
Do you not yet understand these things? 
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What do you do when faced with a puzzle?  

An object you don’t know how to use,  

or even what its purpose is;  

or a dilemma that seems to have no easy answer. 

 

There are times  

when my impatience gets the better of me  

and I abandon the project,  

or put the problem in the too difficult box.  

But some things, some challenges,  

some people, are just so intriguing  

that I want to go back to them,  

look from a different perspective,  

and try to work out what is going on. 

 

Nicodemus is clearly intrigued by Jesus. 

Jesus doesn’t fit into any of the usual categories;  

Jesus knows his Jewish scripture,  

but he seems to turn it on its head;  

he teaches in the synagogue and goes to the temple, 

but seems indifferent to authority or the law.  

 

And when Nicodemus seeks Jesus out  

and they have a conversation,  

they seem to be speaking two different languages. 

 

Jesus speaks in images, metaphors and symbols,  

while Nicodemus takes his words literally.  

I don’t want to give you a commentary on the whole 

passage, but let’s just take one expression. 

 Jesus says, “no-one can see the kingdom of God 

without being born from above”.  

The Greek might mean born from on high,  

that is Heaven, or born over,  

that is born again, or new born.  

He is beginning to open up the idea  

of new life in the Spirit,  

life bubbling up like living water.  

But Nicodemus can’t get past the literal meaning, 

“How can anyone crawl back into the womb?”  

he asks. 

 

They are talking past each other.  

They have different views of the world,  

different ways of making sense of what they see  

and experience.  

 



But neither of them gives up.  

Nicodemus finds Jesus so interesting,  

and the mystery of this new life  

somehow so attractive, that he sticks with it,  

and keeps on asking his questions  

and listening to what Jesus is saying. 

 

I find it fascinating that we don’t see or hear  

his final response to what Jesus says to him,  

but we have to imagine for ourselves  

the journey that he went on,  

remembering that when Jesus was challenged  

by the Sanhedrin,  

Nicodemus would be the one reminding them  

of the right of the accused to defend himself 

according to Jewish law.  

If nothing else, Nicodemus has kept an open mind, 

and remains interested 

in what Jesus is saying and doing. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

On Trinity Sunday,  

it is easy to see the Trinity  

as an intriguing intellectual problem  

that somehow needs to be solved  

through a series of language games.  

Over the years  

the church has kept coming back to this problem  

and trying to see it in different ways.  

The early church spent over 300 years  

in a series of councils  

trying to find forms of words  

to express the simultaneous divinity and humanity  

of Jesus, and to describe the relationship  

between the three persons of the Trinity.  

 

What contemporary theology has recovered  

is the importance not of substance or structure  

in the Trinity,  

but the centrality of relationship. 

 It is the mutual indwelling love between the three 

persons of God, into which we are invited,  

that can transform us  

in a way that no creed or doctrine can do. 

 



We never know what intellectual sense Nicodemus 

was able to wrangle out of his conversations with 

Jesus.  

But somewhere, at some time, 

the Spirit moved in him,  

his heart shifted,  

and so he was still there at Golgotha,  

ready to take the body of Jesus from the cross  

to prepare it for burial.  

His interest and curiosity  

have been transformed into loving service. 

 

There is a great humility here, I notice.  

Nicodemus is a person of stature in the community,  

a leader and a teacher.  

He becomes a follower and a disciple.  

 

The figure of Jesus portrayed in the gospel of John 

can sometimes appear rather didactic.  

This is the gospel that contains all those long and 

repetitive discourses on love;  

all those complex reflections on the relationship 

between the Son and the Father.  

 

But I always think that we should look at the stories 

of encounter in the Gospel of John  

and see Jesus with a smile on his face  

and a slightly raised eyebrow. 

 

Surely he is not being critical or cross  

when he comments to Nicodemus,  

“Are you a teacher of Israel,  

and yet you do not understand these things?”  

Rather he is gently encouraging Nicodemus  

to see his own blindness, or narrow perspective. 

 

Look again at the encounter  

with the woman at the well,  

or with the syro-phoecian woman,  

and I think you can hear the same gentle,  

questioning, ironic tone.  

Jesus is encouraging people to remain curious,  

to step outside their routine ways of thinking,  

and to follow him.  

 

 

 

 



If you are sensible and don’t read the Church Times 

or follow clergy on social media,  

you may have escaped the worst of the internal 

divisions in the Church of England.  

In my lifetime we have mostly been arguing  

about gender and relationships:  

remarriage of divorcees; women priests and then 

bishops; gay relationships, transgender rights.  

Too often those conversations have been 

characterised by people speaking past one another, 

and like Jesus and Nicodemus,  

starting from completely different perspectives  

and use of language. 

 

We are not very different  

from the culture around us,  

where battles rage over racial justice,  

freedom of movement, history and memorials,  

to name just three. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Instead of being the church,  

which Jesus tells us is gathered together  

by the Spirit to live in unity and love,  

and showing a different way,  

we reveal our own fractures.  

And if we are not truly the church,  

it is difficult to respond to Jesus’ command  

to go out and make disciples of all nations. 

 

Please don’t take these remarks  

as a criticism of any individual,  

or of any particular congregation,  

including this one.  

We are all frail  

and the preacher is, as always,  

speaking to herself as much as to any one else.  

But perhaps notice  

what people outside the church see,  

which is often our divisions  

before the things that unite us. 

 

 

 

 

 



And then I invite you to ask yourself,  

do I have that spirit of curiosity and intrigue  

that kept Nicodemus seeking out Jesus?  

What might get in the way?  

What could I do about that? 

 

As you will see in News and Notes this week,  

from mid June to mid July  

we are offering an opportunity to practice curious 

and open dialogue, and to learn together in love.  

This is another opportunity  

for us to get to know each other better  

and so to become more fully the church.  

Do consider whether you might join one of these 

small groups. 

 

And if it all sounds terribly serious,  

just remember that raised eyebrow,  

and Jesus asking  

“Do you not yet understand these things?”  

and hear that gentle invitation  

to be part of this new thing. 

 

Amen 


