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Lent 2 2017 

Genesis 12:1-4a; Psalm 121; Romans 4:1-5,13-17; John 3:1-17. 

 

In order to make sense of the choice of this Gospel for Lent, we need to 

remind ourselves that in the early church, this time of Lent was a time of 

preparation for baptism at Easter. So this reading about being born again fits 

into the thinking about the nature of baptism itself. However, it still has 

something to say to us in our modern understanding of Lent as a time of 

discipline and preparation for our renewal of our baptismal vows at the Easter 

Vigil. 

 

So the story opens with Nicodemus coming at night to see Jesus. He is a 

leader amongst the Jewish people, maybe even a member of the Sanhedrin or 

governing body of Judaism. But even coming at night is risky, as the Pharisees 

are already starting to be at odds with Jesus. So Nicodemus is serious about 

coming to find out more about Jesus, and he starts off by declaring that he 

believes the signs Jesus has been doing must be of God. He doesn’t ask for a 

sign, in fact he doesn’t ask anything of Jesus, but he just comes to see. And 

Jesus responds with the difficult saying that “no one can see the kingdom of 

God without being born from above” (Jn 3:3).  

 

The word translated here as “from above” has two meanings in the Greek. It 

can be both ‘again’ and ‘from above’. The NRSV editors have chosen this 

meaning, because they understand what Jesus is getting at. But Nicodemus 

legitimately understands it as ‘again’. Hence his rather testy reply that Jesus 

can’t seriously expect him to return to the womb and be born again at his age. 

But Jesus holds his position, stating that “no one can enter the kingdom of God 

without being born of water and spirit” (Jn 3:5).  

 

Now I need to digress for a moment back to John’s baptism, which was a water 

baptism. Do you remember that John’s Gospel has John Baptist saying about 

Jesus’ baptism “…the one who sent me to baptise with water said to me, ‘He 

on whom you see the Spirit descend and remain is the one who baptises with 

the Holy Spirit’” (Jn 1:33). And in our baptism we were baptised with water, 

but we also received the Holy Spirit who dwells within us and teaches us, and 

strengthens us and advocates for us and loves us. 

 

Now back to Nicodemus! So the re-birth that Jesus is talking about is the 

rebirth of water and the spirit, that is being re-born from above. This re-birth 

is a sine qua non for us to enter the kingdom of God. But let’s think about birth 

for a moment. We celebrate it when someone is born, and we keep their 
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birthdays with parties and gifts. But the important bit of being born is the life 

that emerges, not the actually being born per se. And it is about how that life 

develops and grows that is important, and the enriching element of life, not 

just the being born. 

 

But babies newly born, and for many years afterwards, are totally dependant 

on others for their well-being and learning. Children are open to this learning, 

and don’t filter out the good and the bad things… they just absorb. Elsewhere 

in the synoptic Gospels we are told by Jesus that “whoever does not receive 

the kingdom of God as a little child will never enter it” (Mk 10:15).  

 

So Nicodemus has come to Jesus to explore, but Jesus says that he needs to 

start again, become little and open to learning, to being exposed to change. He 

cannot explore who Jesus is without that new beginning, even though he is 

probably very learned theologically. He now needs to open himself up to what 

Jesus is about. And that won’t be easy because Nicodemus, like all of us, is 

‘from below’, that is we tend to think and exist in terms of the here and how 

physical world, the material provable things in our lives. But Jesus who is ‘from 

above’ is revealing to us things ‘from above’ or things ‘of the spirit’ rather than 

of this world.  

 

So what did Jesus mean when he said we must all become like little children? 

Certainly he is not suggesting we all become child-ish or dependent in an 

infantile way. It’s a delicate balance of being dependant on God but 

responsible agents as adults.  

 

I mentioned St Thérèse of Lisieux last month and I would like to quote 

something from her last conversations. She entered the local Carmelite 

monastery when she was barely 16, and already there were two of her older 

sisters as professed nuns in that Carmel. Thérèse died very young of some 

kind of extremely painful tubercular disease, and while she was dying, her 

sisters wrote down her conversations. They also took photos of her languishing 

on her sick bed, and even more macabrely, of her after she had died. 

However, one of the conversations they recorded was this: 

What does it mean to be a child before God? “It is to recognise our 

nothingness, to expect everything from God as a little child expects 

everything from its father, it is to be disquieted about nothing, and not 

to be set on gaining our living…To be little is not attributing to oneself 

the virtues that one practises, believing oneself capable of anything, but 

to recognise that God places this treasure in the hands of his little child 

to be used when necessary; but it remains always God’s treasure. 
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Finally, it is not to become discouraged over one’s faults, for children fail 

often, but they are too little to hurt themselves very much”.1 

 

Now this way of expressing spirituality is quite foreign to most of us. It is the 

language of late nineteenth century Catholicism. Nowadays, psychologists 

would be horrified at some of these phrases which might come from a position 

of low self-esteem. Well, Thérèse certainly never suffered from that as an 

adult, because she had absolute confidence in God, that God would give her 

everything she needed to do and be whatever and whoever God wanted her to 

be. In fact she had some almost grandiose ideas, a sort of the “sky’s the limit” 

kind of mentality where God was concerned. She totally depended on God for 

all her insights and the grace to live out the life of love that God expected of all 

his people. And as an adult in religious life she took responsibility for the way 

she worked out the fulfilling of her gifts. She was no academic, but had great 

spiritual insights, in a simple way, and she was declared a Doctor of the 

Church in the twentieth century.  

 

Now I refer to her as an almost modern example of how we might be re-born, 

as Jesus asked of Nicodemus, and how we might learn to understand Jesus’ 

things ‘from above’ and not be stuck in our limited lives ‘from below’. This is 

one of the spiritual aspects we might try and develop and be aware of in our 

Lenten discipline. It will serve us well as we affirm our vows of turning to 

Christ, repenting of our sins, and rejecting selfish living, and all that is false 

and unjust, and renouncing Satan and all evil. If we, being open to being filled 

with God’s ‘spirit’ can do that we will then have an open heart to receive all 

that Jesus offers us through his life and death and resurrection. And we receive 

the first fruits of that in our receiving of the Body and Blood of Christ in this 

sacrament each week which enable us to live in this way.  

 

 

Marilyn Hope 

Christ Church South Yarra 

                                                 
1 St Thérèse of Lisieaux: Her Last Conversations, trans. John Clarke (Washington: ICS, 1977), 
138-39. 


