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John 3:1-16

For the past couple of years, our family has spent the week after Easter at a
house on the Outer Banks of North Carolina. It’s a great huge house right on the
beach, and over the course of that week, with people coming and going constantly,
we usually have about fifteen people there. Which means there’s always a lot
going on - some are in the pool or the hot tub, others are on the beach or fishing,
some are reading on the deck, others are playing Wii or shooting pool - well, you get
the idea. There’s always a lot of activity inside and outside the house, and one
thing that always seems to happen is that we put together a jigsaw puzzle on the
big table in the dining room. Someone inevitably gets one out of the pile on the
shelf, and starts in on it, and then, over the course of the week, whoever is walking
by will usually spend a little time doing their best to help complete the puzzle. It
usually takes the whole week to get done.

Well, last year, it happened again. We pulled out a puzzle to put together,
and many of us worked on it all week long. It was a big puzzle, and a pretty tough
one, but we kept at it and kept at it, and worked around it on the table. And just
when we were getting to the end near the last day we were there, we made the
horrible discovery that some pieces were missing. We searched high and low, we
searched on the table, under the table, around the table - we searched everywhere,
and they were nowhere to be found. It was like some cruel joke. In frustration,
we tore it all apart, put it back in the box, and called it a day.

There’s nothing worse than having a piece missing, is there? In puzzles, or,
as the main character in this morning’s Gospel lesson, Nicodemus, found out, in life.
There was something missing in Nicodemus’ life, but he just couldn’t put his finger
on it.

Oh, by all outward appearances, he looked like he had everything going for
him, like he had it all figured out. He was a Pharisee, a very learned man, a very
respected man. He was part of the ruling party. He was no slouch. When he
walked down the street, people noticed him and admired him. He had it all
together - at least it looked that way.

But apparently, he didn’t, because, under cover of darkness, he paid a visit to
Jesus. Why under darkness? Well, perhaps it was because that’s when the
scholars did some of their most serious studying; or perhaps it was because he
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didn’t want anybody to see him. After all, if everybody thinks you’ve got it all
together, if everybody thinks you’re brilliant and know all the laws and writings,
you don’t want to be seen going to ask questions from somebody else, even if it is
Jesus.

So Nicodemus goes to Jesus in the night, and has this very interesting
conversation with Him. He starts off by saying that he knows who Jesus is, and
he’s seen what he has done, and he’s impressed. Right away, Jesus sees what he’s
up against. He sees that Nicodemus has head knowledge about Him, but his heart
isn’tin it. There’s something missing for Nicodemus - something big, something
vital.

So Jesus pushes him. He talks to him about being born from above - about
letting the Spirit into your heart and letting the Spirit guide your life. But as soon
as He says it, He sees that still, Nicodemus doesn’t get it. He’s still thinking with
his head. He’s taking what Jesus is saying literally, his mind isn’t grasping the
enormity of what Jesus is saying. He’s not quite ready to give himself over, to yield
control, to offer his heart and soul. It might be that he was afraid to do it.

If that was the case, he wouldn’t be alone, because, throughout the course of
human history, there were many and are many who know who Jesus is in their
head, but are afraid to take the next step to yield their lives to the Spirit and give
him their heart.

I read an old tale once of a woman who was searching for the meaning of life,
and she traveled around the world to find it. She traveled to South America and
India and all over, and every place she went she asked people, “what is the meaning
of life?” No one knew, but over and over again, she was told that there was a man
who knew, but people weren’t sure where he lived. Finally, she was deep in the
Himalayas, and someone told her how to reach his house - it was a tiny little hut
perched on the side of a mountain.

Well, she made the treacherous trek up to the hut, knocked on the door, and
a little old man opened it, and said “Yes?” She said, “I’ve come halfway around the
world to ask you one question - what is the meaning of life?”

“Come in and have some tea,” he replied. “No,” she said, “no thank you, I
didn’t come all this way for tea. Please just give me the answer. What is the
meaning of life?”

“We shall have tea,” the old man insisted. So he led her into the hut and she
sat down at his table, and he began to brew the tea. While he did, the woman told
him about all the books she’d read, and the people she’d talked to, and the places to
which she traveled. The old man just listened.

2



And then, while she continued to talk, he began to pour the tea into her cup.
Well, she was so busy talking that she didn’t notice when the cup was full, so the
old man just kept pouring until the tea ran over the sides and spilled all over the
table. The woman yelled at him, “What are you doing? It’s full, can’t you see
that? Stop! There’s no more room!”

“Just so,” the old man replied, “you come here wanting something from me,
but what am I to do? There is no more room in your cup. Come back when it is
empty and then we will talk.” (On-line, “Spiritual Rebirth,” The Rev. Patricia
Gillespie)

Hmmm . . . could it be that when Nicodemus came to Jesus there was no
room in his cup? Isn’t that the problem many times, even when people know that
something is missing in their life - there’s no room in their cup for anything else,
including Jesus? There’s home, and work, and family, and school, and schedules,
and books, and long-held beliefs, and even, sometimes church . . . the cup is full, but
there’s no room for Jesus.

Maybe that’s what kept Nicodemus from first getting it when he was talking
to Jesus - his cup was too full of everything - the law, his studies, his standing in
the community; and maybe that’s what keeps others from finding what’s missing -
their cup is too full.

But sometimes people don’t let Jesus fully into their lives because life itself
has caused them to wander in the opposite direction. Life has been mean or
challenging, and they turn away. There was a man named Dieter who was asked
by his pastor to tell the youth confirmation class about his journey to faith, and he
wasn’t quite sure he wanted to, because it wasn’t pretty.

You see, Dieter grew up in Germany, and it was during the War when he was
a youth that life changed dramatically for him. He was in confirmation class
himself at the time, and one day he and his friends went to their church for
confirmation class and it had been bombed, and their pastor was lying there dead in
the rubble of the sanctuary. From that moment on, Dieter turned away from God
and never looked back. His experience was about the absence of God in his life, not
God’s presence. (On-line, “Born How,” Dr. Susan Elliott)

Sometimes Jesus can’t get into a person’s heart, because life has caused that
heart to be hardened, and they’ve turned away. People like that are no more
ready to hear than was Nicodemus at the start of his conversation with Jesus.

And sometimes it’s too much “head thinking” that blocks the way to fully
accepting Jesus. Dr. Ellsworth Kalas, whose sermons | love to read, tells about a
young student who came to worship in his congregation one day, and then asked for
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an appointment with him. During the appointment, he told Dr. Kalas that he had
decided that this faith stuff was all bunk. He was studying science and logic in
school, and well, none of this faith stuff made any sense, so he wouldn’t be seeing
him in church again. Sometimes, our head gets in the way. (Dr. Ellsworth Kalas,
New Testament Stories from the Backside, “Listen to the Wind,” p. 32)

And sometimes, yes, even church gets in the way. Yes, it is possible to be
“religious,” to be involved in church up to our eyeballs, and still not let Jesus fully
into our hearts. We can be involved in missions, we can sing hymns with the best
of them, we can talk a good story, but if we haven’t let Jesus into our heart, and let
the Spirit control us, we’re like Nicodemus was when he first came to Jesus -
something is missing.

I read a short paragraph this week that really stuck with me. It seems that
a scientist was walking through a jungle when he saw some piles of wood, as if
someone was going to start a fire. He watched, and he discovered that some apes,
mimicking humans, laid the pieces of wood down. The only trouble was that the
apes were missing the spark needed to start the fire. (On-line, Sermon Fodder,
Lindy Black)

And there in a nutshell, is what Jesus was talking about to Nicodemus - the
spark needed to start the fire of faith - the spark that can only be lit by the Holy
Spirit. “You must be born from above, Nicodemus, you must open yourself to the
Holy Spirit, that He may dwell in you, and light the spark of faith in you. That’s
what’s missing - that’s the heart part of it.”

And you know what? It looks like Nicodemus finally grasped it. We don’t
see it right then in this passage, but later on, we see Nicodemus vigorously
defending Jesus when he was under attack, and at the end of Jesus’ life, there is
Nicodemus, helping with his burial. He finally got it - he finally experienced that
new life to which Jesus invited him - he finally had all the pieces, and it was good.

So too did Dieter, the man from Germany | told you about earlier. After
Dieter grew up, he moved to the United States, and fell in love with a woman and
married her. Because he loved her and wanted to make her happy, he agreed to go
to church with her. He wasn’t really happy about it, because he still hadn’t
forgiven God for all that had happened, but he went to church because of his wife.

And slowly, but surely, he opened his heart to the Spirit of the living God. It
didn’t happen suddenly, in a life-changing moment, it happened gradually through
the people, and the music, and the outreach, and the worship. He opened his heart
and said yes to God and allowed the Spirit to flow through him, and he was never
the same again.



And oh, that student with Dr. Kalas? He finally found the missing piece too.
He too, happened to go to church one day because his girlfriend asked him to, and in
the blink of an eye, in the words of a hymn, he suddenly realized that Jesus was
real, and He was alive, and He asked Jesus into his heart. His “aha” moment was
just that - a moment.

All of them - Nicodemus, Dieter, the student - all of them, opened their lives
to the Spirit of God, and were, in Jesus’ words, born from above - and for all of
them, life was never the same again - it was rich, and full, and challenging, and
always, always, always in the hands of God.

My friends, where are you today in your life? Is there still something
missing? Is your faith all in your head, or have you given God your heart as well?

Is your cup too full, or have you opened your life to the moving of God’s Spirit,
to blow wherever and whenever and however it will?

Do you understand that a relationship with Christ is more than just a head
thing - it must be your heart as well?

If you’re searching for the meaning of life, for what matters, for that
something, that piece that is missing in your life, my friends, the search ends right
here, for Jesus waits to wrap you in His arms and guide your days.

So I want to close with one final image for you to think about. One day a
small boy was lost in a big city. He was terrified, and finally, he came upon a
police officer, who tried to help him. The officer began suggesting various streets,
shops and landmarks, hoping something would jog the little boy’s memory. But
nothing worked. Finally the officer remembered that there was a church in the
middle of the town with a lighted cross on top stood above the skyline. Pointing to
that cross, he asked the child, “Do you live anywhere near the cross?” Suddenly
the little boy’s face lit up, and he said, “Oh yes. Sir, take me to the cross and | can
find my way home.” (On-line, “Real Christian vs. Religous,” Dr. Ray Pritchard)

Take me to the cross and | can find my way home. That’s the story of faith,
my friends. Take me to the cross, let the Spirit flow freely in my heart, and I can
find my way home.

If you need to find your way home to Christ, say yes today, and let the Spirit
of the living God take you there. Like Nicodemus, you will never be the same
again! Thanks be to God.

Amen.



