Lord, we ask that you will open our hearts to understand your word




Amen   
1.
No change is not an option

Some years ago, Alan went on a management course. One of the phrases he came back with that has always stuck with both of us, was this:

‘If you do what you always did

you will get what you always got.’

It can be applied to a lot of situations – in business, in the church, even in our own personal lives. Most of us are reluctant to change –as I get older, I find that when sticking to well-worn ways is both safe and comforting. And it is certainly true that change can be just for its own sake and not very productive. Again, one of the features of getting older is seeing things come round again as if they were new! 

Nevertheless, in terms of our spiritual or inner life, resistance to change is a death sentence. Because if we believe in God, it is not simply about changing ourselves, but about being open to being changed by God. Lent is a period when we try to think honestly about ourselves (including, but not only, our faults), perhaps exercising some self-discipline, perhaps trying something different, but above all about being open to something new. This year, I am reading two special books of poetry for the season: one that Sue introduced me to, another that I had already ordered. And I am, if I am honest, finding them more stimulating than my usual round of Bible readings. This first week of Lent, they have been poems about life as pilgrimage, about longing, and about that something that calls from beyond my own small life. Some are old (one by Walter Raleigh on the eve of his execution), some modern. Not all are written by Christians, and they are not all explicitly about faith – but about being responsive to the things of the spirit. And thus in a way, all are about the Spirit of God that calls us.
2.
Two men called to change

Today our readings were about two men called to change. You may notice that our first reading ends halfway through verse 4 – the rest of the verse tells us that Abraham was 75 years old – something I find increasingly encouraging, though since his father apparently died at 205, we can’t be entirely sure of the accuracy of this. 

That detail aside, this short account is one that is foundational for the Jewish faith – and for Christians and Muslims too. In today’s epistle (which we did not hear read), St Paul is argues that it was the faith of Abraham – the ability to trust God and follow him - that was the important thing in making him the Father of the nation.  The Old Testament reading tells us that God promised to bless Abram very richly if he left home and trusted in God’s leading. And Abraham did make that commitment and stake everything on the promise.  Open to change indeed.
So what about Nicodemus, about whom we heard in our Gospel reading? Jesus has been performing what the gospel writer calls ‘signs’ and what we would call miracles. He has changed water to wine, healed people and also – more controversially – chased all the merchants and money sellers out of the Holy Temple. That incident caused quite a stir and led the leaders of the community to ask on whose authority he was acting. 

Now one member of the leading party comes to find out more. Nicodemus seems to have been a man of integrity. He is clearly a learned and deeply religious man. He is impressed by Jesus and wants to meet him personally. Yet we are told that he comes by night. He is hedging his bets, curious but not ready to publicly declare himself to be interested. 

He enquires tentatively about who Jesus is. The reply of Jesus is rather ambiguous. He speaks about the need to be ‘born again’, to start again from the beginning. For all his learning – which Jesus acknowledges by recognising that he is a ‘teacher of Israel’ - he doesn’t understand even the basics about God. Nicodemus is clearly at this point mystified by what Jesus says.  From his questions, Jesus concludes that Nicodemus is not on the right wavelength.  

Now we know that Nicodemus did retain an interest in Jesus. After the crucifixion it was Nicodemus, along with Joseph of Arimathea (another leading Jew) who gave burial to the body of Jesus (John 19: 39). And before that, we find Nicodemus sticking up for Jesus in a controversy with the Pharisees (John 7: 50). Each time, the gospel writer reminds us of the story we just heard – that Nicodemus was the man who had once visited Jesus by night. Clearly he was a man of influence, and one whom the early Christians remembered as having been interested and involved, albeit perhaps on the margins of their story.

So despite his caution, we know that Nicodemus did remain open to hearing what Jesus had to say. Unlike some of the religious leaders around him, his mind was not closed. How easy it is for us to dismiss new things out of hand, especially if they challenge all our most dearly held convictions. 
3.
What about us?

So what about us? From this gospel passage comes the phrase that some people use to refer to those who have had a dramatic conversion experience. I have been asked by some people:

‘Are you a born again Christian?’ My answer has to be ‘no’, or ‘not sure’ because I have never had one of those dramatic experiences when I have felt my life and faith to shift completely. Many people have  - a good example is John Newton, who wrote our last (and very famous) hymn ‘Amazing Grace’. If you have seen the film of his life, you will know that he was formerly a slave trader who responded to God’s call by completely changing his life. It is a very moving story, and there are many other examples.
My own faith story has been much more gradual, with a series of on-going changes and special moments rather than one dramatic conversion. Equally, although there have been some times in my life when I have felt God calling me to a radical change of direction, hearing God’s voice has usually been a lot more low key. Yet I do believe being spiritually alive is about being open to receiving something new that may challenge my ways of seeing things. This doesn’t always happen through things that are explicitly Christian: it can be the words or behaviour of a friend – or even of someone I don’t like a lot. It can be watching the stars or the sunset, or even watching a film on TV or reading a book.
Lent then can be an opportunity – not simply to try harder in our own strength – but to open ourselves up to God and his Spirit. This is what I understand Jesus to mean when he tells Nicodemus that he needs to be born of the Spirit. However observant and conscientious a Jew he was,  keeping the religious rules was not enough. He needed to be open to something new and potentially challenging. In short, if he continued to do, in terms of faith, what he had always done, he wouldn’t grow. He would get what he had always got. And so it is for us.
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1.
No change is not an option
· If you do what you always did….
· Lent: being open to change
· poetry: longing, pilgrimage, something calling 
· being open to something new
2.
Two men called to change
· never too old: Abraham was 75

· Abram: blessing followed commitment
· faced with a challenge and a choice
· Nicodemus: intrigued and continues to follow 
3.
What about us?
· Born again? Born of the spirit
· time when called to radical change
· often much lower key
· receiving something new
· the power beyond ourselves: eternal life
· Lent not about trying harder but receiving something new
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