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John 3:1-17 
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 The Risk of Birth 
 

This past week, I had the opportunity to attend a conference called the NEXT 
Church Conference. There were about 600 folks who attended from all over 
the country and we gathered this year in Cincinnati, Ohio. This particular 
conference started 10 years ago, primarily from larger progressive 
Presbyterian churches in the denomination and has since then grown and 
evolved into what it is today. I’ve only been to three or four of them over the 
years, but it’s basically focused around what it’s called, and that is dreaming, 
wondering, and developing around the question, “What is next for the 
Church?” Where is, in this case, the PCUSA headed, what does our particular 
denomination have to offer in an ever changing church and cultural 
landscape, and how do we adapt to those changes while maintaining our 
identity and traditions? And do we need to maintain those identities and 
traditions we claim to be a faithful people of God?  

These are good questions to be asking. Aren’t you hoping that I’ve come back 
with all the answers to share with you all? Wouldn’t it be nice to have a 
formula on steps 1-10 on what we need to do to continue to be relevant as the 
church in the world today? 

Well, spoiler alert, I do not have the answers or a formula to give you. There 
are a lot of different strategies and techniques we could try and adapt to our 
own context, but unfortunately there is no one answer to these questions. 

However, I will share that every time I have attended this conference, at some 
point, whether it’s during a keynote speaker or sermon or some part of the 
program, there is always a time when I am uncomfortable with what is being 
shared and said. I’m uncomfortable not necessarily because my own personal 
theology disagrees (although sometimes it does), but because the call to 
faithfulness and discipleship that is being proclaimed usually has a real cost 
and consequence for my neighbor, for the world all around us, and even for 
myself and my family. And so what happens is that I hear the challenge and 
the cost, I might even sense the Spirit of God stirring alive within me when I 
hear it, and then full confession, I do not know that I am ready or want to do 
it. I might even make legitimate excuses in my head that could sound 
pragmatic and logical so that I do not have to follow the call or the stirring or 
the movement of what I am hearing. I know I’m not the only one that feels 
that way when attending this conference. No wonder it’s so hard to live into 
what’s next. 
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That truth is why I really resonate with our Pharisee, Nicodemus, in our 
scripture reading today. I know that this passage includes the famous “John 
3:16” catch phrase of our faith with the words that the choir sang so 
beautifully today, but I want us to pay attention to the surrounding verses 
that lead us to that well-known verse that many of us can quote from 
memory.  

Nicodemus comes to Jesus, and he’s got some questions for him. Now even if 
you do not know much about him, scripture right away indicates to us that he 
was a Pharisee, which means he was a well-educated religious scholar, AND a 
leader of the Jews. This means he holds power and status…he is a man of 
prominence and thus probably has a certain reputation to uphold. People 
have certain expectations of him. And so, it’s this man who decides to come to 
Jesus by night. I feel like by saying “by night” is different from “at night.” A 
person who comes at night comes, you know, late, after visiting hours. But if 
you hear that someone come “by night” then it feels more covert, maybe a 
little shady, and even if not those things, coming to Jesus by night definitely 
indicates that Nicodemus did NOT want to be seen or known to be talking to 
him. 

But he has questions that he wants to hear answers from this rabbi, Jesus. 
Something about Jesus has captured him enough that he comes to him by 
night. 

“Are you really a teacher who comes from God? How can a person truly be 
born again? Is it still possible for us if we have grown old? Can you enter a 
second time into the mother’s womb and be born? How can these things BE?!” 
 
Like those of us who come seeking answers for what the future of the Church 
holds, Nicodemus has some good questions and wants to get it right and 
interestingly, Jesus does not seem to offer him anything satisfactory as a 
response. Jesus’ reply seems to only confuse or befuddle Nicodemus.  
If you’ve navigated the Christian world for a while now, phrases like being 
born again is part of the lingo we hear, but for Nicodemus, being born again 
made absolutely no sense. We might want to roll our eyes at this Pharisee and 
tell him that of course it’s not literal, but why would he assume it’s not when 
that’s what Jesus has said? And then Jesus makes it more convoluted by 
following up with words about entering the kingdom of heaven only if you’re 
born of water and Spirit and tells him not to be surprised that you have to be 
born from above. “The wind blows where it chooses, and you hear the sound 
of it, but you do not know where it comes from or where it goes. So, it is with 
everyone who is born of the Spirit.” 
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I can literally see the question mark hanging over Nicodemus’ furrowed brow 
trying to grasp his words. 
 
And Jesus’ response to his confusion is not exactly what we would call 
pastoral. “Are you a teacher of Israel and yet you do not understand these 
things?” 
 
That’s pretty harsh, Jesus. 
 
Notice that Jesus does not simplify his explanation and if Jesus’ goal was to 
truly “save” Nicodemus quickly and easily that night, he failed. Nicodemus 
kind of fades into the background after Jesus finishes the rest of his teaching 
and speech. 
 
It might have been confusion, but I also wonder if what he did grasp was too 
much to bear. Maybe like me, maybe like some of us, when he first hears the 
challenge and the cost it was too much. And even if he even felt the Spirit of 
God stirring alive within him when he heard Jesus pronounce how God so 
loves this world that God gave God’s only Son, not to condemn but to save and 
redeem it…maybe he did get it and was not ready or did not want to live into 
it. 
 
Professor of homiletics Anna Carter Florence writes, “For Nicodemus, these 
were new and explosive lines of thought. He wanted the dialogue, but not the 
risk to his good name and reputation. He came to Jesus by night, for a private 
audience, and he left the same way - which is to say, unchanged. He wasn't 
ready to stand up and act on Jesus’s words. He wasn't ready to trade his life of 
comfort and privilege for the life of a new kind of discipleship. He wasn't 
ready to work for institutional change. Instead, he slipped back into the night 
and continued to watch Jesus from afar. He let fear, rather than hope, have the 
upper hand.” 

Friends, Nicodemus had the privilege to not take any action, to distance 
himself, and to maintain the status quo of what made himself comfortable and 
I just want to name that not everyone has that privilege or choice. But he 
does.  

And so, he does, but this is not the last time we will hear from him. This is the 
first time he appears, but he will show up in this gospel two more times, again 
in chapter seven during a debate with other leaders about what to do with 
this Jesus in which he kind of sort of tries to protect him but then backs off 
and falls back into silence quickly. And then in the nineteenth chapter, he 
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shows up after Jesus dies and brings an extravagant amount of spices to help 
bury Jesus’ body, and so eventually he will be held up as a person and 
example of faith and generosity, the Pharisee who eventually came around. 

Florence continues in her commentary, “But, to be frank, it took a while. 
Which is exactly what John wants us to notice, in Nicodemus's story: those of 
us with a lot to lose seem to take a lot longer to come around. It's not that we 
don't hear Jesus’s call to discipleship. We just take our time acting on it, which 
has real cost and consequences for those around us.” 

Dear Church family, what are we willing to risk, then, today? 

Friends, I am almost 25 weeks pregnant now, which is about 6 months along, 
and so I hear this passage and proclaim this message and resonate with 
Nicodemus and feel like where I am in my own personal life right now, I do 
have a lot to lose if I were to take the call to discipleship in these days we are 
living in seriously. But as I am thinking again about the process of birth and 
birthing something, I am reminded that even with our modern medicine and 
advancements, that historically and even now, there is always a risk in birth 
and in birthing anything new. 

Being born, whether literally or born again of water and Spirit as Jesus 
proclaims here comes with labor pain. But I am reminded that the pain of the 
process does not actually hurt the one being birthed into new life. It usually 
hurts and pains the one giving birth. The hard work of labor and contractions 
and pain of the parent actually prepares the one about to be birthed. And so 
sometimes I think our fear is the pain of labor, and that can be a good analogy 
for other aspects of our faith, but when Jesus calls us to be born again from 
above, it hit me that the labor comes from God. The hardest part is our Parent 
doing the work of trying to get us to come into new life.  

The scary part for the one being birthed is not knowing what to expect, not 
knowing what you will be birthed into, not having all the answers to life’s 
questions or faith’s questions ahead of time. The scariest part for the one 
being born or born again is having hope, faith, and trusting what is next. The 
scariest part is that the Spirit will blow where it chooses, and you will not 
know where it comes from or where it goes. The scariest part is that there is 
still risk in birth for both the one in labor and the one being birthed into 
something new. 

And so, friends, I am not going to end this sermon with the efficient sound 
bite of John 3:16 and relieve you of the question of, “So what will I do?”  
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Because the season of Lent is for the wilderness, the wandering, the thirsting, 
yearning, waiting, and uncertainty. We can be like the disciples and drop our 
nets and follow the call of Christ immediately or we can be like Nicodemus 
and come by night, disappear, and then reappear at the end of the story, for 
the truth is, the Spirit will blow where it chooses, and God will still come, love 
will remain and salvation and redemption will play out again and again. 
Resurrection will happen despite our choices.  

So, what choice will you make? What will you do to make love known and to 
risk something of yourself so that something new can come forth? 

I want to close with the poem entitled “The Risk of Birth” by Madeleine 
L’Engle. A pastor friend of mine shared it with me recently. It’s actually an 
Advent poem but incredibly appropriate for this text and our current cultural 
landscape. It reads: 

This is no time for a child to be born, 
With the earth betrayed by war & hate 
And a comet slashing the sky to warn 
That time runs out & the sun burns late. 
 
That was no time for a child to be born, 
In a land in the crushing grip of Rome; 
Honor & truth were trampled to scorn— 
Yet here did the Savior make His home. 
 
When is the time for love to be born? 
The inn is full on the planet earth, 
And by a comet the sky is torn— 
Yet Love still takes the risk of birth. 

Children of God, you're going to be born in the midst of misogyny and viruses 
and racism and climate change. This is our world. But it’s also a world of 
compassion, love, justice seekers, and peace makers. And so, no matter when 
you make your decision to follow the call on your life to help bring God’s 
kingdom here on earth, thank you for risking birth. Go ahead, Spirit, blow 
where you choose. Let's change the world together and see what’s next. 
Amen. 


