ENTERING GOD'S KINGDOM

John 3: 1-17

1Now there was a man of the Pharisees named Nicodemus, a member of the Jewish ruling council. 2He came to Jesus at night and said, "Rabbi, we know you are a teacher who has come from God. For no one could perform the miraculous signs you are doing if God were not with him."  3In reply Jesus declared, "I tell you the truth, no one can see the kingdom of God unless he is born again.[a]"  4"How can a man be born when he is old?" Nicodemus asked. "Surely he cannot enter a second time into his mother's womb to be born!"  5Jesus answered, "I tell you the truth, no one can enter the kingdom of God unless he is born of water and the Spirit. 6Flesh gives birth to flesh, but the Spirit[b] gives birth to spirit. 7You should not be surprised at my saying, 'You[c] must be born again.' 8The wind blows wherever it pleases. You hear its sound, but you cannot tell where it comes from or where it is going. So it is with everyone born of the Spirit."  9"How can this be?" Nicodemus asked.  10"You are Israel's teacher," said Jesus, "and do you not understand these things? 11I tell you the truth, we speak of what we know, and we testify to what we have seen, but still you people do not accept our testimony. 12I have spoken to you of earthly things and you do not believe; how then will you believe if I speak of heavenly things? 13No one has ever gone into heaven except the one who came from heaven—the Son of Man.[d] 14Just as Moses lifted up the snake in the desert, so the Son of Man must be lifted up, 15that everyone who believes in him may have eternal life.[e]  16"For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son,[f] that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life. 17For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through him. 


Is there any hope for this man? That he is in a maximum security prison in South Africa should tell you something. That he doesn't even know how many people's deaths he is responsible for, he has lost count, should too. Although its safe to say that the figures should go into the three digit range. His prison guards have Africanized his name to  “Dekoko,” but his Dutch Afrikaner name is De Kock, Eugene De Kock, former head of secret security operations against anti-apartheid resistance fighters, in South Africa and in neighboring states, during the reign of apartheid. His night time and sunrise raids to capture and kill guerrilla fighters of the African National Congress and other anti-apartheid organizations were legendary for their surprise, ruthlessness, effectiveness and speed. 


But with regime change and the fall of apartheid, De Kock was not only out of a job, he was tried and imprisoned for crimes against humanity. You name it, he did it. His case interested a black psychologist by the name of Pumla Gobodo-Madikizela. I read about their interviews in a wonderful book that Kelly here lent me. 


Pumla began interviewing De Kock during prison visits, to understand his mindset and his past, and her own, as she grew up on the other side of the color barrier, and the civil war. She found De Kock at first to be unrepentant and evasive. His attitude seemed to be: “It was war; what do you expect? What I did was necessary for state security and for law and order; It was us or them, and it still is, you'll see. I was only following orders; I was a hero then; why am I a convict now? And if I could do it all over again, I wouldn't change a thing.”


In today's gospel story we meet another man who is also confronted with the question, “If I could do it all all over again, would I do it any differently? That's implied in Jesus' words to Nicodemus, “You must be born again.” Which also implies that he can do it all over again. And if he can, so can we, starting now.


But Nicodemus and De Kock are two very different people. There's nothing in today's story to indicate that Nicodemus is a bad man with a bad past. If anything, he has probably earned lots of trust and praise and support from his society for being a devout and active religious leader. We read that he is a member of the most strict and observant sect of Judaism at the time, the Pharisees. He is also a member of the Sanhedrin, the supreme ruling council over all things religious in Jerusalem. He would have shared that responsibility with leaders from other Jewish sects. So, while he is firm about what he believes and how he observes his faith, he can also be tolerant and respectful of people with whom he doesn't agree. And when we run across him in other parts of John's Gospel, he is standing up for due process while the rest of the Sanhedrin is rushing to condemn Jesus. He even helps Joseph of Arimathea attend to Jesus' body after the crucifixion. So I find him a lot more likable and approachable than Eugene De Kock. Not a lot in common there.


Except that they are both sons of privilege, with power and position to protect. De Kock, by virtue of being white during the apartheid regime and a servant of the highest members of the ruling political party. He did their secret dirty work for their rewards. Nicodemus, must also have had the kinds of education and connections that would land him work at very high places. He reminds me of the rich young ruler whom Jesus told to give away his wealth to the poor and come follow him. That's one way of being born again. 


And both of them are in a predicament. If De Kock should ever come to terms with how criminal and evil his past actions were, how could he ever live with himself? But if he does not, how can he live with the new post-apartheid world? That's De Kock's predicament.


You would think that Nicodemus' problem is easier, because he's not in jail for crimes against humanity. On the other hand, his problems are thornier, because he must choose between what is good and familiar, and what is best, and unfamiliar. All these years he's been upstanding and virtuous and theologically and legally correct, to the best of his knowledge. And he is longing for the kingdom of God. Most Jews of the time were, especially the Pharisees.


And now in Jesus he seems to have met someone who is more right and good and powerful than he is. After all, this Nazarene just shows up and miracles happen. “They must be from God,” Nicodemus admits. 


And its not just a question of miracles; its what the miracles mean. They mean nothing less than that the long-awaited kingdom of God has entered the world. Jesus used this very phrase, “the kingdom of God” in talking with Nicodemus, so it was heavy on both of their minds. In fact, it was the central focus of Jesus' teaching and preaching. His first recorded sermon begins with, “The kingdom of God has drawn near; repent and believe the good news.”


If you asked either Jesus or Nicodemus what the kingdom of God meant, as good Jews both of them would probably quote Isaiah 11: “the wolf shall lie down with the lamb, the leopard with the ox; the infant shall put his hand into the adder's  den and not be bitten.....they shall not harm nor hurt on my holy mountain.” They would also have quoted Isaiah 2: “The nations shall stream to Mt. Zion, where God's law shall issue forth. They shall beat their swords into plowshares and their spears into pruning hooks, and nation shall not take up sword against nation, neither shall they learn war any more.” And if that's not enough, they would also have quoted Isaiah 35: “Then will the eyes of the blind be opened, and the ears of the deaf unstopped. Then will the lame leap like a deer and the mute tongue shout for joy.” These would be new things for the world all right. Yet they also amount to a restoration of the old order, before the fall from innocence.


Jesus just shows up and all these old/new things happen. So the kingdom of God has entered the world with its king and commander, Jesus.


But if Nicodemus admits that and follows Jesus, which is the logical thing to do, then that calls into question his own rightness and rectitude. Not only that, it would be to throw all of his privileges and positions as a leader away on another leader who is.....well, from podunk, backwater Nazareth? In Galilee? Who doesn't have the right rabbinical credentials for Jewish leadership? Who hangs around with poor and disreputable people? Who acts as though the duly constituted authorities in government and religion don't exist, or don't even matter? Declare himself for Jesus, and Nicodemus can kiss his profitable religious and political career goodbye.  Being associated with Jesus would be one very fast ticket out of the Sanhedrin. 


Which is why he comes to Jesus at night. So as not to be seen by powerful people with veto power over his career. And to wrestle with Jesus, verbally at least, and with his conscience, as Jacob wrestled with God all night at Beth-el, before he went to reconcile with his twin brother Esau. Jacob would also come forth to be born again, at least in the sense that he would start his relationship with his twin brother all over again, no longer to keep grasping at his brother's heel as he did when they both left the womb, no longer to keep cheating him, but to live, in respect and even submission to his brother's welfare. In keeping with his rebirth, Jacob would even come away from that nighttime wrestling match with a new name: Israel.


For Nicodemus, to accept Jesus' authority over himself would be to enter some very new and frighteningly unfamiliar territory. Like Abram, being called to leave the territory of his ancestors and his ancestors' gods in Chaldea for a new territory—uh, somewhere. Only later does he find out that it is Canaan. Nicodemus doesn't know any more than Abram did where the journey would lead or what this new territory would be like. That's why Jesus tells him that “the Spirit, like the wind, moves in ways you cannot know, from places you cannot know,  toward places you cannot know.”


This strange new territory, for Nicodemus, is nothing less than the kingdom of God. He's drawn toward entering it, but most of his friends and family are staying resolutely outside, waiting for something more like what they expect, while the people inside it are the people he has probably avoided all his life: former tax collectors, prostitutes the unlettered, and the unlearned. If he is to enter the kingdom of God, he will have to leave one family to join this motley new one. The kingdom of God has entered the world. That's the easy part for Nicodemus to grasp. The hard part is actually entering it.


Because it effectively amounts to being born again, with a new family, new relationships, a new inheritance and a new identity, and the surrender of everything old and familiar, where he once had trust and control. Maybe it will be a classic altar call, an end of the sawdust trail conversion experience of tears, grief and relief, like what we sometimes think being born again should mean. Although most of us walk more slowly and deliberately, and less emotionally, into our new birth into God's kingdom. And that's real, too.


 Or maybe, in Nicodemus' case, being born again will simply mean turning in his Sanhedrin name tag with the magnetic stripe that allows him to charge lunches at the temple cafeteria. Oh, and don't forget the key to the locker at the temple workout room, because your former buddies will think you're unclean for having prayed that morning with Jesus and his disciples. They're notorious for not washing their hands enough, you know. And don't bother to come home for Thanksgiving because your uncles and cousins won't be seen at a dinner table with you. I'm sure you'll have friends enough among those fishermen and prostitutes and tax collectors whom Jesus eats with. 


That will be Nicodemus' new family in the new life that he is starting.


The kingdom of God has entered our world, with the coming of Jesus. With his Spirit active in the world, the kingdom of God continues to advance throughout the world. We didn't do that; God did. We don't build the kingdom; God does. 


But the invitation before us is the same one before Nicodemus: to enter the kingdom which is entering our world. And if we have entered it, then the invitation remains, always to enter it more deeply, to walk about in it, deeper and further, in faith, like Abram walking through the land he had been promised. It amounts to being born again, so as to keep getting born  some more, all the rest of our lives.


The scariest man in the world has begun to walk into that strange new land of compassion, solidarity and peace. At least, the scariest man in South Africa, again: Eugene De Kock. He stuck a toe over the line when he was talking with Dr. Pumla and began to struggle, visibly, with the guilt of his violent past. Moved in pity, Pumla reached out and touched his hand. But he drew back from her, and from God's kingdom, when he later mockingly told her, “That was my trigger hand that you touched, by the way.” That creeped her out so badly, she almost never came back.


But she did, and during another interview, De Kock asked her, with sincere concern showing in his eyes and his voice, “I never did anything to harm any of your family members, did I?” He looked quite relieved when she told him, No, he had not. Evidently, as he began to consider this black psychologist a human being, he himself began to rejoin the human race.


But the seeds of his new birth struggles were planted earlier. De Kock told Pumla that he had grown up in the state church of South Africa, which had developed a very complicated theology to support  apartheid—an ideological house of cards, really-- out of a few loose Bible verses. So he had actually gone off on some raids with the support and prayers and sermons of state-sponsored chaplains.


But in one raid, he found a Bible in the back pack of an African rebel they had just killed. What a surprise! All these years he had thought they were all atheistic communists taking orders straight from Moscow. That's what the state-sponsored chaplains had said. Seeing that Bible got him to wondering in the years that followed, if God wasn't up to something other than maintaining white privilege and keeping the races separate.


Later, in prison, de Kock got new cell block mates who were virulent white supremacists, spouting off the same old apartheid lines he had once believed. De Kock read them the riot act and warned them not to go down that road. “See where it got me?” Then he requested a transfer and ended up in a new cell block that included some former anti-apartheid resistance fighters. They were also there for crimes against humanity. But De Kock actually found himself getting along better with them than he had with the white supremacists. 


He even appeared before the Truth and Reconciliation Commission meetings, over which Archbishop Desmond Tutu presided. When he named and described some of the crimes he had committed, and shed some light on some long-unresolved deaths and disappearances, and named the higher-ups who had given him orders and rewards, he actually received applause from the racially mixed audience.  I don't know the details about De Kock's faith, but I think Jesus would tell him, as he once told another man, “You are not far from the kingdom of God,” if he hasn't entered it already. Or at least he now knows that God's kingdom is about something other than keeping races separate, and dark ones subordinate. God's kingdom is about one new people out of many, interdependent and closely related in love. Like the new family of Jesus that awaited the rebirth of Nicodemus. And as the story of De Kock's  life changes to one of revealing, repentance and redemption, De Kock will find that he can come to live at peace with God, himself and the world. So there was, and is, hope for such a man.


And there is hope for all of us, however far we are from the kingdom of God, or however far we have entered into it. I know of no one here with a history as bitter and brutal as that of Eugene De Kock, thank God. But the kingdom of God always comes to us with this same invitation that was issued to Nicodemus: with God we can always start over again; there is life after life, we can get younger in our outlook, and newer in our spirits, even as we get older in our bodies.


Its like the invitation issued to Abram at the tender young age of seventy-five: Leave the familiar to journey deeper into all that God has promised you.  And once he was there, it was never too late to journey farther and deeper. So at no age or stage of our lives will we ever get to the end of all hope for the future. In God's kingdom, because of the work of God's Spirit, there is always hope for us to grow and to move forward. Hope for us to take on, ever more, the mindset and mentality of our new citizenship. Hope for us to move up out of the depths of darkness and into the light of Christ. The regime change that is God's kingdom is happening in our midst even now, breaking down barriers and bringing just relationships into being. That's really the best and only reason to give up anything for Lent: to find that such changes in our lives won't kill us; they might even open up new lives for us. 


New lives, new loves, new relationships. Let's be open to them as God leads us forward, ever deeper into God's Reign.
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