
“Newborn” 
John 3:1-9 
 
“Human childbirth,” says Dr. David Sloan, “is like an Olympic bobsled run… 
There are two participants: a mother who does the pushing and a baby 
who steers the course. There's a well-marked start and finish, and in 
between there are banked turns and the real possibility of disaster. Down 
at the finish line there's a throng of cheering supporters, some of them 
ready to assist when things get tricky, others simply milling around with 
cameras and champagne. “ 
 
Is that right? 
What do I know? 
What right do I have to say? 
 
I was just one of those cheering supporters, stunned when the OB nurse 
laid in my arms a pale blue little thing, slippery, covered in blood and 
stained with meconium, head matted and lopsided, bow legged and 
pigeon toed, squinty eyed and squealing. 
 
I have to say it was a shock, and nothing like I expected. 
 
That’s pretty much how Nicodemas felt when he came to Jesus that 
night, hiding under the cover of darkness. 
 
What was he hoping for? 
 
A theological seminar?   
 
He was magnanimous in his opening…”We…(those of us in the know) 
have done our calculating and have concluded that you must really be 
God sent.” 
 
He waited for an “Atta boy” for his astuteness… 
 
What happened instead was that Jesus dropped a  pale blue little thing, 
slippery, covered in blood and stained with meconium, head matted and 
lopsided, bow legged and pigeon toed, squinty eyed and squealing in 
Nicodemas’ lap. 
 
“Forget your scholarly analysis, Nicodemas….you’ve got to be born 
again….from above….anothen’ means both… 
 



You’ve got to go on the bobsled run out of the darkness and into the 
light…..or you’ll never cross the finish line of God’s kingdom. 
 
Nicodemas is nonplussed. 
He stares at the image of a slick newborn Jesus has handed him, and 
thinks it must be some kind of joke…. 
 
“Oh yeah….right…” he says, “sure a man can crawl back to the womb for 
a second trip.” 
 
“Come on, Nicodemas,” Jesus chided, “I’m not talking about water-
breaking, cervix dilating, contraction cuss word hurling kind of birth…I’m 
talking about being born of the Spirit who breathed life into ADAM, and 
rattled the bleached bones of long-dead Israel to life….COME ON 
NICODEMAS….YOU’RE A BIBLE PH D…DON’T YOU GET IT? 
 
Poor Nicodemas….he looks at the newborn metaphor Jesus has dropped 
in his arms…hears the baby’s first gasping breath and wailing cry… 
 
“What do you mean…” he pleads. 
“I don’t get it!! 
 
Which is precisely Jesus’ point….or at least one of them. 
 
This life with God is something wonderful and mysterious….not something 
that a bunch of old men can wrap their heads around and figure out on 
their own…(we have met together and decided that you must be 
legitimate!) 
 
This is the killing flaw of fundamentalism….Pharisaic fundamentalism and 
its more modern day variety…..which takes the mystery of God and boils 
him down to a few formulas for the true faithful to repeat, a few lines 
drawn in the sand…here and here and here and here….to define who’s 
in and who’s out. 
“No, Nicodemas,” Jesus says, “life with God is not a problem to be solved 
but a mystery to be embraced.” 
 
And it is precisely here that we Presbyterians, when we have been true to 
our heritage, offer a great gift to the universal Church…. 
 
We revere a God whose thoughts are not our thoughts, whose ways are 
not our ways, who is what?  As high above us as the heavens are above 
the earth. 
 



He is mysterious and wonderful, like the wind and equally impossible to pin 
down…. 
 
and so is the way that we come to him in this life….if we come to him….. 
 
if we realize that this is the whole reason we were born…that we might 
come to him. 
 
That coming to God is as much like physical birth as anything. 
 
Every birth is different. 
 
Some take endless hours…..some happen so fast that the birthing room is 
a car pulled over on the highway and the attending physician is a wide-
eyed dad. 
 
Some are smooth and easy, some are….well…laborious and 
complicated. 
 
There are some of us here whose spiritual birth was so easy, you can’t 
remember it, can’t remember being squeezed by a single 
contraction….somebody asks you, “what day did you become a 
Christian?....you ponder and say….I’d be hard pressed to tell you…..I just 
always was. 
 
But some of us our birth was more arduous than delivering a twelve pound 
two week overdue big-headed baby. 
 
You were trouble and the Spirit of God labored over you for 
years….phhhhfff  uhhhhhh phhhhff uhhhhhh AHHHHHHHHHH 
 
Your birth into God’s kingdom may have been easy, or may have been 
hard, but either way, your role in the process was pretty small, right? 
 
Can you imagine a newborn looking up at her mother and saying….”Hey, 
did you see what I just did?  how I turned my head sideways, and arched 
my back, and squeezed my shoulders together and wriggled my 
toes?”…..completely oblivious to her mother who’s battled so hard to 
bring forth life that she looks like Joe Frazier after 15 rounds with 
Muhammad Ali. 
 
To hear some people tell you about their birth into God’s kingdom, they 
were pretty much in charge and responsible for it….they’ll tell you what 
they read and what they did, the things they said, the tears they cried… 



 
But Presbyterians have insisted that our birth is not only mysterious like the 
wind, but it is entirely the work of God. 
 
Our role in the bobsled run is pretty much to nod our head, hold on tight 
and enjoy the ride. 
 
Ahh, but that head nod, “I’m ready” can be awfully hard work. 
 
The womb around us is a great world, we think…..I’ve got all I ever want in 
this world of warm, watery darkness…I eat, I sleep, I exercise, I’m pretty 
much the center of attention and all there is in my little world of me, 
myself, and I…it can’t get any better than this…..I think I’m good here, 
thank you very much. 
 
How tragic it would be never nod your head that you’re ready to be born 
physically….to never know what it was to kiss someone you love….to feel 
the warm sun on your face….to taste fresh strawberries smothered in real 
whipped cream, to hear the crack of a bat on a fastball, its arching flight 
bringing a crowd to its feet…..to never know the joy of reaching out your 
hand, not to feel the wall of your secure womb, but to take the hand of 
another human being who needs you to help them up and help them 
out. 
 
How tragic it is that some folks go through this life never nodding their 
head, never seeing, never hearing, never knowing, never being born from 
above to the life with God that is so unbelievably wonderful….that it must 
be experienced to be believed. 
 
How wonderful to love and be loved, to never be alone, to fear no 
more….to fear no one or no thing, not even death. 
 
Do you know we don’t know why a newborn baby draws a first breath…. 
 
Theories abound….it’s the movement out of darkness into light, out of 
warmth into cold…like ice water dumped on your back in a prank, …it’s 
the noise, it’s the pain…it’s moving out of suspension in zero gravity to a 
weighty beginning….theories abound, but no one knows. 
 
Here’s what I believe….. 
That first breath, like each breath following, is a gift, just like the first 
human’s breath… 
 



A breath given so that we can look up to the Breather and say, “I’m 
ready….I’m yours….give me life….make me yours.” 
 
I know….I know….I know…..some of you are wondering, just like 
Nicodemas, “I don’t get it….How can this be?” 
 
If that’s you, keep asking, keep wondering….keep seeking. 
 
Nicodemas did. 
 
He left without answers that night, but didn’t give up… 
 
Three years later, he watched Jesus laboring on the cross….phhhhff  
uuuhhhhh phhffff uuuh…AHHHHHHHH… 
 
And when Jesus’ labor was over, Nicodemas brought seventy-five pounds 
of spices to anoint his body, to turn aside the stench of an unjust death… 
 
He and another man, Joseph of Arimathea, wrapped up the blue, slick 
body in a burial shroud, and laid it in a womb….they didn’t know it was a 
womb….they thought it was a tomb. 
 
Did Nicodemas weep when he laid him there? 
 
I suspect so…. 
 
But nothing like the weeping he must have done when the water broke 
on the third day, the plug of the stone pushed out, and the firstborn from 
the dead came forth….newborn from above. 
 
When that news reached Nicodemas, I bet he nodded his head in 
surrender to the truth, and cried like a baby….a newborn baby…. 
 
I wonder….have you? 

 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


