
I am always so glad at this time of year to see the light returning, the days

lengthening. My regular early morning walks no longer have to begin in

darkness, and from next week, driving home in the evening from the service in

Los Gigantes, on that precarious coast road, can once again be undertaken with

the convenience and safety of daylight.

Spiritually, the image of light and darkness is a biblical favourite and an

appropriate one for describing the difference between good and evil, right and

wrong, and life without Christ as opposed to life with him. Today and over the

next three Sundays, we hear from the Gospel of John, the Gospel that loves to

associate Jesus Christ with light that has come to shine in a world of darkness.

We will be reading weighty passages that emphasize this contrast, with John’s

powerful insights into the meaning of Jesus for everyone, the Christ who is able

to enlighten, to transform the life of every Christian, in fact, every human

being.

Today we meet a man called Nicodemus. He represents the Pharisees, the

religious leaders in the time of Jesus. He is presented to us as a representative

of a religion that had lost its way. The system and its leaders encouraged the

people to believe that they could get close to God by carefully following the

rules, keeping to the letter of the law, and observing the commandments by

being careful not to break them but without necessarily using them to do good.

Jesus, by contrast, taught and demonstrated that that this kind of religion was

useless, unreal, a sham. The real way to God, said Jesus, was to be born all

over again in the Spirit of God. This meant the process of turning one’s life

around, being changed, transformed, so that with God’s Spirit in the heart,

people could truly reveal and live their identity as children of God, live the way

God intended for them to live. All who are baptized, and sincerely following

Christ, are by definition born again, born anew in the Spirit of God.

I stress this a little because when I was preaching on this Gospel some years

ago in a former parish, I became aware of a couple in the congregation, visitors

who were clearly paying attention to what I was saying, for which, I have to say

I am always most grateful. After the service they approached me all smiles and

said, ‘Oh it was so good to hear your sermon. Like you, we are both born again



Christians!’ I gave them a warm welcome and what I hope were encouraging

words, but also some appropriate advice about their terminology.

Those like them who happily describe themselves as ‘born again Christians’ are

certainly not a special category set apart from or above other Christians. But

what they are usually trying to express by that tautological term is that until a

certain point in life, their faith, if they had a faith, was based on routine, habit,

or perhaps simply love of a particular church, tradition, or even vicar! It is likely

that what faith they had was disconnected from the rest of their life.

Then one day or perhaps over a period of time, by the grace of God, they were

awakened, renewed, their hearts were warmed, as the Wesley brothers

described the experience. Their faith became real. God was, for example, no

longer simply for Sundays, their worship in church no longer a matter of

convenience, something that they had previously no problem in missing if

some other arrangement or distraction took their fancy. God was now priority,

the centre of their lives, the reference point for every decision and activity.

Such transformation is the fruit of what Jesus called being born anew or in the

Spirit, the lifestyle for citizenship in the kingdom of God.

Nicodemus, and those he represented, not just in his own time but throughout

the ages, including in the Church, were (and are) stuck in a rigid, exclusive, or

self-satisfied form of religious thought and practice, which is probably why the

writer made the point of saying early in the passage that Nicodemus came to

Jesus by night. They lived in spiritual darkness; they were blind to the light of

God which shone through Jesus in everything he said and did.

There is still so much darkness and blindness in the world, including the

religious world, though nothing to do with physical night-time or visual

impairment. When, for example, we human beings are self-centred, when we

live and work purely for our own gain, when we cause hurt to others, ignore or

exclude them, when we have aggressive or prejudicial attitudes towards any

particular person, group or race, then for us it is still night, our world is one of

darkness. This is life lived in separation from God, a state we traditionally call

sin.

Following Jesus Christ is about choosing a better way; indeed, it is about

choosing life rather than death. Jesus is God’s light shining in a darkened



world. He shows God’s way of life for us, the best way, ultimately the happiest

way, even though sometimes it can be costly, the way that urges human beings

to practice such things as compassion, inclusion, reconciliation, peace, service,

justice, all motivated by love. It is life truly connected to God and to neighbour,

the living out of the greatest commandment. When we start to think and live

in this spirit, we are revealing the fruits of the new birth, the new creation that

Christ came to bring us.

As human beings, children of God, we are all likenesses of God, however vague

and imperfect. As we reflect upon the divine way of life into which we have

been baptized and called to follow, may we through this Lenten season of

grace, resolve to connect more deeply with the light of God that already burns

within us, so that our lives glow with a light and warmth that not only cheers

our hearts but also rouses the interest, the curiosity of others. Then they too,

by the grace of God, may choose to follow the same light, and come to

experience the new birth, the new life, that God intends all to enjoy, in this

world and in the world to come.


