“Born Into the Kingdom”
John 3:1-17
John 3:16 – it’s probably the most familiar verse of scripture in the whole Bible, at least in our American context.  When I was a boy, I couldn’t hear the words John 3:16 without thinking of an NFL football game.  Back then when I was watching a game on TV, there was almost always someone sitting in the end zone behind the goalpost after every extra point or field goal holding up a sign that read John 3:16.  It’s probably the most familiar verse of scripture in the whole Bible, and also probably the most misunderstood.

In many ways, John 3:16 has become the key verse in a sort of death insurance policy, and many churches have been peddling this policy since the old tent revivals of the late 1800’s.  And their death insurance policy works sort of like this: If you will believe, really hard, that Jesus is the Son of God and that he died to save you from your sins, then when you die you will be assured that you will go to heaven for eternity.
But wait, there’s more: If you believe hard enough, you’ll be “born-again,” all in an instant.  And this time you will be born as a citizen of heaven, thus you’ll have a passport to get into the Kingdom of God when you die.  Now, nobody says it that way, but that’s sort of the implication of the way many Christians understand and use the words “believe” and “born again” when they talk about John 3:16 and the overall story of Jesus and Nicodemus.
You see, their whole emphasis is on what’s going to happen to you after you die.  And the obligation is on you to develop enough belief.  But of course, from this perspective, the constant worry and nagging anxiety of life is: Have I believed hard enough to keep my death insurance policy from being cancelled?

I want to share with you this morning another person’s sermon.  The preacher’s name is Peter Woods, and he is a citizen of South Africa.  And I think his sermon goes a long way toward straightening out our misconception about what it means to believe in Jesus and to be reborn.  And it also helps us to understand Nicodemus, and the breakdown in communication between Jesus and Nicodemus.
So, as I begin to read his sermon, I will be speaking in the first person.  But these are not my words or my personal experience, but these words most certainly represent my understanding of this passage.  Peter Woods proclaims:

“Rebirthing the Powerless Rabbi”

(By Peter Woods)
I am a child of Apartheid.
I was born when the Nationalist Government, the architects of the policy, had been in power for almost a decade.  I arrived when there had been just enough time to alter the social structures of society in favour of whites like me, at the expense of other races, who were the majority in South Africa.
As a child of Apartheid, I was the first of my extended working-class family to graduate from University and then to proceed with post-graduate studies.  This was not only due to my abilities, I wasn’t the first bright child in the family.  I was, however, the first generation who didn’t have to compete with so many others for a space. My education, social and familial formation all taught me that I was better than other people and that I would be expected to take a position of leadership in society when I grew up.  It was called “baasskap”, Afrikaans for “boss-ship”.

My name should have been Nicodemus.

Nicodemus literally means “conqueror of the people”.  Small wonder he rose to the ranks of the party of the Pharisees. If James Hillman, the Jungian writer, is correct, that “the whole oak tree is already in the acorn” then perhaps the whole of Nicodemus’ life was prophetically packed into that name.  Nicodemus, the conqueror of people would expect “baasskap” in his life.  He would lead, he would command, he would conquer.
Jesus told him that he needed to start his life over. As a conqueror of people, he could function well in the Kingdom of the Pharisees and the Kingdom of the Roman and Jerusalem Politicians, but the Kingdom of God needed another kind of life orientation.  To even see the Kingdom of God, Nicodemus would have to start again from the beginning.  The very beginning, because every white South African knows, you can drink in prejudice with your mother’s milk!
Perhaps this is why in the fledgling days of the Christian Church, those who chose to follow Jesus were expected to change their names.  “Christian” names were the mark of the radical re-orientation that was required to follow Jesus into the Kingdom of God. I wonder what Nicodemus chose as his Christian name. I would like to speculate that he became DOULOS-demos (Doulos=Greek for slave/servant)
I am bemused by what the evangelicals have made of Jesus’ very specific command to the “Conqueror of people” that told him he needed to be born from above. They have made it into a hollow external ritual that has very little to do with radical internal transformation, and everything to do with signing on for an evacuation programme from the realities of life. The “born again” brand of Christianity really does not require a change of name and identity.  It is merely an arrogant label by which others who are not in the country club are made to feel less than equal.  Nothing could be further from the clandestine conversation that Jesus had with a man trying to understand the alternative Rabbi from Nazareth.
What a contrasting encounter it was!  The Conqueror of nations and the Suffering servant, [the] Son of Man.
Power, prestige, and privilege, in conversation with compassion, servanthood, and service. This must be why Nicodemus found it so difficult to understand Jesus.

Being “born again” [Greek=gennao anothen], can also be translated as “born from above” and even as “rebirthed”. Any way you slice it, Jesus is emphasizing the radical change of heart, values, worldview, and orientation that is required of those who want to see the Divine Domain.
Being a child of Apartheid, a well-trained “Baas”, it has been transformational and traumatic to have to learn to live as a minority in a nation now legitimately governed by the majority, who for forty years were conquered and silenced by the people of my culture and complexion.
My greatest joy in serving post-Apartheid, and still mainly white, congregations, has been to see the previously powerful conquerors, compassionately serving the communities of poor and dispossessed.  That silent, suffering majority of South Africans whose own leaders are unable or unwilling to care for them.  Despite the fact that the power wheel has turned full circle, the little people that Jesus came to seek and save, are still invisible to the conquerors of nations, in South Africa, Libya, Zimbabwe, and I suppose everywhere?
Nicodemus, the conqueror of nations, member of the party of the Pharisees, was not empowered nor informed enough to understand the mysteries of Jesus’ way of Liberation.
I as white, privileged, powerful, boss, have not only had to go back to school, I have had to be rebirthed.
In the dark night of dispossession, I have had to learn that my incarnation was never intended to extend and maintain illegitimate power, prestige, and privilege. I have had to be rebirthed by grace to be a re-incarnation of the homeless, powerless, rabbi of Nazareth.
It is a daily process, slow but sure, like a seed growing in the depths of my being, but by grace, it will also fruit in new life for others.
In the name of our God who loves the whole world, and in the name of our God who died to redeem our world, and in the name of our God who leads [the] world into wholeness of life, Amen.

Let us Pray:

Thank you, God, for the Good News that Jesus is indeed your son and that you love us so much that you sent him into your beloved world.  Thank you for the Good News that he loved us so much that he was willing to die to bring us new life.  Give us, O Lord, the gift of faith that we might follow our Lord and Savior into life in all its wholeness, starting today, and every day, forevermore.  Amen.

David A. Cagle
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