March 22, 2009
John 3:1-21

This may be the most known and the most quoted verse in the whole New Testament: “For God so loved the world that he gave his only son, so that everyone who believes in him might not perish but have eternal life.” It used to be on TV all the time, at sports events. At Saturday worship, someone told me it still is – they saw it Friday night. Someone would sit strategically where the cameras would inevitably look – along the 1st base line, in the end zone, behind the basket – and hold up this sign. I always wondered whether the guy ever really watches the game. There he is, in seats other people would die for, and he never even sees the game. Only the cameras. 
I have no doubt the person’s intentions are good, but I have a hunch it backfires. I don’t know anyone who was ever saved because they saw “John 3:16” on TV while watching a football game. If anything, it makes Christians look kind of silly. The problem with ‘slogan religion’ is that it becomes so trite. It seems so shallow. How do you reduce the Almighty into a catchphrase? But who knows? God can work with anything, I suppose. 

I mean, if God can work with us... 

And, after all, God could even work with Nicodemus. 
Nicodemus was a good, God-fearing Jew, a leader of the community, a teacher of scripture. He could have been an elder in our church, or a seminary professor, or a pastor. He was faithful his whole life, a pillar of the community; and he thought he had religion down to a science. When suddenly, this new rabbi named Jesus came to town, and it made him question everything he thought he knew. Jesus was stirring everybody up, and Nicodemus didn’t know what to think any more. 

The thing was, Nicodemus didn’t want anyone else to know he was having this crisis of faith. It wouldn’t be good form for him to be seen talking with Jesus. His credibility was at stake. So he went by stealth, at night, when no one would see him. “Rabbi,” he said to Jesus, “the miracles you’re performing – clearly the hand of God is upon you. But help me understand!”
Somehow I doubt the conversation helped him understand much. Jesus started talking about things like being ‘born again’ or ‘born from above’ or ‘born from the Spirit’, things that made no sense to someone like Nicodemus. What was that supposed to mean?
What does it mean to be born again? What does it mean to ‘believe in God’s one and only son’? What does it mean to ‘be saved’?
There was a time in my life when I struggled to understand this. I was born and raised in the Presbyterian Church. As far as I knew, I had always been a Christian. I went to Sunday School as a child, and spent a year in confirmation class when I was in Middle School. I took it pretty seriously, and when the time came I decided to affirm my faith in Jesus Christ, and officially join the church. 

But I had this nagging doubt in my mind. Even when I joined the church I wondered if I really believed in Jesus, or if I was just saying it because I was supposed to. What did that mean, anyway? To ‘believe’ in someone? The closest I could come as a child was believing in Santa Claus, and I knew that wasn’t the same. 

I found myself questioning what I had been taught. I wondered if there wasn’t something more; was this it? I didn’t feel any different than before. 
Well, I ended up doing some searching and exploring – going with a friend to a very conservative Bible church where everybody wore jeans and they pressed people to ‘make a decision for Christ.’ Even though I had been baptized and confirmed, I wasn’t sure. Was I saved? Did I believe strongly enough, well enough, in Jesus? If I had any doubt, well, then, I couldn’t be sure. 
So I affirmed my faith again, this time more fervently; and just to make sure, I was re-baptized, going against everything Presbyterians believe about baptism - just in case my first baptism hadn’t ‘worked,’ in case it wasn’t good enough, which this new church obviously thought was true. 
Not long after that I quit going to that church. It wasn’t theology so much as another opportunity. A bunch of kids from my high school decided they wanted to perform Godspell, and I wanted to get in on it. For over a year we rehearsed twice a week and performed at least once a month in churches around Chicago. I felt sure of my faith, and grounded. On Sundays we weren’t performing, I was happily a part of my Presbyterian Church again, sure of my faith and my salvation. 

That bought me confidence for awhile, until I got into college. I went to a Bible study that was led by a campus ministry called “Navigators.” Again, people questioned my faith. Was I saved? Was I sure I was saved? The gnawing doubts came back in. Maybe I hadn’t accepted Jesus Christ as my Lord and savior well enough. Maybe I hadn’t meant it sincerely enough. They all seemed so confident, so sure of themselves. Maybe I would be judged by God for not believing in his only Son like they did. 

But you know what? Somewhere along the line I decided that this couldn’t be what God had in mind. I couldn’t imagine God wanting to torment people like me about whether I loved him well enough. My relationship with God had started to seem like a romance gone bad, where one person keeps pestering the other, demanding proof of their love, where the girlfriend keeps pestering her boyfriend: “Do you really love me?” 
I couldn’t believe God would want me to be so narcissistic, either –worried so much about my own soul and salvation. I figured that God probably wanted more for me to get over myself, to get on with my life and the work of being a Christian, instead of working so hard to become one. 
Now, I know that some people do have these life-changing, soul-defining moments of being ‘saved.’ A friend of mine explained it this way: it’s like how people become part of a family. Some people are born into their family; it’s always been that way, they don’t know anything different. But others are adopted in, and if you are adopted when you are old enough to remember, you don’t take your family for granted, ever. 

Or it’s like belonging to a country. If you have always been a citizen, you probably don’t think about it much except on national holidays or if your country is in danger. But if you are an immigrant, then belonging to this country is a defining moment in your life. You are starting life over again. 
Is one more ‘real’ than the other? No, of course not. But the experience is profoundly different. It’s like night and day. To be ‘born anew’ is like suddenly having a light go on, when you have been living in darkness. It’s more than seeing things you’ve never seen before. It’s the feeling of hope. 

A pastor from Washington, DC, tells the story of going to the Holy Land on a pilgrimage. They went to Jerusalem, of course, as everyone does. Part of the tour included going into Hezekiah’s tunnel. This is an ancient, underground tunnel that was built 2700 years ago during the reign of King Hezekiah, when Jerusalem was under siege. The tunnel links the old city of Jerusalem to an outside water source, which allowed the people to survive and prevail.  

Hezekiah’s tunnel still carries water through its winding twists and turns. So along with all the other tourists, the man put on a swimsuit to walk through to the other side. He carried a candle, with him, as all the pilgrims do, in part for the symbolism of its light, but also because the tunnel is very dark. 

About halfway through, his candle went out. His tour group was already several turns ahead, and he was alone. It was pitch black, like a cave. Panic began to overcome him. He says he knows it was irrational; the group leader would realize he was missing and come back, and there was no way to become lost. 

But he was surrounded by the darkness, overwhelmed by it like huge waves. It was suffocating, overpowering. And then – then came a light, a small light, the tour guide coming back to get him. The man’s joy and relief was beyond words.
 

And suddenly he knew what it meant that Jesus was the light of the world. He had been surrounded by darkness, and suddenly there was light. That’s as close as I can come to understanding what it means to be ‘saved.’
There have been moments in my life that were like that. Rare, profound moments… when I have felt born anew. When everything dark and heavy in my life felt like it was lifted from my shoulders. When I felt suddenly, overwhelmingly surrounded by the loving presence of God, holding me, enfolding me. When I sensed the Spirit moving in my life, so strongly and so powerfully that there could be no doubt God was giving me a new and second chance. And I am so grateful, grateful beyond words, for those moments of redemption. 

It isn’t God’s judgment I fear any more. I do not worry that God will judge me for not believing ‘well enough.’ Over the years I have discovered in scripture time after time when belief and doubt are simply flip sides of the same coin – that doubt is the tension belief carries with it. I don’t fear doubt any more, but embrace it as the path to deeper knowledge and wonder.

No, I worry that I will choose to live in the dark, and miss the overwhelming love of God. It’s that I will waste too much of my life missing the presence of God in it. That I will be overcome by the darkness and shut my eyes to the Light of God shining through it.
The question for me isn’t, “Are you saved?” The question is more, will you look for the light? Search for it when you are in darkness? Will you let yourself be held, upheld, by the overwhelming love of God? Will you allow yourself to trust, even with all your doubt, that there is a God who loves you so much that he would even send his Son to lead you home? 
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