SAFEGUARDING RELIGIOUS
ORTHODOXY AND EXERCISING RELIGIOUS JURISDICTION
OVER EVERY JEW IN THE WORLD.

NO DOUBT JESUS WAS ASTONISHED TO HAVE THIS
PILLAR OF THE ESTABLISHMENT COME TO SEE HIM

IN SECRET. MoST oF JESUS' TIME HAD BEEN SPENT
WITH MORE COMMON PEOPLE--PEASANTS, FARMERS,
FISHERMEN, MERCHANTS--THOSE WITH LITTLE SOCIAL
OR ECONOMIC STANDING IN THE COMMUNITY, NICODEMUS
PROBABLY REPRESENTED HIS FIRST POINT OF CONTACT
WITH SOCIETY'S UPPER CRUST; AND WHAT MADE

IT ALL THE MORE REMARKABLE WAS THE FACT THAT
THIS PILLAR OF THE ESTABLISHMENT HAD TAKEN

THE INITIATIVE AND CAME TO SEE JESUS.

ONE WAY TO UNDERSTAND STORIES LIKE THIS ONE
IS TO SEE HOW NICODEMUS REPRESENTS US.



1. FIRST OF ALL, HE WAS A SOLID RESPECTABLE
CITIZEN WHO BELIEVED THAT HE HAD A BUILT-

IN STRENGTH OF CHARACTER TO WHICH JESUS COULD
ADD LITTLE. THERE ARE MANY INTELLIGENT,
CHARMING, DECENT PEOLE WHO ARE NOT RELIGIOUS
BECAUSE THEY HONESTLY FEEL NO NEED OF RELIGION,
THEY LOOK UPON THE PRACTICE OF PIETY AS A
SUBSTITUTE FOR WORLDLY SUCCESS, THE REFUGE

OF THE POOR, THE WEAK, THE MORALLY DEGRADED.
THEY REGARD RELIGION AS A KIND OF AMBULANCE,
THE CHURCH AS HOSPITAL AND CHRIST AS A PHYSICIAN

TO WHOM ThEY CAN TURN AS A LAST RESORT 1IN
CRISIS OR OLD AGE. IN THE MEANTIME. THEY

CAN TAKE CARE OF THEMSELVES. THEY DON’T NEED
GOD.

SUCH PEOPLE ARE NOT ANTI-RELIGIOUS. THEY
THINK THE AMBULANCE SERVICE IS A GOOD THING,
THEY WANT THE BEST AMBULANCE AND HOSPITAL
AVAILABLE IF AND WHEN THEY NEED IT--THUS THEY
MAY EVEN CONTRIBUTE TO THE UPKEEP OF THE
HOSPITAL AND HONOR IT WITH THEIR PRESENCE

ON STATED OCCASIONS,

EVEN WITHIN THE CHURCH WE CAN FIND A COUNTERPART
OF NICODEMUS. HERE HE REPRESENTS WHAT IS
SOMETIMES CALL THE “IN-GROUP.” IT INCLUDES
THOSE WHO HAVE INHERITED THE CHRISTIAN FAITH

AND HAVE NEVER HAD A REASON TO DOUBT IT. BUT

AT THE SAME TIME, THEY KNOW DEEP DOWN THERE

IS A KIND OF SPIRITUAL VACUUM IN THEIR LIVES--
SOMETHING IS MISSING, THEY ARE NOT GROWING




AND MATURING IN A SPIRITUAL SENSE. THEY ARE

LOOKING FOR SOMETHING MORE WHEN THEY ARE OPEN
ENOUGH TO ADMIT IT.

2, SECONDLY, MANY OF US ARE ALSO LIKE NICODEMUS
IN THE WAY WE APPROACH JESUS. THERE WERE

MANY IN JESUS’ TIME WHO APPROACHED HIM OPENLY
AND WITHOUT HESITATION, SICK PEOPLE TRIED

TO TOUCH HIM, OTHERS CAME TO HIM AND ASKED

FOR HELP, THEY SEEMED TO RECOGNIZE THAT HE
COULD DO FOR THEM WHAT THEY COULD NOT DO FOR
THEMSELVES.

NOT SO WITH NICODEMUS. HE CAME TO JESUS
SECRETLY AND HE CAME TO DISCUSS RELIGION IN

A PHILOSOPHICAL DETACHED WAY. HE DIDN'T WANT
TO APPEAR TOO EAGER., IN FACT, IN HIS OPENING
STATEMENT HE USED THE PRONOUN “WE,"” INSTEAD

OF “1.” HE DIDN’T WANT TO SOUND TOO PERSONALLY
INTERESTED. THUS HE SAID, “"WE KNOW THAT YOU
ARE A TEACHER COME FROM GOD.” HE DIDN’T WANT
TO BECOME TOO PERSONALLY INVOLVED.

5. THIRDLY, NICODEMUS REPRESENTS US IN THAT

HE WAS NOT SURE WHAT HE IS LOOKING FOR, BEYOND
THAT OPENING STATEMENT, THE GOSPEL OF JOHN
DOESN'T TELL US WHAT NICODEMUS HAD ON HIS
MIND--WHAT HE WAS LOOKING FOR., ALL WE CAN

DO IS TO MAKE SOME EDUCATED GUESSES BASED

ON HOW JESUS ANSWERED HIM. NICODEMUS WAS

LIKE MANY PEOPLE WHO COME TO COUNSELORS AND

KNOW THEY HAVE A PROBLEM, BUT THEY ARE NOT
ABLE TO CLEARLY COMMUNICATE WHAT THE PROBLEM
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[ BELIEVE THAT THERE ARE MANY PEOPLE WHO COME
TO A CHURCH LIKE THIS IN THE SAME TENTATIVE
WAY, THEY KNOW THERE IS A DEEPER SPIRITUAL
SIDE TO LIFE, BUT DON'T KNOW QUITE HOW TO
ASK THE QUESTION, [HEY COME SEARCHING--YET
ARE NOT SURE EXACTLY WHAT THEY ARE LOOKING
FOR,

WHAT WAS NICODEMUS LOOKING FOR? PERHAPS HE

HAD HEARD JESUS PREACH AND SEEN HIM PERFORM
MIRACLES AND EACH TIME HAD COME AWAY PERSUADED

THAT, WHOEVER OR WHATEVER ELSE HE MIGHT BE,
THIS YOUNG EX-CARPENTER FROM NAZARETH HAD

A UNIQUE RELATIONSHIP WITH GOD AND NICODEMUS
WANTED TO HAVE A SIMILAR KIND OF RELATIONSHIP

WITH GOD,

THERE WAS NO QUESTION THAT JESUS POSSESSED
SOMETHING, A QUALITY OF LIFE FOR WHICH HE,
NICODEMUS, DESPITE ALL HIS WEALTH AND SOC IAL
PROMINENCE, HAD PASSIONATELY LONGED, BUT WHICH
HE HAD NEVER BEEN ABLE TO FIND IN HIS OWN
PRACTICE OF RELIGION, AN IRRESTISTIBLE URGE
DROVE HIM TO SEEK JESUS OUT AND TALK WITH

HIM PRIVATELY. BEhIND ALL HIS VENEER OF PIETY
AND RESPECTABILITY WAS AN ACHING VOID THAT

CHRIST ALONE COULD FILL,

JESUS HELPED HIM TO SEE WHAT HE WAS LOOKING
FOR--THAT'S WHY IN THE CONVERSATION JESUS



SAID AT ONE POINT--"TRULY, TRULY I SAY TO
YOU, UNLESS ONE IS BORN ANEW, HE CANNOT SEE

THE

KINGDOM OF GoD.”

LIKE MANY OF US, NICODEMUS DID NOT UNDERSTAND,
OR RATHER MISUNDERSTOOD, WHAT JESUS WAS TALKING

ABOUT--HE WONDERED AND ASKED, "How CAN A MAN
BE BORN WHEN HE 1S oLD? CAN HE ENTER A SECOND

TIME INTO HIS MOTHER'’S WOMB AND BE BORN?”

So JESUS HAD TO EXPLAIN FURTHER. HE WAS

TALKING ABOUT A SPIRITUAL REBIRTH--SO THAT
NICODEMUS WOULD REGIN TO SEE THE WHOLE WORLD

AND
WAY

AS
INC

GOD AND HIS RELATIONSHIP TO GOD IN A NEW

[ MENTIONED EARLIER, THIS IS THE ONLY
IDENT IN THE BIBLE WHERE JESUS USED THE

TERM, “BORN ANEW.” WHEN OTHER PEOPLE CAME
TO JESUS LOOKING FOR A NEW AND DEEPER
RELATIONSHIP WITH GOD AND WITH OTHERS--HE
GAVE DIFFERENT PRESCRIPTIONS. TO SOME, LIKE

HIS

DISCIPLES, HE SAID SIMPLY--"FOLLOW ME,”

To ANOTHER PERSON HE SAID, "“SELL ALL YOU HAVE

AND
FOL
LOO
IN

GIVE THE MONEY TO THE POOR AND THEN COME
_OW ME.” O YET ANOTHER PERSON WHO WAS
KING FOR SOMETHING MORE IN HIS LIFE AND

HIS RELIGION, JESUS SAID, “GO AND LOVE

PEOPLE AND BE A NEIGHBOR TO THEM IN THE SAME

WAY

AS THE GOOD SAMARITAN LOVED AND HELPED

PEOPLE,"”
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[ SEE AND HEAR ABOUT A LOT OF PEOPLE WHO CLAIM
TO BE "BORN ANEW" CHRISTIANS, BUT THERE AREN'T
TOO MANY WHO CLAIM TO BE "SELL ALL YOU HAVE,
GIVE TO THE POOR AND FOLLOW ME"” CHRISTIANS,

OR “"GooD SAMARITAN CHRISTIANS.”

JESUS WAS A SUPERB SPIRITUAL COUNSELOR. WHEN
SOMEONE CAME TO HIM WITH A QUESTION ABOUT
HOW TO GET MORE CLOSELY CONNECTED WITH GOD

AND THE SPIRITUAL FORCES OF THE UNIVERSE,
HE FIRST POINTED OUT THE BLOCKS OR BARRIERS

IN THAT PERSON’S LIFE WHICH HAD TO BE REMOVED.,
FACH ONF OF US HAS OUR OWN BLOCKS OR RARRIERC.

[ SAW A CARTOON THE OTHER DAY WHICH SHOWED
A PHYSICIAN STANDING AT THE BEDSIDE OF A
PATIENT AND THIS PATIENT WAS LOOKING VERY
UPSET AND SOUR. THE DOCTOR WAS SAYING TO
HIM, “YOU SHOULD TAKE IT EASY FOR AWHILE MR.
HARNER, YOU'VE BEEN INFECTED BY THE VIRUS
OF HATE."”

JUST AS WE ARE NOT ALWAYS AWARE OF EXACTLY
WHAT WE ARE LOOKING FOR IN LIFE, SO ALSO WE
ARE NOT ALWAYS AWARE OF THE BARRIERS WITHIN
US THAT ARE BLOCKING GOD'S SPIRIT OR GOD'S
LOVE. ON THE OTHER HAND, MANY OF US ARE
WILLING TO LET GOD’S SPIRIT AND LOVE ENTER
OUR LIVES, BUT WE WANT TO RESERVE ONE LITTLE
CORNER OF LIFE WHERE WE KEEP GOD OUT. FOR
EXAMPLE, SOME OF US DON’T WANT GOD MESSING
AROUND WITH HOW WE USE OUR MONEY. OTHERS




OF US DON'T WANT GOD MESSING AROUND WITH OUR
HATES OR RESENTMENTS. JOTILL OTHERS OF US,

LIKE NICODEMUS, DON'T WANT GOD MESSING AROUND
WITH OUR UNDERSTANDING AND PRACTICE OF RELIGION,
AND THERE ARE OTHERS WHO DON’T WANT GOD MESSING
AROUND WITH HOW THEY RUN THEIR BUSINESS, OR
FAMILY, OR MARRIAGE.,

IN THE CASE OF NICODEMUS, HE WAS SO TIED TO
HE OLD WAY OF SEEING THE WORLD AND OF SEEING
GOD, THAT HE WAS BLIND TO THE ACTIVITY OF

GOD HERE AND NOW. THAT'S WHY JESUS SAID TO
HIM--YOU MUST BE OPEN TO SEEING (0D AND THE
WORLD IN A NEW WAY--YOU NEED A NEW SPIRIT

ABOUT YOU. YOU NEED TO BECOME LIKE A CHILD--
BE BORN ANEW.

So NICODEMUS REPRESENTS US IN THESE WAYS:

1) HE WAS A SOLID RESPECTABLE RELIGIOUS
INDIVIDUAL, BUT YET SENSED SOMETHING WAS

MISSING IN HIS _IFE, 2) HE APPROACHED JESUS
TIMIDLY, SECRETLY AND HESITANTLY--NOT SURE

THAT HE REALLY WANTED TO FIND OUT WHAT WAS
MISSING IN HIS LIFE; AND, 3) HE WAS NOT SURE
WHAT HE WAS LOOKING FOR, BUT HIS ENCOUNTER

WITH JESUS HELPED HIM TO DISCOVER WHAT IT

WAS., HE WANTED A VITAL, FULFILLING RELATIONSHIP
WITH GOD. HE WANTED HIS RELIGION TO BE SOMETHING

MORE THAN IT HAD BEEN,

AND THIS LEADS TO A FOURTH WAY IN WHICH
NICODEMUS REPRESENTS SOME OF US.,
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4, ALTHOUGH JESUS SHOWED HIM WHAT HE WAS
LOOKING FOR AND HOW HE COULD HAVE IT, HE STILL
MISSED IT. HE WAS NOT WILLING TO TAKE THE
RISK AND LET GOD'’S SPIRIT TAKE OVER HIS LIFE,
WE SEE IN HIM THE TYPE OF PERSON WHO CAN
ACHIEVE HONOR IN CHURCH AND COMMUNITY AND
STILL MISS THE GREATEST THING IN LIFE,

LATER IN THE NEW TESTAMENT STORIES WHEN THE
SANHEDRIN DECIDED TO DO AWAY WITH JESUS,
NICODEMUS CAME WEAKLY TO HIS DEFENSE.,

HOWEVER, HIS SMALL PROTEST WENT UNHEEDED AND
THE MURDEROUS PLOT REACHED ITS CLIMAX ON
CALVARY. IN THE END, THE BEST THAT NICODEMUS

COULD DO FOR JESUS WAS TO HELP TAKE HIS MANGLED
CORPSE DOWN FROM THE CROSS AND PROVIDE THE
MATERIALS FOR A DECENT BURIAL,

[T MIGHT’VE TURNED OUT DIFFERENTLY. NICODEMUS
COULD'VE BEEN BORN ANEW--BECOME A CHANGED

MAN, READY TO USE ALL HIS INFLUENCE AND TO
SACRIFICE ALL HIS WEALTH AND PRESTIGE FOR

THE SAKE OF CHRIST. PERHAPS HIS NAME COULD'VE
FIGURED PROMINENTLY IN THE EARLY CHURCH AS

ONE WHO PROCLAIMED FEARLESSLY THE GOOD NEWS

OF THE RISEN CHRIST. YET IN ALL PROBABILITY,
HE NEVER KNEW THAT CHRIST LIVED ON, AFTER
THE BURIAL OF JESUS, WE NEVER HEAR OF NICODEMUS

AGAIN,

SO IT HAPPENS TO MANY RESPECTABLE PEOPLE, .
THEY ADMIRE JESUS., THEY GO TO CHURCH. THEY
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ENCOUNTER CHRIST IN WORSHIP AND SACRAMENT,

BUT WITH NO REAL CHANGE IN THEIR LIVES., I
HOPE THIS IS NOT THE CASE FOR YOU HERE THIS
MORNING.,

TOO OFTEN FOR MOST OF US, WHEN WE THINK OF
CONVERSION, OF BEING BORN ANEW, OR OF TURNING
TO GOD, WE COMMONLY THINK OF PRODIGALS SUDDENLY
TURNING HOMEWARD, OF SOMEOME IN DEEP TROUBLE
SUDDENLY SEEING THE LIGHT. SUCH MIRACLES

OF PERSONAL RENOVATION DO OCCUR, BUT SOME

OF THE MOST NOTABLE CONVERSIONS ARE OF ANOTHER
KIND--CHURCH MEMRERS WHO HAVE NEVER DOURBRTED

CHRISTIANITY, WHO HAVE FOR YEARS BEEN ACQUIESCENT
IN IT AND OBSERVANT IN ITS OUTWARD EXPRESSION,
WHO SUDDENLY MAKE A GREAT DISCOVERY--IT WORKS!

[T ACTUALLY WORKS! GOD'S SPIRIT IS WITHIN

THEM AND AROUND THEM. THIS SPIRIT CAN BE
TRUSTED, ETERNAL LIFE BEGINS HERE AND NOW.

WHEN TRANSLATED INTO TERMS OF DAILY LIFE,

AS A RESOURCE OF INWARD POWER, OVERCOMING
FEAR, REINFORCING COURAGE, LOVING ONE'S
NEIGHBOR, MAKING ONE AN ADEQUATE PERSONALITY
EQUIPPED FOR LIFE, ABLE TO DO WHAT ONE OUGHT

TO DO AND TO ENDURE WHAT ONE MUST STAND, IT
WORKS! (GOD GRANT SOME SUCH CONVERSIONS HERE
TODAY. AMEN.,




