Trinity Sunday 2006  Nicodemus
 
No theological sermon about the Trinity today – it’s been a bit hot these last few days for heavy-duty theology. But instead that intriguing story about Nicodemus and Jesus and the most suggestive encounter between them, which we heard in the Gospel ready. And you know sometimes, the best way to get the fullest meaning of a story in the bible is to think yourself into the shoes of the people involved, rather than to analyse. So, for these few minutes now, let us imagine that we are Nicodemus, and we are on the way to see this man about whom there has been such a stir…
_____________________________________________________
 It was a warm wind. A wind full of the smell of aloes and cooking pots and wood smoke. A warm strong wind, gusting its way up the streets between the glimmering white buildings, flickering the lanterns, sending the shadows dancing and twirling, blundering up the alleyways with the steep cobbles. Carrying with it snatches of a baby's cry, of laughter, a man's shout, the scrabbling from a chicken coop. When it fancied it, this wind could catch you unawares, whip your hat off – drag your bags away with it.
Careful up the steps so as not to trip. Knock on the door. In. Heave it shut and slide the wooden bolts home to keep out the wind.
'Come in Nicodemus, come in.'
It's peaceful inside after the wind.
'Take your cloak off, Nicodemus'
The lamp flame burns still and the shadows are soft.
'Sit down, Nicodemus.'
It's quiet in here, it's quiet and peaceful and still.
'Well?'
Well what have you come to ask him, respected member of the Council that you are? What have you come to ask him, privately, secretly, by night? You can't just sit. Silence is too dangerous. People get to know each other by being silent. You've got to say something. You've got to hide behind words, otherwise he'll sit there in silence all night and he'll know you.
'Rabbi, we know that you are a teacher sent by God; no one could perform these signs of yours unless God were with him.'
There. Does he know how much that cost me to say? There's several of us, even in the Sanhedrin, who would admit privately that he is a teacher from God, but today in Jerusalem even the walls have ears. But there's no one here now except us. Him, and me, and the wind outside.
I wish he'd answer, I wish he'd say something. I've given him the opening, haven't I? I wish he wouldn't just sit there like that, as if I hadn't spoken, or as if I had said something quite different ... What's that he's saying?
'Unless... Unless a man... Unless a man has been born from above he cannot see the Kingdom of God!'
What's this talk of birth? Death is the only thing I've got to look forward to with my arthritic back and my balding head. 'Born from above, born again!' This is religious jargon: meaningless words. In my imagination I can hear countless preachers mouthing them uncomprehendingly. 'Born again!'
'Rabbi. How is it possible for a man to be born when he is old? Can he enter his mother's womb a second time and be born?'
I, at least, will get a straight answer from him!
'Nicodemus, Nicodemus. O Nicodemus how obtuse you are. No one can enter the Kingdom of God without being born from water and the spirit: no one can enter the Kingdom of God without letting the spirit take them and lift them and sweep them away. It has nothing to do with your part-worn, aging body Nicodemus. Nothing to do with your short-sightedness, and your spreading waist. That's flesh. Flesh can only give birth to flesh. It's spirit I'm talking about. It's spirit. Just listen to that wind, listen to it. That's what the spirit is like. You're safe in here from the wind. Sheltered. But being born again is like going out into it, letting the spirit take you and carry you where it wants, that's what it's like. Listen to it Nicodemus!'
I wish that wretched wind would stop: even the lantern is flickering now. These young men, they want to change everything all at once, as if God worked that way. Discipline and order, that's God's pattern: discipline in the faith, knowledge of the law; it's sheer anarchy that he is teaching it seems to me, anarchy...
'Lord, how is this possible?'
'You, a famous teacher of— Israel and you don't understand? Don't you see, I am talking about things I know, things I've seen: but you won't believe, you won't let go of your preconceptions. You think you know what heaven is like and how God works, and it is no good me talking to you because you won't listen to me. Not even about ordinary everyday things will you listen let alone about heavenly things. No one knows what heaven is like except the Son of Man whose home it is, and he is the only one who knows the way there. But you won't listen will you? None of you'll listen. You wait for death as if death were the way. Law and order, judgement and death - and you'll try to send the Son of Man that way too. You'll lift him up on a cross Nicodemus. You'll lift him up on the symbol of death. Do you know what? You remember the story about the serpents in the wilderness that bit the Israelites so that they died, and you remember what Moses did? How he put a brass one on a pole so that anyone who had been bitten and looked on it could live? Well that's what you will do. You'll put the Son of Man on a pole: you'll make him a symbol of death. But anyone who looks at him will live.'
It's quiet again in the little room; the lamp flame flickers, then burns steadily. There's light in here where we sit. There's light, there's too much light, he can see my face. There's too much light and it's too quiet. People get to know each other in the quiet. I daren't let him know me and I'm scared to know him...
Where's my cloak? Wrap it round. Pull up the hood. Hold it close. A muttered word: 'Mustn't take up any more of your time.' Then into the shadows by the door. A deep breath. Draw back the bolts and stagger back under the force of the wind.
Head down. Down the steps. Down into the alleys and streets, down into the dark, secret city, down into the world. Down into the wind. What did he say about the wind? 'Being born again is like going out into the wind, letting the wind take you and carry you where it will.' Hold on tight Nicodemus, hold on, the world is full of the noise and the scent and the bustle of the wind. Hold tight, for you never know where it might blow you!
