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Many of us have lived a good portion of our lives cradled between the Appalachian 
and Allegany Mountains.  These hills have brought great comfort to those who live within 
their embrace.  They bring great comfort and peace to my soul, as well. 

But notice where the psalm we are about to read, Psalm 121, does and does not 
point us.  The psalm does not point to the hills as the source of comfort.  In fact, the 
psalm is a challenge to those who think true comfort can be found anywhere but in God.  
To those who look to the hills or the military or a political party or their family or their 
academic degrees or the glorious past or their physical prowess, etc…the writer says – 
your help is not there.  Your help is in the maker of those hills.  The hills serve to point 
beyond themselves to the creator – but cannot in and of themselves bring lasting refuge.  
 

1 I lift up my eyes to the hills— from where will my help come? 2 My help comes from the 
Lord, who made heaven and earth. 3 He will not let your foot be moved; he who keeps 
you will not slumber. 4 He who keeps Israel will neither slumber nor sleep. 5 The Lord is 
your keeper; the Lord is your shade at your right hand. 6 The sun shall not strike you by 
day, nor the moon by night. 7 The Lord will keep you from all evil; he will keep your life. 

8 The Lord will keep your going out and your coming in from this time on and 
forevermore.  (Ps. 121 NRSV) 
 

 Our gospel reading is the familiar story of Nicodemus found in John 3.  Because it is 
so familiar I want to set the context. 
 According to John's telling of the gospel message, Jesus has called the first four 
disciples – Andrew, Peter, Philip, and Nathanael.  He has attended the wedding at Cana 
where he turned 150 gallons of water into wine as a way of saying, "Life is a wonderful 
gift.  Receive that gift joyously.  Don't crush God's gift of life by always being cautious, 
careful, and in control.  Laugh, dance, and sing.  Let yourselves become a little light-
headed because there is a time to celebrate…and this is one of them." 
 According to John, Jesus then traveled to Jerusalem where he cleansed the temple – 
overturning the tables of the moneychangers and inciting the ire of the religious leaders.  
He was furious his Father's house had been transformed from a sacred center for the 
worship of God into a place of commerce.  This made him angry not because buying and 
selling within the temple walls was necessarily wicked…but because he knew the people 
had forgotten the whole point of temple worship.  He could see that the people were 
scrupulously offering sacrifices to God as a way to buy God's forgiveness.  In other words, 
they missed the point…which was to help them love God and to love their neighbor. 
 At the end of chapter 2, John writes that when Jesus was in Jerusalem, many people 
believed in his name because they saw the "signs" he was doing.  But that was not what 
Jesus wanted.  He knew faith based on miracles was and is inadequate. Then we meet 
Nicodemus…a man who seems to embody that very perspective. 
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 Who was this man Nicodemus?  He was a leader among the Pharisees.  He was also 
a member of the Sanhedrin – the supreme Jewish council of seventy-one members.  The 
Sanhedrin had legislative, executive, and judicial functions within the Jewish community.  
That Jesus attracted the likes of Nicodemus indicates just how much of a stir Jesus was 
causing within the Jewish community.  It also indicates Jesus' influence was being felt at 
the highest levels within Judaism. 
 This is an important passage because it is a touchstone passage for a kind of 
Christian who uses the term “born again” to describe him or herself.  See what you think 
as you listen and read along to John’s story of the encounter between Jesus and 
Nicodemus. 
 

1 Now there was a Pharisee named Nicodemus, a leader of the Jews. 2 He came to Jesus 
by night and said to him, "Rabbi, we know that you are a teacher who has come from 
God; for no one can do these signs that you do apart from the presence of God." 3 Jesus 
answered him, "Very truly, I tell you, no one can see the kingdom of God without being 
born from above." 4 Nicodemus said to him, "How can anyone be born after having 
grown old? Can one enter a second time into the mother's womb and be born?" 5 Jesus 
answered, "Very truly, I tell you, no one can enter the kingdom of God without being 
born of water and Spirit. 6 What is born of the flesh is flesh, and what is born of the Spirit 
is spirit. 7 Do not be astonished that I said to you, "You must be born from above.' 8 The 
wind blows where it chooses, and you hear the sound of it, but you do not know where it 
comes from or where it goes. So it is with everyone who is born of the Spirit." 9 
Nicodemus said to him, "How can these things be?" 10 Jesus answered him, "Are you a 
teacher of Israel, and yet you do not understand these things? 11 "Very truly, I tell you, we 
speak of what we know and testify to what we have seen; yet you do not receive our 
testimony. 12 If I have told you about earthly things and you do not believe, how can you 
believe if I tell you about heavenly things? 13 No one has ascended into heaven except the 
one who descended from heaven, the Son of Man. 14 And just as Moses lifted up the 
serpent in the wilderness, so must the Son of Man be lifted up, 15 that whoever believes in 
him may have eternal life. 16 "For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so 
that everyone who believes in him may not perish but may have eternal life. 17 "Indeed, 
God did not send the Son into the world to condemn the world, but in order that the 
world might be saved through him.  (Jn. 3:1-17 NRSV) 

 
1 

 It doesn’t happen often…but occasionally I am confronted by folks who want to 
know if I am “saved.”  I bet this happens to you, too.  If I tell them I am a Presbyterian 
pastor they say – “So does that mean you are saved?” 
 Now…don’t get me wrong.  God's incarnation demonstrates the lengths to which 
God was willing to go to prove just how much he loves us.  Jesus' self-emptying love, his 
willingness to endure the cross, and the mystery of the resurrection…these realities define 
salvation.  I am grateful for God’s inexplicable gift to you and me and all creation.  I want 
others to see God’s wondrous gift and to live lives of simple gratitude. 
 But I prefer not being cornered and asked if I am “saved.”  My first instinct isn’t 
very charitable.  My second is to simply say, “yes,” and hope that ends the assault.  Rarely 
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does any dodge dissuade one who can name the minute and hour of her or his 
illumination – one who is confident salvation has but one hue.    
 "Are you born again?"  Well intentioned as this frequently asked question may be, 
it's a question that has only been asked in fairly recent times.  It's not a question the earliest 
Christians would have thought to ask in any literal or individualistic sense.  Rightly or 
wrongly conceived, the question “are you saved” comes from this story of Nicodemus.  
And my experience with those who ask me the question is that they misunderstand what 
it means about as much as did Nicodemus. 
 In my experience, people speak of being "born again" as if it is something they 
achieve.  It is so critical to understand that the movement of God's Spirit is not something 
you or I can initiate or manage.  In the final analysis, we have nothing to give to the 
process…we can only receive.  We are not "born again" by our own initiative.  Rather, the 
Spirit blows where it wills.  Our job is to pay attention so we may sense the Spirit caressing 
us like an attentive mother or a lover.1 
 I don’t mean to beat a dead horse…but I don’t want to leave room for doubt.  We 
are saved by God’s grace…not by anything we do…not even by faith.  Our salvation is an 
act of God.  We respond to God’s grace with gratitude, with discipleship, with service to 
the poor and powerless…and, yes, with faith.  This is not mere semantics.  Faith is not 
something that saves us.  Faith is our response to the fact that God saves us by his grace 
alone.  It was for this reason Paul said, “If any wish to boast, let them boast in the Lord,” 
not in themselves.2    
 And so…when someone asks me if I am “saved,” all these things run through my 
head.   

2 
 But there is something else that runs through my head…something well illustrated 
in a TV show in which a “born again,” fundamentalist Christian family was interviewed.  
The interviewer asked the teenage daughter, “Are you going to heaven?”  She replied, “I 
am positive I’m going to heaven.”  “And what will happen to people who do not believe 
as you do?” the reporter asked.  With a broad smile on her face she replied, “They are all 
going to hell.” 
 I have a problem with such a narrow definition of salvation.  I have a problem with 
it not simply because I object to people being looked at as if they were a form of firewood.3  
My problem is that more often than not I can’t detect much of a Christ-like manner in 
those who want to know if I’m “saved.”  They don’t seem to embody the qualities I 
attribute to Jesus or one who follows Jesus.  They seem mighty interested in being self-
righteous and being the only ones God loves.   
 As far as I can tell, Jesus spoke of salvation in significantly different terms.  Didn’t 
he call men and women to be done with selfish concerns and work instead to empower the 
weak, scorn the powerful, and tend to the wounded?  Didn’t Jesus call people to comfort 
the broken hearted, give and receive forgiveness, welcome the stranger, and serve those in 
need?  Wasn’t one of Jesus’ deliberate blows to established religion his insistence that 
salvation was a matter of abandoning self-absorption and being transformed by the love of 
God?4 
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 To hear some Christians talk you would think the only reason Jesus came was to 
persuade people to believe certain things that can get them into heaven.  It’s really an odd 
notion when you think about it.   
 John Garvey, an Orthodox priest and frequent writer for Commonweal magazine 
once wrote… 
 

(In my experience) to say ‘I’m saved’ seems to say more about me than it does about 
God…  To say “I am saved” as if it were my decision that made the big difference, seems 
arrogant, presumptuous…  The prematurely saved seem more concerned 
with their end of the deal than with God’s initiative…5  

 
 My point here is not to cast doubt upon the salvation we have in Christ.  Far from it.  
My point is to impress upon us the mind-boggling magnitude of what Christ has done for 
us…by calling into question the kind of confused thinking that changes salvation from an 
act of God into something we accomplish.   

3 
 "Rabbi," said Nicodemus, "we know you are a teacher who has come from God; for 
no one can do these signs that you do apart from the presence of God."  To Nicodemus 
statement Jesus said, "Truly, I tell you, no one can see the kingdom of God without being 
born from above."   

I wonder…  Was Jesus telling Nicodemus he had some insight into the kingdom of 
God – that he was nearly born from above?  If the initiative for second birth is with God, 
then as Jesus saying Nicodemus’ task was not to work at being born again – but to 
acknowledge the new birth God was enacting within him?   Was Jesus inviting Nicodemus 
to identify the virgin birth of faith taking place within him?    

I wonder if we have misunderstood the exchange between Jesus and Nicodemus.  I 
wonder if Jesus was saying, “You have come a long way, my friend.  Come a little further 
with me and you will have eyes to see that life with God comes as God’s gift.  The life God 
has in store is not yours to create…not yours to bring about by keeping every law on the 
books.  You are not capable of imaging or creating life as glorious as God intends.  So let 
go of your control over what it means to be faithful and let God’s Spirit recreated you.” 
 In his book, The Varieties of Religious Experience, William James wrote of a piano 
teacher who instructed students in some difficult technique.  After the students had 
continually tried and failed, the teacher said: "Stop trying so hard to control the process. 
Was Jesus saying a similar thing? 
 Was Jesus saying Nicodemus knew the notes (i.e., the Law)…but he needed to be 
willing to forget his absolute dependency upon what he knew?  Could he trust what Jesus 
was telling him – that is, reliance on such "notes" (i.e., the Law) may be an obstacle to 
being born of God's Spirit?  To be born from above, of the Spirit of God, much like being 
born from below, of mothers and fathers, is God's good gift – a gift the most we can do is 
receive. 
 And what of you and me?  How often do we miss God’s gift of true life because we 
think we already know the notes?  How often do we define life with God on our own 
terms?  How often are we, as John Garvey put it, “prematurely saved” – in the sense that 
we take salvation’s initiative away from God?   
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 You and I are people who like to be in control.  We gather data and draw 
conclusions based upon hard evidence.  Jesus was not calling Nicodemus to quit using his 
head.  But he was asking Nicodemus not to stop there…but to go beyond using his head to 
also using his heart.  Only people who also live out of their heart are able to lose 
themselves and thus find their true selves in God.  Only people who live by their heart are 
willing to risk falling into the mystery of God.6 
 Psalm 121 stands as a challenge to anyone who would look to the hills or anywhere 
but to God for abiding comfort.  In like fashion, the story of Nicodemus stands as a 
challenge to those who think that in any way they control the amazing grace of God.   
 May God awaken within us hearts capable of receiving God’s gracious gift of life.  
Amen. 
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