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My brothers and sisters in Christ, let us pray. God of 

our hope, prayers, dreams and realities in this Kingdom, 

may the words of my mouth and the meditation of all of 

our hearts always be acceptable in Your sight, Our 

strength and our redeemer, Amen.  

Most of us did not attend the Ash Wednesday 

services on February 26 over at the Methodist Church.  

No I know Ash Wednesday is not exactly a celebration 

day, at least in the sense that Christmas and Easter might 

be.  But Ash Wednesday does mark the start of the 

season of Lent, a season in which we are reminded that 

we are carbon atoms at heart and will return to that 

state soon enough.  “From dust wert thou created, to 

dust shalt thou return” or some such words are said over 

2 billion times that day.  Blessing indeed. 

But Ash Wednesday is also an intimate reminder 

that we are more than just carbon atoms.  We are 

reminded that the Spirit of God has given us breath, 

breathes in us right now, and that without that Spirit, our 

lives may very well carry little meaning beyond day-to-

day animal survival.  So while it’s not exactly a day filled 

with joyful celebration, we need to remember it and 
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participate in it to help us remember that we are all on 

the journey to wholeness with and in God.  Amen?  OK.  

It's not easy to admit we are blessed because we sin.   

And today’s scripture is not exactly straightforward 

either.  It says a lot, but says nothing that we can easily 

wrap our heads around, and we seem to prefer simple 

messages where we can characterize God easily and 

neatly.  God is Love.  God is Resilience.  God is Mercy.  

God is All-knowing.  What are some others (take all 

answers).  However many verbs, adjectives, adverbs, 

nouns we use to characterize God, there is always more 

of them, another one that we missed that should be in 

the list of essential descriptors.  And that complexity that 

eludes us, added to the sobriety of Ash Wednesday, and 

the journey that surrounds them in our everyday 

experience all come to a head in today’s text.   

It's no accident that Nicodemus visits us at night.  In 

the Gospel of John, darkness is the metaphor to indicate 

separation from God, and by having a great religious 

teacher visit at night, it says that even the most pious, 

the most educated, and the most powerful religious 

leaders (much less the rest of us) are failing to grasp 
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what Jesus is saying here.  And the NRSV translation 

doesn’t help, because originally the Greek uses a verb, 

“Anothen”, which means BOTH from above and again.  

We are born both from above and born again.  Not one 

OR the other.  BOTH are true.   

That’s important.  Because evangelicals, like my 

family out in the West, might use this text to ask, “Are 

you born again and do you confess a personal 

relationship with the Lord Jesus as savior?” as if that’s all 

that matters in having God in our lives.  But to be born 

from above gives challenges for us and new 

understandings of what Jesus is saying to us.  Be born 

from above AND again, he says.   

What this means is that there is both a time of birth, 

‘Again’ and a place from which this new birth is 

generated, ‘Above’.  Nicodemus misses this, just like we 

do right now because there is no verb in the English 

language like the Greek “Anothen” with this double 

meaning.  We, like Nicodemus, are forced to choose one 

OR the other because of our limitations of language (and 

also our limitations of metaphor, but we’ll get there).   
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This is pretty important stuff.  What Jesus is saying 

here is that there is literally no separation, in the eyes of 

God, between our physical and spiritual births.  All is 

created by, through, and with the blessing of God, and in 

John’s Gospel the timeline is eternity.  God’s creation and 

blessing is one continuous event in each person’s life, 

because each person is blessed as part of God’s unfolding 

Kingdom, which has been going on since before the Big 

Bang and will continue until….welllllll….that’s up to God. 

This blows Nicodemus away, and it should blow us 

away too, which is why the Gospel of John is so cool.  The 

other Gospels tell us the teachings, sufferings, and 

majesty of Jesus; John tells us why God did all this in the 

first place, and that we are, and have been, forever loved 

by God from before we were born.  Poor Nicodemus.  He 

thinks is just about following the law.  God is soooo much 

more and bigger than that, man!  It’s about ‘Anothen’.   

And also, poor us.  We get so distracted, just like 

Nicodemus, about saying a prayer in the right way, or 

doing a liturgy in the right robes with the right colors, or 

singing this song or that on a Sunday because of 

tradition, or saying the right magic words to invoke God. 
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Those things are important only to the extent they 

connect us to this fundamental truth:  God gave us Jesus 

because God LOVES this world.  Jesus came to teach us 

and be with us so that we might know God even more 

with all our hearts.  It’s not about salvation.  That was 

taken care of from before creation when God loved us 

first.  It’s about living right now, joyously, in the Kingdom 

that is right in front of us, because there’s no end times.  

Those times are now—the beginning and end are near 

and here RIGHT NOW, born from above and anew. 

Now, like most things in the Gospel of John, this is 

highly theological, and the official name for it is “realized 

eschatology”.  And while this is hugely wonderful good 

news, that we’re not waiting for some end date to see 

Jesus or check off a certain number of good things in 

order to get St Peter to let us into heaven, there’s a 

decision to be made.   

For John, the very presence of Jesus in the world 

means that we commit to follow the light—or not.  We 

believe, or we don’t, that the Kingdom is here and we 

want to build it.  If we don’t want that, because we don’t 

believe it and don’t see it, then….well…we’re more in 
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love with the world than God’s vision for the world.  

Now, we can get involved in our worldly affairs or in a 

blue funk and miss this and still come back to God, there 

is always the promise of new life and new hope and 

forgiveness.  But the urgency of now is real if you rock to 

the Gospel of John like I do, and many of you do as well.   

That brings us full circle back to Ash Wednesday.   

The world chips away at us in large and small ways 

that only we experience and never tell anyone else.  We 

engage in gossip, tweets, and talk which mock those 

closest to us and whom we love most.  We decide to 

misdirect and lie to ourselves about others, even within 

the walls of a House of God, and wonder why people 

don’t come to church anymore.  We don’t apologize 

easily, and our hearts of flesh become hearts of stone.  

This isn’t new.  Mark Siefried saw this as our human 

condition 15 years ago, to silence rather than talk, and to 

smooth over rather than to confront.  It’s good to know 

that church people are no better or worse than everyone 

else in the world, isn’t it?   
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But despite the many micro-agressions in which we 

destroy the God we love, we come back for hope, 

because we cannot do it alone and we have nowhere 

else to go.  We need God and God’s love.  We just need 

to know, and admit in our Spirits and hearts, that God is 

sitting right next to us, right here, right now, and that we 

just need to be vulnerable to the one we avoid most to 

experience God’s forgiveness and the heaven we seek.   

That’s what Anothen means in this text.   

I’ll leave you with this final thought.  If you rock to 

another Gospel other than John, God loves you.  There 

are equally golden nuggets there for living and loving to 

pick up.  But John’s message of right here, right now, 

born of the Spirit AND the water, from above AND anew, 

has to help propel us forward.  Because, my brothers and 

sisters, I ask you…if not you, who?  And if not now, 

when?   

The choice is always ours.   

And for that, my brothers, sisters, and friends, 

thanks be to God,  Amen.  


