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Lent 2A - 2/17/08

St. David’s

          The Rev. Steve Keplinger

Those of you who were at our annual meeting in January, are

aware that Jean and I are very much hoping to take a trip this summer. 

Our travels over the years have taken us to 49 of the 50 states in

America.  We have come to the conclusion that 2008 is our best

opportunity to reach the last.  So for the past couple months, we have

been pouring over maps, guidebooks and every other scrap of

information we can find about the great state of Alaska.

Alaska is our last state for a number of reasons, none of which

have anything to do with desire.  We have both dreamed of visiting the

last bastion of open wilderness ever since we met 30 years ago.  The

two most pressing obstacles in achieving our goal have been time and

money.  Assuming that sanctuary of yours really does get completed in

the next couple months, we believe the time aspect has finally come

into line.  While my contractual arrangement with the diocese has

always stated that I get four weeks vacation, this is the first year we

have felt that we could actually take all of that time.  With a new

church, our hope is that it will be much easier to attract clergy to visit
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you during that time.  And while we still don’t have enough money to

make this trip, the collection you all took to help get us out of here has

been incentive enough to take the plunge.  We cannot thank you

enough for doing that.  In addition, while Sara and Abraham made their

journey when they were 75 years old, we both lack the faith to believe

we could still make the trip at that stage of our lives.

Concerned therefore, that we not be in hock for this adventure for

the rest of our lives, we are now in the midst of over organizing tiny

details of the trek.  Our thought process is that with months of pre-

planning, we can avoid surprises and prepare for all eventualities, so

that we can save money.  We want to get the biggest reward possible

for the smallest amount of cash.  Therefore, we have gone to such

extremes as deciding to ride the ridiculously confusing Alaskan ferry

system, sleeping on the deck, rather than take a cruise.

I have noticed however, that if we share with others the detailed

methodology we are using to plan this trip, we often get some really

funny looks.  It appears that many, believe it or not, see our behavior

as just a tiny bit on the obsessive side.  For example, after Jean

described to one so called friend that we would be traveling from
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Ketchikan to a certain location outside Wrangell using a combination

of four ferries, a train, a cab, a boat, and a bush plane, they asked her

if anal-retentive had a hyphen.  I thought that was quite comical, since

I’m the one that usually gets accused of being the obsessive.  

There are others, though, who hear our tales of pre-planning and

do not bat an eye.  Most often, those people are ones who spend their

career creating order, like accountants.  When we told WillaDon, for

example, she said we were going about this exactly right.

All of which brings us to our friend Nicodemus.  Nicodemus was a

Pharisee, a teacher, and a church leader.  Pharisees remain notable to

this day for their meticulous attention to detail.  And as we hear in

today’s Gospel, Nicodemus is a leader among all these people who are

so good at bean counting.  He was so well respected among the

Pharisees because he was the best about remembering all 613 rules in

the Torah so that he could always do the right thing.  I can relate a lot

to Nicodemus because I understand how he thinks.  I’m sure when he

went on a trip, he planned it just like Jean and I are doing.  I’m certain

Nicodemus never left on a journey without pre-planning the route,

choosing where he would stay, and knowing exactly the ultimate
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destination.  

I say this because that is exactly how Nicodemus approaches

religion...like an actuary.  He wants to find the most efficient route to

the kingdom of God.  And he believes that Jesus can help him plan his

journey to God.  He believes this not because someone suggested he

go to Jesus, but rather because he has taken the time to carefully

investigate this guy.  He has considered all the facts.  He sees the

signs, the miracles that Jesus has performed and he rationally

concludes that Jesus has come directly from God.  That’s how today’s

Gospel begins, with Nicodemus professing his belief in Jesus and

stating outwardly that Jesus is from God.

Nicodemus comes to Jesus because he is certain that he can

shed light on the most direct route to his ultimate destination, where

and how to go on his life journey.  Just as Jean and I are searching for

people who have already been to Alaska for guidance, Nicodemus goes

to Jesus because he has already been to God.  That’s what Nicodemus

wants Jesus to tell him.  He wants a map to the final destination, to

enlightenment, to God.  He doesn’t want to get lost on his journey, or

waste time or money on indirect routes.
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But instead of giving him a map to God, what does Jesus say? 

“No one can get to the kingdom of God without being born from above.” 

And Nicodemus says, say what?  What in the world does that mean? 

All he wants from Jesus is what highway of life to take, what rules to

follow, what to believe, how to act, what steps to take and where to

take them.  And instead Jesus gives him a woo woo answer, tells him

something that is, in fact, impossible.  How, rational thinking

Nicodemus asks, is anybody supposed to re-enter the birthing

process? 

But it is that imagery of rebirth that captures perfectly what

Jesus wants people like Nicodemus...and me to understand. 

Nicodemus assumed, that reaching the kingdom of God was like

planning a trip to Alaska.  He assumes, like I often do, that we will find

God if we study hard enough and think hard enough.  He knows that if

he prays a certain way, the right way, and follows the right laws and

believes the right things, and takes part in right worship, he cannot fail

to enter the kingdom.  Do the steps, get to God.  But Jesus tells him

something that totally befuddles him.  Jesus says that you cannot just

rationalize your way to the kingdom of God.  To link with God, Jesus
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tells Nicodemus, he needs to start all over, to actually be born again

with no preconceived notions.  I have to tell you, for those of us who

have believed that we can intellectualize ourselves into the presence

of God, Jesus’s words today are shocking. 

But that is what he says.  No matter how carefully Nicodemus or

I plan our life journeys, no matter how explicitly we follow the

commandments, no matter how well we plan our worship so that we

follow the exact pattern of the early church, we can’t make ourselves

be born or re-born.  We cannot just organize our way into the kingdom

of God.  Our job, according to Jesus, is not to figure out our journey

down to the nth detail, but rather to be open to the Spirit, to be willing

to travel a direction we never expected, to head out on the journey

even when we don’t know where we are going.  

But still, Nicodemus persists, just like me.  Okay, but what do I

DO to be born from above?  What commandment do I follow and which

worship practice do we take part in?  So Jesus tries a different

analogy on him, the wind.  You can’t control the wind, can you

Nicodemus, it blows wherever.  That’s exactly how it is for people born

of the Spirit.  Your life must move beyond patterned behavior.  You
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can’t make God come into your life by kneeling or standing during the

Eucharistic prayer.  God must be experienced in the heart, not just

proven through academic principles.  God is beyond our power to

rationally determine.

Since the Enlightenment and our desire as a species to prove

everything we experience scientifically, all of us have become more

like Nicodemus.  As religious folk, we try to prove the ontological

existence of God through data.  We want to journey from the unknown

to the known, from the mysterious to the predictable.  We want our

religion, like the rest of our lives, to be countable and verifiable.  It

makes us feel in control, safe and secure.  We, like Nicodemus, do not

want to hear that the Spirit blows randomly.  We want to believe so

much that religion is like accounting that we have taken this Gospel

where Jesus clearly tells us that experiencing God can not happen by

following a formula, and turned it into a formula.  We have reversed the

meaning of this Gospel by insisting that if we believe in Christ, then we

will be saved, even though Jesus is telling Nicodemus the exact

opposite.

How then, are we born from above?  What allows us to
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experience the Spirit that blows where it will?  We begin with the

realization that what Jesus tells Nicodemus is what we all need to

hear.  We need to let go of certainty.  We need to stop fearing

ambiguity.  We need to be willing to journey like our friend John

Wesley Powell, who headed down this river right here, not having any

idea what lied ahead.

That of course, is exactly what Sara and Abraham do.  They leave

behind everything they know, their family, their tribe, their culture,

their way of life.  What lies ahead, they know not.  While we and

Nicodemus spend our lives attempting to journey from the unknown to

the known, from the unpredictable to the stuff we can count on

happening, Sara and Abraham are willing to do the exact opposite. 

And because they are willing to give up all their security and step into

the total unknown, they will become the parents of three of the world’s

major religions.  What Jesus asks Nicodemus and us to do today, is to

be like Sara and Abraham.

When Nicodemus finally starts to get an inkling as to what Jesus

is telling him, you can hear him ask Jesus the question we all want to

know.  Why?  Why is it necessary for us to give up the life we know,
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the safety and security we have worked so hard to find?  Why must we

choose a religious course where we often have more questions than

we do answers?  How can this obviously more painful journey, be

helpful?

The analogy that comes to mind for me is my own experience

when I first moved to St. George.  At the time, St. George was a town

of only 13,000 people, and over 90% of them had grown up there.  Many

had never been further from town than Zion Park.  Because their

experience of the world was so narrow, they could only see from an

extremely limited perspective.  I found their viewpoints, almost to a

person, formed with a childlike naivete.  Anything different from them,

like for example me, was to some extent, frightening to them.  Their

scope was so limited that they could not help but see the world from a

narrow-minded perspective.  Their tendency then, was to exclude what

they did not know or understand, for example me, from their lives.

When God asks Sara and Abraham to give up everything they

know and take on the unknown, there is no doubt that the journey is

going to include some growing pains.  But in so doing, what happens is

that their perspective is broadened.  Their fear of the unknown begins
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to subside.  They begin to grow into relationships with people very

different from them and they learn that these people are not

necessarily evil.  That is why Christ calls Nicodemus and us to live in

ambiguity and journey into the unknown.  We grow as a result and our

vision widens to include everyone while our fears of the other subside. 

When that happens, we experience God, first hand in our lives.  The

result is the creation of something brand new, a new experience of

religion that is saturated with the presence of the Holy Spirit.  This is

not the religion of what’s happening now, a religion that throws the

baby out with the bath water, but one born from above out of what

already existed.  Jesus, of course, is not telling Nicodemus to throw

out his Jewish faith.  What he is suggesting is that he grow in his faith,

expanding his horizons to include so much more. 

That is exactly what Sara and Abraham achieve.  Their lives grow

within a much wider context than the limited view they had in their old

village.  And because of that, as we hear at the end of our reading from

Genesis, “ALL the families of the earth are blessed.”  Sara and

Abraham expand their narrow vision of the world by venturing into the

unknown, and by so doing, God’s action in history expands to ALL the
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people.  By being courageous enough to move beyond what is familiar,

we hear Paul refer to Abraham in today’s letter to the Romans as “the

father of many nations.”  That is the amazing thing about journeying

into the unknown.  When we have the courage to do it, our love and

God’s love expands from the single to the many.

It is that movement from particular to universal that also occurs

in today’s Gospel.  At first, Jesus is having a one-on-one conversation

with Nicodemus.  But somewhere along the way, this is not about

Nicodemus anymore.  It is about all of the Pharisees, and then all of

Judaism, and by the end of the text, the entire world.  “God did not

sent the Son into the world to condemn the world, but in order that the

WORLD be saved through him.”

My prayer for all of this second Sunday of Lent is that we too can

move from particular to universal.  May each of us individually and as a

church continue to broaden our perspective by avoiding the trap of

“we’ve always done it that way”, and be open to new possibility.  May

we be willing to journey into the uncomfortableness of the unknown so

that we will exude inclusion for all.  May each of us step beyond the

fear of the different, so that we, like God, may expand our love to
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include the entire universe.  In so doing, each of us will be born from

above and the Spirit will blow through us in all that we undertake. 

Amen.
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