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Allen Pruitt

“I tell you
that no one can be saved

unless they are born again.”

That’s what it says,
right?

Well, for most of my life
that’s what it said,

but here
I read it again.

This week
I read it over and over again,

and not a single translation I could find
said even one word

about being “saved.”

Instead of getting “saved”,
we “see the kingdom of God.”

And how do we get to see the kingdom of God?
By being born again??
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Well, not so much.
Our translation this morning
as well as most every translation I could find,

they all say
“born from above.”

So if we don’t get saved,
and we don’t get born again;
if we don’t do any of the things

that I thought this reading was about,
then maybe we have to start all over.

“I tell you
that no one can see the kingdom of God

without being born from above.”

Nicodemus comes to Jesus at night.
He’s a teacher and a preacher;
he’s a colleague of Jesus.
But he’s not like Jesus at all.

Nicodemus plays it safe;
Nicodemus makes sure that he can’t get caught;
Nicodemus comes to Jesus by night.

And he might as well be walking in the dark,
for all that he understands.

But there’s something,
something about Jesus,
and something about Nicodemus,
something has brought them together.

Nicodemus may be walking in the dark,
but he’s walking toward the light.
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The more I look at this reading,
the more I’m baffled by its use

as a guide for how you can get saved.

There are a few places
where folks ask Jesus about getting saved,

but this isn’t one of them.

Nicodemus comes,
not with with a question,
but with a statement.

“Rabbi, we know that you must come from God,
because no one could do all that,

unless God had sent them.”

And Jesus says,
“That’s right,
that’s the truth;
and you wouldn’t be able to see the truth

unless you had been given a new life from above.”

Jesus is telling Nicodemus
that he’s already been given this gift.

He didn’t ask for it;
he didn’t earn it;
he doesn’t even pretend to understand it,

and yet it belongs to him all the same.
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But Nicodemus is like us;
he wants to understand,
he wants Jesus to make himself clear!

“How can this be?
How can anybody enter the womb a second time

and be born?
That’s ridiculous.”

And Jesus obliges him;
he explains himself yet again,

“Very truly I tell you,
no one can enter the kingdom of God

without being born of water and Spirit.

You must be born from above.”

You don’t have to understand it,
you don’t have to earn it,
you don’t even have to ask for it.

This gift,
this new life from above

that helps you see the true kingdom,
it’s like the wind:

it blows where it chooses,
and you hear the sound of it,

but you do not know
where it comes from
or where it goes.
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What kind of Gospel is that?
What kind of salvation is that?

I thought you had to get saved,
so you wouldn’t be lost.

I thought you had to make a decision
to get right with God.

But that’s not what Jesus says;

Jesus says there’s this man
lost in the dark of the night,

and that he came,
trying to understand it all.

Jesus says that he’s already been born from above,
whether he knows or not,

else how would he be able to see the truth so clearly?
Else, how would he know

that Jesus came from God?

He doesn’t understand it;
he didn’t earn it;
he didn’t even ask for it.

But it’s his,
and it’s a gift.
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For Episcopalians,
this all comes together at a baptism.

We use words about being born of water and spirit,
    about being born from above,

    and even a few words about salvation.

I was baptized when I was 13
and I was definitely trying to “get saved”;
       I was definitely trying to get “born again.”

And ever since then,
I have been struggling,

like Nicodemus,
to understand my experience.

A friend and colleague of mine, George Maxwell,
vicar of St. Philip’s Cathedral,

wrote these helpful words about being “born again.”

“The problem with “born again” language
is that it sells itself as a self-help remedy.

But, this is not was Jesus says.

Jesus tells Nicodemus,
‘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.’

In other words,
salvation is not something that we do for ourselves,

but something that God does for us.
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This is what baptism is all about.
It’s not magic.
We are not trying to convince God

to do something that he would not otherwise do.

It’s a sacrament.
We are reminding ourselves

of a truth about God
that we have a tendency to forget.”1

It’s like the wind,
this salvation from God.

We don’t have to find it;
it will find us.

We don’t have to get un-lost to find God;
God will come and find us,

no matter how lost we are.

“Salvation is not something we do for ourselves,
but something that God does for us.”

You don’t have to understand it;
you don’t have to earn it;
you don’t even have to ask for it.

But it’s yours,
and it’s a gift.

 Maxwell, George.  “Letter to a Young Episcopalian.”  May 2015 issue of The Cathedral Times.1


