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A lot of folks don’t just show up at a church and fully embrace Jesus. In fact, a 

whole lot more folks often are like Nicodemus, out there on the edge, not really 

sure. Confounded by both the things that must be true and the things we find 

hard to imagine. And then as soon as there is clarity, something else feels 

challenging. If this is your life, pull up a seat with Jesus and Nicodemus. On one 

level, Nic coming to see Jesus at night is a way of not being too obvious, no 

need to call a lot of attention to himself. He isn’t the first or the last person to 

follow Jesus somewhat from afar. He has seen things that make him 

acknowledge they could not happen other than by the hand of God. But he 

struggles with what it might mean if he truly lived into believing in Jesus and 

what this reality would alter. It’s not that his faith is faulty, but he doesn’t see it as 

full grown. He does not yet grasp what God is up to, much less who else might 

be there too. For Nicodemus, he is stymied by his knowledge, asking “How 

can?” And arguing, “But?” On another level, he’s feeling in the dark, like many 

of us may have felt in our lives- those moments when we wish we had a whole 

lot more clarity. Hoping that maybe Jesus will have a simple word and we can 

be on our way. Moving towards Jesus, cautiously dancing around the edges of 

a larger step. 

Jesus meets this literal-mindedness with a frustratingly wild metaphor. “The wind 

blows where it wills, you hear the sound of it but you do not know from where it 

comes or where it goes. So it is with everyone born of the Spirit.” No platitudes 

here- Jesus tells Nicodemus something confounding, that he must be born 

anew. Or as has become a buzz phrase in our more modern context, “born 

again.”  

Nicodemus takes Jesus literally and wonders how on earth he can be 

physically reborn. For me, growing up in a different church, I was expected to 

have a personal faith statement that I could stand and deliver. I was equally 

confounded because despite stories around me, I did not have a “conversion” 

moment. There was no spectacular moment where I accepted Jesus Christ as 

my personal Lord and Savior. There was no decisive event. Instead, I was a little 



girl who from my first memories loved Jesus and loved church. Who missed 

church in the times we did not attend one. I found my way back to church over 

and over because it just always felt right. But none of that makes for a “born 

again” moment. Instead I felt like I was always being brought into something 

unfolding and new that God had in store. I worried that this kind of belief might 

be condemned as insufficient. It didn’t seem like enough. Because if my belief 

wasn’t enough, and I really wasn’t born again, I would not be saved.  

Maybe this sounds silly to you, but you see, when I read that whoever believed 

in Jesus would be saved, if my belief was not the right kind, it was like Jesus was 

saying to me, just like Nicodemus, “how come you don’t get this?” What was I 

to do with the imperative that starts boldly with “YOU”? YOU must be born 

again. And if I couldn’t conjure it up, I somehow had it wrong. A flawed 

interpretation places the emphasis on that word “you.” I can no more save 

myself than I could have physically birthed myself.  

This is why two things to me in this passage are so important: 

The first is that the other way to read this birthing phrase is that we must be born 

“from above.” By God’s hand, and God’s will. The Spirit blows where the Spirit 

will and God has decided the Spirit blows in our direction. What if hearing “you 

must be born” as a command is not the only option? What if it is in fact an 

invitation? That being born anew is about Jesus asking Nicodemus to let God 

work in his life, to birth something? In the face of the certitudes, the “we know” 

of Nicodemus, Jesus proposes another way: the 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 

same Spirit. (Drawn into the Mystery of Jesus through the Gospel of John) 

Jesus confronts Nicodemus' knowing with the essential necessity of unknowing. 

The author of the Cloud of Unknowing says that God can be loved, says the but 

not thought. He has been able to safely and securely gestate and grow. But 

now, just like with a baby about to be born, Jesus could be telling Nicodemus, 

“I think it’s time for you to meet a new world.” God who creates us, and nurtures 

us, wants us to move into the fullness of life, into a faith lived wholly in the world. 

This leads me to the second takeaway from this reading- why verse 17 is so 

vitally important for this reading. This lesson used to cut off at verse 16, ending 

with our belief. But by restoring the rest of the thought we hear that God sent the 

Son, sent Jesus, into the world, from above- not to condemn the world, but to 

save it. By God’s will, the Spirit comes into our midst as Jesus lives, dies and is 



resurrected, to help us grasp that God loves us and chooses to save us-Coming 

completely beyond us and any of our effort or failing. This is the heart of grace. 

Like a baby about to be born, we don’t fully know what will be revealed. We will 

find out just how helpless we are, how little we know, and just how messy and 

even laborious it is to enter the new chapter God is birthing. This gospel is 

nonetheless inviting us to continually open our imagination, to reconsider our 

relationship with God, and to come into the light of the day as God brings us to 

new life.  


