Bovlc 15 SUNDAY, MAY 4, 1986

"BORN AGAIN AS CHILDREN"

JOHN 3:1-3, MARK 10:13-16

A TERM THAT IS FREQUENTLY USED IN THE CHRISTIAN
FAITH IS “BORN AGAIN.,” TO HAVE A NEW BIRTH

IS A NEW TESTAMENT CONCEPT, AN EXPERIENCE THAT
COMES IN A VARIETY OF WAYS TO THOSE WHO IDENTIFY
THEMSELVES AS CHRISTIANS., IN THE BEST USE OF

THE TERM, TO BE "“BORN AGAIN,"” DESCRIBES AN
INDIVIDUAL WHOSE LIFE HAS BEEN CHANGED, EITHER

SUDDENLY OR GRADUALLY, BECAUSE OF JESUS CHRIST.

THE PHRASE, "“BORN AGAIN,"” OR AS THE REVISED
STANDARD VERSION TRANSLATION HAS IT, “BORN
ANEW,” 1S FOUND IN THE GOSPEL OF JOHN IN THE
STORY OF A MEETING BETWEEN JESUS AND NICODEMUS,

THAT BRIEF STORY WAS READ EARLIER AS PART OF
THE SCRIPTURE READING, NICODEMUS, A JEWISH
RELIGIOUS AND POLITICAL LEADER, HAD HEARD ABOUT
JESUS, PERHAPS HAD SEEN HIM., HE WAS INTRIGUED
BY HIM AND HIS TEACHINGS, HE ALSO KNEW THAT

JESUS WAS A CONTROVERSIAL FIGURE AMONG THE JEWS,
SO HE ARRANGED TO MEET JESUS SECRETLY AT NIGHT.

HE DIDN'T WANT ANY OF HIS FRIENDS OR COLLEAGUES
TO KNOW ABOUT THE MEETING, HE HAD SOME QUESTIONS

HE WANTED TO ASK. NICODEMUS WAS SEARCHING TO
DISCOVER GOD’'S WILL.,

ALTHOUGH WE DO NOT KNOW EXACTLY WHAT QUESTIONS
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HE ASKED JESUS, WE CAN INFER WHAT SOME OF THE

QUESTIONS WERE BY THE ANSWERS JESUS GAVE,
NICODEMUS HAD ASKED, “How CAN I TELL IF GOD

IS TRULY A PART OF MY LIFE?" OR PERHAPS HE

HAD PHRASED IT ANOTHER WAY, “How CAN I SEE MORE
CLEARLY THAT GOD IS AT WORK IN THE WORLD AND

IN MY LIFE?" BEHIND THE QUESTIONS WAS HIS
SEARCH FOR MORE MEANING AND PURPOSE AND

DIRECTION IN HIS LIVING., JESUS ANSWERED HIM
BY SAYING, “UNLESS ONE IS BORN ANEW, HE OR SHE
CANNOT SEE THE KINGDOM OF GoD.” NOTICE ESPECIALLY

THAT JESUS SAID, “THAT PERSON CANNOT SEE THE
{LINGDOM oOF Gobn.” ONE HAS TO HAVE A CERTAIN

KIND OF VISION WHICH COMES FROM A CHANGED LIFE
BEFORE ONE CAN BE AWARE OF GOD IN HIS OR HER
OWN LIFE AND AWARE OF GOD AT WORK IN THE WORLD,

THE GOSPEL OF LUKE REPORTS THAT ONE DAY A LAWYER
ASKED JESUS A SIMILAR QUESTION IN A DIFFERENT
WAY--"WHAT SHALL I DO TO INHERIT ETERNAL LIFE?"
IN THIS CASE, JESUS ASKED THE LAWYER A QUESTION
IN RETURN, “WHAT IS WRITTEN IN THE LAW?" THE
LAWYER ANSWERED, “YOU SHALL LOVE THE LORD YOUR
GOD WITH ALL YOUR HEART, AND WITH ALL YOUR SOUL,
AND WITH ALL YOUR STRENGTH, AND WITH ALL YOUR
MIND, AND YOUR NEIGHBOR AS YOURSELF.” "You

HAVE ANSWERED RIGHT,"” JESUS SAID, “Do THIS AND
YOU WILL LIVE.” BUT THEN THE LAWYER ASKED THE
ALL IMPORTANT FOLLOW-UP QUESTION, "AND WHO IS

MY NEIGHBOR?" AS AN ANSWER, JESUS TOLD THE
STORY OF THE GOOD SAMARITAN TO POINT OUT THAT

ANY PERSON IN NEED IS ONE'S NEIGHBOR, EVEN
PEOPLE WE DON’'T LIKE, AND THAT WE ARE TO LOVE
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SUCH PEOPLE AS MUCH AS WE LOVE OURSELVES AND
TO LOVE THEM MEANS TO BE OF HELP TO THEM IN
SOME VERY PRACTICAL WAYS--NOT JUST LOVE IN
THEORY ,

THEN THE GOSPEL OF LUKE, IN ANOTHER PLACE,
REPORTS THAT ONE DAY ANOTHER YOUNG MAN ASKED
JESUS THE SAME QUESTION, "(GOOD TEACHER, WHAT
SHALL I DO TO INHERIT ETERNAL LIFE?"” JESUS

SAID TO THIS MAN, “You KNOW THE COMMANDMENTS:
DO NOT COMMIT ADULTERY, DO NOT KILL, DO NOT

STEAL, DO NOT BEAR FALSE WITNESS, HONOR YOUR
FATHER AND YOUR MOTHER.” AND THE YOUNG MAN

REPLIED, "ALL THESE I HAVE OBSERVED FROM MY

YOUTH.” THEN JESUS SAID, “ONE THING YOU STILL

LACK, SELL ALL YOU HAVE AND GIVE THE MONEY TO

THE POOR, AND YOU WILL HAVE TREASURE IN HEAVEN,

AND COME FOLLOW ME."” DBUT WHEN THE MAN HEARD
HIS, HE BECAME SAD, FOR HE WAS VERY RICH.
HE DID NOT FOLLOW JESUS. THE POINT IS THAT
JESUS CALLS US TO BE BORN ANEW IN A NUMBER OF
WAYS. IN EACH CASE, THE SAME BASIC QUESTION
WAS ASKED, BUT IT GOT A DIFFERENT ANSWER,

WHAT PUZZELS ME IS THAT SOME PEOPLE INSIST ON

AND FOLLOWING JESUS ON THE PASSAGE FROM THE
GosPEL OF JOHN, WHERE JESUS TELLS NICODEMUS

TO BE BORN ANEW. AND THAT WOULD BE OKAY, BUT
THEN THEY GO ON TO SAY THAT EACH PERSON NEEDS

OTHERWISE HE OR SHE CANNOT BE CONSIDERED TO
BE A PART OF GOD’'S COMMUNITY.

AND

BUILDING THEIR WHOLE CASE FOR BECOMING A CHRISTIAN

O HAVE A PARTICULAR KIND OF NEW BIRTH EXPERIENCE
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BUT WE COULD JUST AS LOGICALLY CHOOSE ONE OF

THE OTHER TWO INCIDENTS FROM THE GOSPEL OF LUKE
AND SAY FOR EXAMPLE, THAT UNLESS AN INDIVIDUAL
SELLS ALL THAT HE OR SHE HAS AND GIVES THE
PROCEEDS TO THE POOR, THAT PERSON CANNOT BE

A PART OF GOD'S COMMUNITY. THEN WE WOULD NOT
HAVE BORN ANEW CHRISTIANS, BUT “SELL-ALL-YOU-
HAVE"” CHRISTIANS., THERE AREN'T TOO MANY OF

THOSE AROUND,

WHAT WE FORGET IN ALL OF THIS IS THAT IN EACH

CASE, JESUS GAVE A SPECIFIC ANSWER TO A SPECIFIC
PERSON. HE TAILORED HIS ANSWER ACCORDING TO

WHAT WAS THE BARRIER IN THAT PERSON’S LIFE.

BUT THERE'S EVEN MORE, IN THE SECOND NEW
TESTAMENT READING THIS MORNING FROM THE GOSPEL
OF MARK, JESUS TELLS THOSE WHO ARE IN THE CROWD
LISTENING TO HIM, "TRULY I SAY TO YOU, WHOEVER
DOES NOT RECEIVE THE KINGDOM OF GOD LIKE A CHILD
SHALL NOT ENTER IT.” HERE'’S ANOTHER WAY TO

BE BORN ANEW! To BECOME LIKE A CHILD,

S0, ACCORDING TO JESUS, TO EXPERIENCE GOD’S
KINGDOM, OR GOD'’S COMMUNITY, OR GOD'’S PRESENCE
IN ONE'S LIFE AND IN THE WORLD, SOME PEOPLE

HAVE TO BECOME MORE LOVING NEIGHBORS, SOME OF
UuS HAVE TO GIVE AWAY ALL WE HAVE, SOME OF US

HAVE TO HAVE A NEW WAY OF SEEING AND NEED A
SPIRITUAL REBIRTH, AND SOME OF US HAVE TO BECOME

LIKE CHILDREN AGAIN, IN FACT, BECOMING LIKE

CHILDREN AGAIN CAN BE A SPIRITUAL REBIRTH. AND
SOME OF US NEED ALL OF THOSE CHANGES IN OUR




LIVES,

THIS MORNING, WE ARE GOING TO LOOK MORE
SPECIFICALLY AT JESUS' SUGGESTION OF BECOMING
LIKE CHILDREN, SOME OF US NEED TO BE BORN AGAIN
AS CHILDREN, WE'RE NOT TALKING HERE ABOUT BEING
"CHILDISH,"” BUT ABOUT BEING "CHILDLIKE,”

IN BEING CHILDLIKE, JESUS FOUND THAT ALMOST
PERFECT ANALOGY FOR MEMBERSHIP IN GOD’S COMMUNITY.
"LOOK AT THIS CHILD IN MY ARMS.,” HE SAID, "To

SUCH BELONGS THE KINGDOM OF GoD."” "WHOEVER
DOES NOT RECEIVE THE KINGDOM OF GOD LIKE A CHILD

SHALL NOT ENTER IT.”

WHAT THEN ARE SOME OF THESE CHARACTERISTICS
WHICH CHILDREN HAVE AND WHICH WE ALSO NEED TO
HAVE, NO MATTER WHAT OUR AGE, IF WE ARE TO ENTER
GoD'Ss KINGDOM?

1., FIRST OF ALL, CHILDREN HAVE AN ACTIVE AND
CREATIVE IMAGINATION, WHICH HELPS THEM TO SEE
THINGS WE DO NOT SEE. A TEACHER DESCRIBED AN
EXPERIMENT WHICH HE FREQUENTLY USES. "IF I
HELD UP A SHEET OF WHITE PAPER AND PUT A BLACK

DOT ON IT WITH MY PEN, WHAT WOULD YOU SEE?”

HE HAS USED THIS DEMONSTRATION WITH THOUSANDS
OF ADULTS IN SEMINARS, AND INVARIABLY HE GETS
THE SAME ANSWER, “A BLACK DOT.” WHEN HE TRIED
THE SAME THING WITH A KINDERGARTEN CLASS., A

LOT OF HANDS WENT UP, AND THE ANSWERS WERE MANY
AND DIFFERENT. “A MEXICAN HAT, PIPED ONE
YOUNGSTER, “No, THAT’S A BURNT HAMBURGER,”
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SAID ANOTHER. “A SQUASHED BUG,"” OBSERVED A
THIRD.

WHEN WE’'RE YOUNG, WE'RE NATURALLY CREATIVE

BECAUSE WE LET OUR MINDS RUN FREE, BUT AS

WE'RE TAUGHT TO FOLLOW THE RULES, OUR THINKING
NARROWS, NOW OF COURSE FOR MUCH OF LIFE THIS

CAN BE A BLESSING., THERE ARE RULES AND GUIDELINES
WHICH ARE VERY HELPFUL. IT WOULDN'T DO TO CREATE
A NEW WAY GOING HOME FROM WORK IF IT MEANT DRIVING
DOWN THE WRONG SIDE OF THE STREET, OR GOING

THE WRONG WAY ON A ONE-WAY STREET JUST TO BE
CREATIVE.,

BUT IN SO MANY OTHER AREAS OF OUR LIVES, WE
LOSE, OR FORGET, OR PUT DOWN THE NATURAL
~  CREATIVITY AND SPONTANEITY WE HAD AS CHILDREN,

TO BE CREATIVE IS TO BE IN TOUCH WITH GOD, THE
ULTIMATE CREATOR. AND WE ALL HAVE A CERTAIN
AMOUNT OF NATURAL CREATIVE ABILITY. IT IS A
GIFT TO EACH ONE OF US FROM GoD, IT IS BUILT
INTO US, WE CAN COVER IT UP, OR HIDE IT, OR
SUFFOCATE IT.

UNFORTUNATELY, AS WE GROW OLDER WE TEND TO
BECOME MORE CAUTIOUS AND AFRAID, WE BECOME

PRISONERS OF A POINT OF VIEW. A CHILD, ON THE
OTHER HAND, BEING UNCONSCIOUS OF RANK OR RACE,

UNTIL HE OR SHE IS TAUGHT DIFFERENTLY, WILL
NOT WORRY ABOUT COLOR OF SKIN OR ANYTHING ELSE,

~ A KING'S CHILD WILL GLADLY PLAY WITH A RAGMAN’S
CHILD, BUT WE ADULTS OFTEN BELIEVE WE CAN
IMPROVE ON GOD'S WAYS.
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SOME OF US GET SO SET IN OUR WAYS SO EARLY IN
LIFE, NOTHING IS SADDER THAN A PERSON WHO IS
ONLY IN HIS OR HER THIRTIES, BUT HAS NOT HAD.
OR BEEN OPEN TO A NEW IDEA FOR YEARS. AND THEN
OUR IDEA PATTERNS BECOME SO DIFFICULT TO CHANGE,
NO WONDER JESUS SAID, "THAT WHOEVER DOES NOT

RECEIVE THE KINGDOM OF GOD LIKE A CHILD SHALL
NOT ENTER IT."”

WHEN JESUS CALLS US TO BE LIKE CHILDREN SO THAT
WE CAN ENTER GOD’S COMMUNITY, HE IS ASKING US

TO BE OPEN TO NEW WAYS, TO NEW IDEAS, TO SEEING
THE WORLD AND OTHER PEOPLE DIFFERENTLY. WE

ARE TO HAVE THE FRESHNESS OF MIND WHICH IS
EVIDENT IN A CHILD, HE IS ALSO ASKING US TO
HAVE A SENSE OF MYSTERY AND WONDER ABOUT LIFE,
A SENSE THAT WE DO NOT KNOW ALL THERE IS TO
KNOW ABOUT ANYTHING,

SOMEONE DESCRIBED BEING OPEN AND CREATIVE IN
THIS WAY: “DISCOVERY CONSISTS OF SEEING WHAT
EVERYBODY HAS SEEN AND THINKING WHAT NOBODY
HAS THOUGHT."

2. SECONDLY, JESUS USED THE ANALOGY OF BEING
LIKE A CHILD TO ENTER GOD’S COMMUNITY BECAUSE

A CHILD KNOWS THE MEANING OF DEPENDENCE AND
TRUST. A CHILD LOOKS TO THE PARENT FOR ALL
THAT HE OR SHE RECEIVES. [THERE IS A TRUST THAT

WHAT IS NEEDED WILL BE PROVIDED, LIFE IS A
GIFT. THE WORLD IS A GIFT., LOVE IS A GIFT,
[T’S THE KIND OF DEPENDENCE AND TRUST WE ARE
TO HAVE IN GOD.




FURTHERMORE, FOR THE CHILD, NEITHER SOCIAL
CONVENTION, NOR MONEY, NOR STATUS, NOR
OWNERSHIP COUNT. THEY HAVE A DIFFERENT KIND
OF UNDERSTANDING BECAUSE THEIR PERCEPTION HAS
NOT YET BEEN BLUNTED BY COMPROMISE, FATIGUE,
RATIONALIZATION AND THE MISTAKING OF MERE
RESPECTABILITY FOR MORALITY,

IN THE GIVING AND RECEIVING OF GIFTS WHAT COUNTS
FOR THE CHILD IS THE SPIRIT IN WHICH SOMETHING
WAS GIVEN OR RECEIVED. FOR THE ADULT, THE

EXPENSIVE GIFT IS OFTEN PROOF OF DEEP LOVE,
FOR THE CHILD., UNTIL HE OR SHE IS TAUGHT

DIFFERENTLY, JUDGMENT IS FROM ANOTHER POINT
OF VIEW, LOVE'S PROOF IS INTUITIVELY PERCEIVED
IN THE INSPIRATION WHICH HAS GUIDED THE GIVER,

3, THIRDLY, JESUS INVITES US TO BECOME LIKE
CHILDREN BECAUSE OF THEIR SENSE OF GIVING. FROM
THE EARLIEST YEARS, A CHILD SHOWS HIS OR HER

JOY IN GIVING, HE OR SHE GIVES WHAT THEY ARE
ABLE TO GIVE, A SMILE, A LOOK, A KISS. AS SOON
AS THE LITTLE HAND CAN SEIZE AN OBJECT, A TOY.
THE CHILD HOLDS IT OUT AND OFFERS IT TO US,

HE OR SHE MAY WITHHOLD IT FROM SOMEONE WHO WOULD
KEEP IT JEALOUSLY, BUT THE CHILD WILL GIVE
GENEROUSLY TO ANYONE WHO WILL GET INTO THE GAME
OF RECIPROCAL GIVING,

THE CHILD WILL GIVE ALL THAT HE OR SHE FINDS,

[T IS AN ACT OF REGAL LOVE TO PICK A PRETTY
FLOWER AND OFFER IT TO THE FATHER OR MOTHER.,

AND IN THE GAME OF HIDE AND SEEK, WHICH CHILDREN




9

ENJOY SO MUCH, THEY PRETEND TO HIDE ONLY FOR

THE PLEASURE OF GIVING THEMSELVES AWAY AGAIN

AS THEY COME OUT OF THEIR HIDING PLACES OR ARE
FOUND, WE GRAB THEM AND HUG THEM. THE PROOF

IS IN THEIR HAPPY OUTBURSTS. [THE SUPREME GIFT

IS THE GIVING OF ONESELF AS THE CHILD INSTINCTIVELY

KNOWS,

SOMETIMES WHEN WE, AS ADULTS, ARE ACCUSED OF
BEING IN OUR SECOND CHILDHOOD, WE TAKE IT AS
AN INSULT, AND OCCASIONALLY THAT'’S THE WAY IT

IS MEANT. BUT ACCORDING TO JESUS, THERE IS
A KIND OF SECOND CHILDHOOD THAT MANY OF Ucg AS

ADULTS NEED. “TRULY I SAY TO YOU, WHOEVER DOES
NOT RECEIVE THE KINGDOM OF GOD LIKE A CHILD
SHALL NOT ENTER IT."”

WHEN JESUS CALLS US TO BE LIKE CHILDREN, HE
IS ASKING US TO BE OPEN TO NEW WAYS, TO NEW

KINDS OF SEEING, TO BEING CREATIVE, TO NOT BE
AFRAID OF NEW IDEAS, TO HAVE THE FRESHNESS OF
MIND WHICH IS EVIDENT IN A CHILD., HE IS ALSO
ASKING US TO HAVE A DEEP AND BASIC TRUST IN
THE GOODNESS OF (GOD.

THE BASIC POINT THAT JESUS IS MAKING IS THAT
ALL OF US NEED TO BE AS OPEN AS POSSIBLE TO

RECEIVING GOD’S SPIRIT INTO OUR LIVES., IT IS
THE CENTER OF ALL RELIGION., WHETHER ONE CALLS
IT BEING “BORN ANEW” OR “BECOMING LIKE A CHILD,”
OR SOMETHING ELSE, IS NOT IMPORTANT. THE POWER

IS THERE AND AVAILABLE, AND WE NEED IT. SOONER
OR LATER WE RUN INTO SOME SITUATION WHICH IS
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DIFFICULT, TRAGIC, PERILOUS AND THAT ASKS MORE

OF US, MORE POWER THAN LIFE EVER ASKED BEFORE,
[F GOD IS WITH US, THEN LIFE NOR DEATH WILL
NOT DEFEAT US., WE NEED NOT CRACK UP.

TOO OFTEN FOR MANY OF US, WHEN WE THINK OF
CONVERSION, OR OF TURNING TO GOD, WE COMMONLY
THINK OF PRODIGALS SUDDENLY TURNING HOMEWARD,

OR SOME OTHER MORE SPECTACULAR, ALL OF A SUDDEN,
CHANGE OF DIRECTION., SUCH MIRACLES OF PERSONAL
RENOVATION DO TAKE PLACE, BUT SOME OF THE MOST

NOTABLE CONVERSIONS ARE OF ANOTHER KIND--CHURCH
MEMBERS OR NON-CHURCH MEMBERS WHO HAVE NEVER

DOUBTED CHRISTIANITY, WHO HAVE FOR YEARS BEEN
ACQUIESENT IN IT AND OBSERVANT OF ITS OUTWARD
EXPRESSION, WHO THEN MAKE A GREAT DISCOVERY--
IT WORKS! IT ACTUALLY WORKS! THIS IS WHAT

THE BIBLE MEANS BY ENTERING GOD’S KINGDOM, OR
ENTERING ETERNAL LIFE, WHEN TRANSLATED INTO
TERMS OF DAILY LIFE, IT IS A RESOURCE OF INWARD
POWER, OVERCOMING FEAR, REINFORCING COURAGE,
RE-ARRANGING ONE’'S LIFE’'S PRIORITIES, MAKING
ONE AN ADEQUATE PERSONALITY EQUIPPED FOR LIFE
AND LIVING LIFE JOYFULLY, HOPEFULLY AND CREATIVELY,
AND TRUSTING ULTIMATELY IN GOD WHO MAKES ALL
THINGS NEW! AMEN.,




