
Lent 2 A 2014 

 

John 3:1-17 

 

 

I wonder why there is no great painting 

Of this moment, 

The moment when Nicodemus 

Comes to Jesus by night. 

 

There are so many Bible stories  

That seem to beg for the paintbrush  

Or the pencil, 

For transformation into great art, 

Or, sometimes even better, 

great bad art, 

The kind you secretly love 

Even when you know  

It’s a triumph of bad taste, 

Overdone, 

Overripe, 

Bursting with, 

As one art history professor used to say, 

Vast volumetric folds of buttery flesh. 

The Queen of Sheba visits Solomon, 

Bathsheba takes a bath, 

Paul is shipwrecked. 

 

Then there are the stories  

That can never be overdone, 

Scenes that never get old, 

Though they are set over and over and over. 

The shepherds and the magi visit the manger, 

Jesus blesses the children. 

 

But what about the scene in today’s gospel? 

It would seem to have all the hallmarks 

Of a story begging to be shown. 

A night scene, 

With sharp shadows and a single beam of light, 

As the door creaks open. 

 

Think of all the Renaissance painters 

Who would have loved it, 

Or so you would think. 

Dramatic lights and darks, 
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Heavy shadows and the gleam of an oil lamp, 

Jesus in white,  

Nicodemus in black. 

 

What about Rembrandt? 

Again,  

I can imagine the sketch: 

A scene set in total darkness, 

Hemmed in by heavy cross-hatching, 

And then, 

Shining from the opening door, 

The light that comes, 

Not from a lamp, 

But from the face of the one  

who is the light of the world. 

 

But, though Rembrandt sketched and painted 

Countless scenes from scripture, 

He has only one quick, harsh, 

Strangely uninteresting sketch  

Of this dramatic scene. 

 

I wonder why. 

 

In John’s gospel 

There are four great moments 

Where the encounter with Jesus 

Calls an individual forth 

Into new and transformed life, 

A life so radically different  

It is as if that person had been born all over again.  

 

Since the early days of the church 

These four stories 

Have been offered as preparation 

For the great mystery of Easter. 

They are stories for all of us,  

Stories that promise to pull us out of a deep hole, 

Or bring us to insight, 

Or invite us to face truth. 

 

Nicodemus comes to Jesus by night. 

The woman comes to the well 

under the noonday sun 

and finds the water of everlasting life. 

The man born blind, sees. 
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Jesus calls Lazarus back from death. 

 

Countless artists 

Have worked with the other three stories, 

The woman at the well, 

The man born blind, 

The raising of Lazarus. 

 

But this scene of Nicodemus coming by night 

has gone almost untouched. 

There are some bad paintings 

That sentimentalize the scene 

And lighten it up, 

Make it safe and comfortable. 

There are pictures that bypass 

The slender thread of story 

And go straight for the quotable quotes: 

You must be born again, 

Born from above. 

God so loved the world 

That he gave his only Son . . . 

Familiar, 

And still utterly mysterious words, 

Unless we try to control them. 

 

There are ways of taming this story, 

Ways of reducing it to teachable maxims, 

But there is nothing I know of 

that shows the power, 

The mystery, 

The waywardness of the wind 

Blowing through this story. 

 

The wind blows where it wills, 

And you hear the sound of it, 

But you can’t draw it or paint it 

Or see where it goes. 

 

What you can see 

Are the traces of the wind’s passage. 

You can see the wind in the water 

And the trees. 

 

And you can see the passage of the Holy Spirit  

In lives transformed by grace. 
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Unlike the three stories we will hear 

The next three weeks, 

The woman at the well, 

The man born blind, 

The raising of Lazarus, 

Today’s story has no clear ending. 

 

Nicodemus asks his final question, 

“How can this be?” 

A question that seems to reveal 

A complete lack of understanding, 

And then he fades away, 

Leaving only one speaker.  

Not the wandering rabbi 

Who might perhaps have spoken once 

To the much higher ranking Pharisee 

Who came in secret to listen to him, 

But the risen Christ 

As the community of John understood him.  

 

There is no clear ending to this story, 

And yet – this is a story 

That has a future.   

 

Nicodemus returns twice in John’s gospel. 

First, when the religious authorities, 

Try to arrest Jesus, 

Nicodemus, who is a member of the religious court, 

Asks if Jesus will be condemned without a fair hearing. 

Now, this could be the question 

Of a courageous man who believes in justice. 

Or it might be the question 

Of someone who has seen  

A light shining in the darkness. 

There is no way to know. 

But there is more. 

 

When Jesus hangs, dead, 

On the cross, 

Nicodemus comes bringing myrrh and aloes 

To prepare the body for burial. 

 

This scene, 

We do see, over and over and over, 

In drawings and paintings and icons. 

Nicodemus and Joseph of Arimathea, 
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With Mary and John, 

Carefully lifting the body of Jesus 

Down from the cross.   

Nicodemus, 

Who had taken such pains to come in secret, 

Who had been so measured 

In his suggestion 

That Jesus might deserve a fair hearing – 

Now he shows great courage 

In his public reverence 

For a criminal condemned to a shameful death. 

 

What happened, 

To bring Nicodemus to that moment? 

Again, he shows great courage 

In honoring the rabbi Jesus 

With a proper burial. 

But is he is also showing reverence 

For one he has come to recognize 

As the light of the world? 

Again, there is no way to know. 

 

The middle of the story is missing, 

But we can imagine  

The passing of the wind. 

 

You can see the passage of the Holy Spirit 

In lives transformed by grace.   

 

So – what does that look like in your life, 

Or in the life of someone you know? 

 

The wind blows where it wills. 

And when it blows through our lives, 

We can wake up to a world so new 

It is as if we had been born again. 

 

My friend Elsa started drinking in earnest 

When she was fourteen.   

Ten years later, 

She was pulled from a splintered car. 

She woke up in a hospital bed, 

Not dead. 

She took a deep breath, 

And wondered  

If she was glad to be alive. 
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She decided she was glad. 

And when she was released, 

She went on a long and lonely journey, 

Looking for a new way to live in the world, 

New friends to support her, 

New ways of being with her family, 

New ways of letting herself be known. 

 

When I saw her, 

A couple of years later, 

I saw the outlines of the same face, 

But she was a new person, 

And for the first time since we were children, 

I saw light in her eyes. 

 

John ran away from home 

Because he was sure 

His parents would never accept a gay son. 

 

Years later, 

He waited nervously in his therapist’s office, 

As his father entered and sat down 

Across the room. 

John took a deep breath, 

And spoke his truth. 

His father listened, 

Never taking his eyes off his son, 

And as soon as John paused for breath, 

His father leaped up,  

Crossed the room in two steps, 

And embraced his son. 

 

They left the office together, 

And my friend Rachel, 

Who was the therapist, 

First sat in silence, 

And then burst into tears, 

And then began to pray. 

 

Repentance. 

Recovery. 

Reconciliation. 

 

Renewal. 

Rebirth. 
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These are stories of transformation. 

These are stories  

Where the Holy Spirit blows through 

And changes everything. 

 

These are stories for Lent, 

The season of repentance  

And renewal and reconciliation. 

You may have a story like these. 

Or you may have a story like Nicodemus, 

A story that is still happening in secret, 

A story you don’t yet understand, 

A story that isn’t finished yet. 

 

None of our stories are finished yet, 

Really. 

Recovery is ongoing. 

Reconciliation is fragile. 

 

But the wind is always blowing, 

And it comes back around, 

Again and again and again.  

You can’t see it, 

And you don’t where it comes from,  

But when it passes, 

You can see where it has been.  

 

 

 

 


