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 This morning I have a question.  It’s a question raised for me by this story of Jesus’ 

night-time conversation with Nicodemus.  The question is:  can people change?  Especially 

people who are older, let’s say, who are over 30.  Can they change in a positive way, change for 

the better? 

  

 That’s also a question that the late Jim Reimer, theology professor at Conrad Grebel 

College, asked in a class with a bunch of pastors some years ago.  “Do you think people change 

for the better when they get older?” Jim asked us.  “Do they become wiser, mellower, more open 

to spiritual things, open to God?  Or, do they become ever more set in their ways, do they just 

become more of what they always have been—kind-hearted and sweet-spirited, or self-centered 

and grumpy, or whatever?” 

  

 There’s a lot being written these days that casts doubt on how much you and I, deep down, 

can really change.  Psychologists and neurologists talk about how our experiences in infancy and 

childhood engineer our brains in certain ways, how our emotional patterns get set in our first years 

of life and—even with therapy--can be very difficult to change when we get older.   

  

 Our convictions about certain issues can also be hard to change.  Recently I read a book 

called “The Righteous Mind.”  The author, Jonathan Haight, tries to explain why liberals and 

conservatives get so fiercely divided over politics, and social issues, and religion.  Like in Julie’s 

family.  When they get together, they don’t talk about President Obama’s health care law because 

it might not be so good for their own health.    

  

 Haight argues that we disagree so fiercely because we develop different sets of moral taste 

buds, such as caring and fairness (if you’re liberal), and respect for authority and the sacred (if 

you’re conservative).  These taste buds are first formed by our genes and early life experiences, 

and then are reinforced by the schools we attend and the kinds of friends we choose, and the 

churches we attend and the careers we follow.  Our particular set of moral taste buds condition us 

to resist differing opinions on contentious issues, like abortion, or why people are poor, or how to 

interpret scripture.  And they are very hard to change.  How many people do you know who, after 

an exchange of view, have changed from voting for the Conservative party to the NDP, or vice 

versa?   

  

 I once had a teacher who asked whether pastors can realistically expect their congregations 

to change their behaviour as a result of their sermons.  “When you preach, don’t expect your 

parishioners to change much,” this person said.  “About the best you can hope for is that a few 

people might move just a few hairs on the dial.” 

  

 When he meets Jesus, it’s very hard for Nicodemus to move a few hairs on the dial of his 

thinking, because Jesus’ words don’t even register on his mental radar screen.  And Nicodemus 

does have a well-functioning mental radar.  He’s a scholar, a teacher, a member of the Sanhedrin, 

the Jewish Supreme Court.  He knows his scriptures, he knows how God is to be worshipped and 

how God's law is to be lived, he probably could tell us who is in and who is out of God's Kingdom.  

In matters of faith, Nicodemus has it together.  Or so he thinks, until he meets Jesus.   

       

 We read that Nicodemus comes to Jesus by night.  Why does he come at night?  In the 

Gospel of John, darkness can stand for confusion, and for evil.  Does Nicodemus want to try to 

trap Jesus, to get evidence that he is a false teacher?  Or has Jesus piqued his curiosity, aroused an 



unfamiliar thirst in his soul, and he wants to know more, but he’s afraid of what his powerful 

friends might think, if they would see him associating with this teacher who is causing trouble?   

  

 Whatever his motives, Nicodemus comes to Jesus and addresses him with the confidence 

of a powerful man of learning:  "Teacher, we know you—we’ve seen the signs--we know that you 

are from God.”  And Jesus cuts him off, and replies, "Nicodemus, you don't know a thing.  Your 

mental radar is malfunctioning.  When it comes to knowing the things of God,” Jesus says, “you 

are like this night that surrounds us, you are in the dark."   And then Jesus tells Nicodemus 

something that really does boggle his mind.  “If you, Nicodemus, are going to see the things of 

God, you need to be born again.” 

  

 We need to be clear.  Nicodemus is not a hardened sinner on the road to ruin.  He is not a 

man like Charles Colson.  Colson was an advisor to President Richard Nixon.  His speciality was 

playing dirty tricks on political opponents, and he was skilled and ruthless at it.  In 1974 Colson 

was convicted of obstructing justice in the Watergate scandal that brought Nixon down.  While in 

prison he had a radical conversion, and became a Christian.  He tells his story in his book, entitled 

“Born Again.”   

  

  But Nicodemus is not an early Charles Colson.  He does not do evil deeds—he’s 

righteous.  By the standards of his faith, he is not an unbeliever but a believer.  He is already 

converted, and has been so all his life.  And Jesus says, “You, Nicodemus, converted though you 

are, you need to be born again, you need to be born anew, from above.” 

  

 And Nicodemus is, to put it mildly, startled.  Actually he reacts like I too often do when an 

unfamiliar, out of the box idea comes along:  “But, but, but!  But, but Jesus, born again?  But 

that makes no sense...do you think I can just climb back into my mother’s womb?” 

  

 And Jesus mocks him: “What, you’re a teacher, Nicodemus, and you can’t grasp this idea?  

Let my words sink in--you will not see the things of God until you are, yes, born again—not by 

flesh--but by the Spirit, from above.  And what’s more, Nicodemus,” Jesus says, “you cannot 

control the Spirit, because the Spirit comes and goes on its own.  It’s like the wind.”  

  

 “But, but, but...how can this be?  It can’t be.”   

  

 Fifty years ago, J.B. Phillips, a British Bible translator, wrote a small book entitled, "Your 

God is too Small."  One of the chapters was called "God in a Box."  Phillips critiques Christians 

and churches which try to capture and tame and train God to their own liking, and put God in a box 

with a neat label on it.  And Phillips says that won’t work, because God refuses to be boxed in and 

cramped and regulated, because “the Spirit blows here it wills.” 

  

 “But, but, but, how can this be?” are the last sputtering words we hear from Nicodemus, 

who can’t fit Jesus into his box.  And then Jesus takes over, and preaches a sermon on how he has 

come down from heaven, and will be lifted up, and how eternal life comes through him, and how 

his coming reveals the enormous depth of God’s love for the world. 

  

 It’s so hard for Nicodemus to change.  His brain pathways are well set.  It seems hardly 

possible for a man like him to be reborn by the wind, because his career has been devoted to trying 

to manage and tame and keep out the wind.  And now in his night-time encounter with Jesus, that 

Spirit-wind challenges his settled convictions, and his glib answers, and he slams the window shut.  

  

  Babies usually don’t choose to be born.  They are given life, they are “birthed” by 

someone else.  And sometimes you and I are too.  Sometimes a crisis, when our world falls apart, 



and we lose control, can be the pangs of a new birth, the broken window through which God’s 

Spirit blows.  That happened to Charles Colson.  A health crisis can also do that.  Another one 

of my teachers once said, “Sickness can be our friend.  We need to listen carefully to our sickness, 

to what it might be trying to teach us about how to live in a better way.”  Sometimes sickness can 

lead to being born, again. 

  

 Sometimes an idea or suggestion from out of the blue can be the catalyst for a new birth.  

At the Bible school in Manitoba where I used to work, we got a phone call from Mennonite Central 

Committee in Winnipeg.  They had an urgent voluntary service opening at Pregnancy Distress 

Services, which was a counselling agency for pregnant, unmarried young women.  Could we send 

them someone right away, they asked?  So we approached Bev, a student who was going to 

graduate in a couple of weeks, and wasn’t sure what she wanted to do with her life.  Would you 

consider this job, Bev?  She agreed to think about it, and about 2 days later signed-up for a 2-year 

term.   She liked her work so well that she renewed for a second term.  For Bev, a new world was 

born through that job.  In our OT reading today, Abraham also gets an idea from out of the 

blue—a very crazy, reckless idea--in his old age--to pull up stakes and head off to a foreign land.  

And the people of God, which includes you and me, were born. 

  

 Sometimes the life-giving wind blows and renews old institutions like the church.  Today 

many see the new pope, Pope Francis, a man who lives simply, and preaches tolerance, and 

expresses concern for the poor, as God’s disruptive, refreshing wind blowing through the Catholic 

church.  A magazine has a cover story about him entitled, “The Joyful Surprise of Pope Francis.”  

And some in the Catholic church are wondering, “But, but, but!  How can this be?” 

  

 Sometimes the Spirit brings you and me to new birth by getting us involved with people we 

don’t like.  In the 2008 film, “Gran Torino,” Walt Kowalski is a widowed, bitter Korean War 

veteran living in Detroit.  He has lots of prejudice against the poor Asian immigrants who live 

around him.  And that dislike becomes even stronger when his teenage neighbour, Thao, under 

pressure from gang members, tries to steal his prized 1972 Ford Gran Torino.  And then Walt 

unexpectedly gets drawn into Thao’s family.  He slowly becomes sympathetic to their many 

problems, and eventually he dies trying to save Thao from his gang.  Walt’s evolution from  

hardened prejudice toward seeing his enemies with new eyes, and caring about them, suggests that 

he was being born, again. 

  

 Just as the human birth process involves a lot of stress, and stretching, and anguish, so, it 

seems, does the new birth that Jesus speaks of.  Richard Rohr is a Catholic priest who has written 

many books on spirituality.  He says that in the first half of life all of us construct a container to 

live in.  This container is made up of rules and habits and traditions, of making friends and 

establishing a home and family, of finding security, and other things.  This container is our early 

identity, and is necessary to get us started on our life journey.  The problem , Rohr says, is that this 

container likes to stay ‘contained,’ and hates change.  He says that we have to let go of that 

container—that “false self”-- and die to it, in order to find our “true self.”  Sometimes that death 

and rebirth happens gradually as we mature into the second half of life.  Sometimes it happens 

dramatically, as in a crisis.  And alas, says Rohr, some people hold onto their first-half-of-life 

container far too long, either reacting against it the rest of their life, or letting it kill them.  Jesus 

and other great spiritual teachers talk about the need to die—maybe to die several times--in order 

to be born, again. 

  

 In the New Testament, the lasting evidence of that dying to a narrow old way of thinking, 

and living, and being born again by the Spirit, again is not an emotional experience, or a new set of 

beliefs.  It’s becoming more loving.  “Beloved, let us love one another,” says a later writer 

named John.  “Because love is from God, and everyone who loves is born of God, and knows 



God, for God is love.”    

  

 Can people change, for the better, change to receive new life from God, who so loved the 

world, that he sent Jesus?  Jesus thinks so, though it may take a gale-force wind sent by God’s 

grace to blow open our boxes and generate a new birth.  What about Nicodemus?  Do you think 

he ever changed?  We do meet him two more times in John's gospel.  The next time we see him is 

when Jesus’ critics are trying to arrest him, and it is only Nicodemus who steps forward to defend 

him.  Nicodemus’s final appearance is after Jesus has died on the cross.  Not speaking a word, he 

simply comes to Jesus’ tomb, bringing spices.  Maybe that Spirit-wind that Nicodemus couldn’t 

get his mind around has found a crack in his container, and has stirred something to life in him.  If 

he could be born, again, there ought to be hope for you and me. 

 


