BLOWING IN THE WIND

Psalm 121; John 3

WIND/SPIRIT

The wind blows where it chooses, and you hear the sound of it, but you do not know where it comes from or where it goes. (3:8). Jesus says the answer is blowing in the wind. Ben volunteered to play on his harmonica Bob Dylan’s “Blowing in the Wind” this morning, but we couldn’t find an adequate pipe organ accompaniment.

Jesus is talking about the life of faith and says God is like the wind which blows where it chooses and we don’t see where it comes from or where it goes. According to Tom Long last week at the Stetson Pastor’s School, John often gives us stories where someone hears a deep, spiritual truth from Jesus and then offers a dumb response.


Here in chapter 3 we have a theologically trained man—Nicodemus—who meets Jesus at night and says, “Rabbi, we know that you are a teacher who has come from God; for no one can do these signs that you do apart from the presence of God.” 


Jesus then answers him with a deep truth: “Very truly, (Amen, amen) I tell you, no one can see the kingdom of God without being born from above.” 

And here comes the dumb response:  “How can anyone be born after having grown old? Can one enter a second time into the mother’s womb and be born?” 


John expects us to smile at this. Jesus tells Nicodemus that in order to participate in the life of God, we must be born from above—from the spirit. Nicodemus (and many Christians today) think Jesus means we must be born again and wonder how we can go through our mother’s birth canal again. 


We’re not really laughing at Nicodemus, however, because I, too, so often don’t get what Jesus is really saying. I try to create an argument so I won’t have to deal with the truth from Jesus. As so often happens in John’s stories, the person really wants to learn from Jesus but stumbles on words which can have two meanings. Here the word (anothen) can mean born “again” or born “from above.” Rather than laugh at us, however, Jesus patiently clarifies and goes deeper into the truth of the spirit. 

Perhaps Nicodemus is the Patron Saint of Seekers. Jesus receives Nicodemus as a pilgrim--a sincere religious seeker who is starting down a path. Jesus does not try to embarrass Nicodemus or to condemn him but lovingly offers him the possibility of new life which blows like the wind. 1


I imagine they were discussing this on the roof of Nicodemus’ house (where they had flat roofs and not like the one on our house to keep the snow from accumulating). Perhaps a breeze blew over them just at that moment and here is where Jesus tells Nicodemus about the wind. “Very truly, I tell you, no one can enter the kingdom of God without being born of water and Spirit. What is born of the flesh is flesh, and what is born of the Spirit is spirit. Do not be astonished that I said to you, ‘You [plural] must be born from above.’ The wind blows where it chooses, and you hear the sound of it, but you do not know where it comes from or where it goes. So it is with everyone who is born of the Spirit.” (3:5-8)

As he tries again with Nicodemus, Jesus uses the image of the wind to explain the new birth. The Greek word for “wind” (pneuma),  like the Hebrew word rûah, has two meanings. It means both “wind” and “spirit.” When Jesus says in Hebrew “The ruah blows where it chooses,” Nicodemus may have asked, “Do you mean ruah in the physical sense of “wind” or ruah in the theological sense of “spirit?” And Jesus the teacher would say, “Yes!”

Once again, as he did with the word which can be translated “from above” or “again,”  Jesus describes the new birth with a word that cannot be held to a single meaning. The word ruah perfectly captures the essence of Jesus’ message: the wind/spirit blows where it wills and human beings can detect its presence but cannot chart its precise movements. Jesus’ offer of new birth is like the wind/spirit: a mystery beyond human knowledge and control.
TRANSFORMED SAILING


Some here have been sailing. When you are in a sailboat on the open water, your first priority is to judge the direction and power of the wind. You don’t see where it starts and you don’t see where it goes, but you notice the wind when it blows across your sails. You don’t need to know where the wind begins or where it ends; you just need to have your sails ready when the wind blows over them. 

Here at Vienna Baptist Church we are involved in Forty Days of Transformation. We are trying to be careful to say that reading this devotional book, watching the DVD, sharing in groups, and attending worship services will not transform us. This is no magical four-step program for a transformed life. As a matter of fact, we have been careful to say that these actions will not transform your life. What we are practicing during these forty days of Lent and transformation is to open our sails and be ready as the wind blows and fills our sails and moves us forward on the transformed journey. 

This week we have been reading and talking about prayer as a discipline for transformation. How’s your prayer life? I don’t know of any question which fills our bucket of guilt as much as this one: “How’s your prayer life?” Most of us will probably confess, “My prayer life is not very strong.” We say we believe in prayer and the power of prayer, don’t we?


Prayer is powerful. Many of us know that if you have an outside activity and you don’t want it to rain, just ask Ben Wagener to pray for you. He will write down the date and then pray we don’t have rain that day. He doesn’t do ice or snow, however. And how many students this past Wednesday prayed for ice and snow so they could have a delayed start in Fairfax County Public Schools? No, don’t show your hands. We already know those of you who prayed for ice and snow. 

The other day I received a story about the power of prayer. It came over the internet, so it must be true! (Ha!). In a small Midwestern conservative town, a new bar/tavern was about ready to open up for business. The local Baptist church started a campaign of petitions and prayers to block the bar from opening. In spite of the Baptists’ prayers, however, work progressed until just a week before the Grand Opening when lightning struck the bar and it burned to the ground. The church folks were rather smug in their outlook after that fire and thanked God for answering their prayers. The bar owner, however, sued the Baptist church on the grounds that the church’s prayers were ultimately responsible for the demise of his building, either through direct or indirect actions or means.

In its reply to the court the church vehemently denied all responsibility or any connection to the building’s demise. As the case made it's way into court, the judge looked over the paperwork at the hearing and commented, "I don't know how I'm going to decide this, but as it appears from the paperwork, we have a bar owner who believes in the power of prayer, and an entire Baptist church congregation who doesn't.”

We say we believe in the power of prayer. What, then, is the problem with our prayer life? As John Ed Mathison writes this week in our devotional book, Treasures of the Transformed Life, we have made prayer too difficult by thinking it is a formal ritual with specific words or phrases we are expected to use if we are going to speak the language God can understand. Instead, let’s think of prayer as talking with God. Prayer for pilgrims can be an easy-to-develop practice rather than a daunting mystery. 2
We began our worship today with the call of the psalmist: I lift up my eyes to the hills—from where will my help come? My help comes from the Lord, who made heaven and earth. (Psalm 121:1-2). Prayer is lifting up our eyes and voices to the Lord who offers us help. Prayer is putting up our sails so that the Holy Spirit will fill up our lives and move us forward on a spiritual path. If we thirst for a deeper relationship with God and want comfort in difficult times, one of the ways to meet that need is to pray.

On Monday, February 4, I drove my mother to Winter Haven, Florida, where she receives her chemotherapy for her colon/liver cancer. Each Monday the clinic personnel draw blood samples to evaluate her progress. On Monday I drove her to the door of the clinic where she stepped out of the car and walked into the clinic. Last fall an attendant was always there with a wheel chair for her, but in 2008 she has not needed a wheelchair. She walked right past the attendant and his wheelchairs.  

I drove on to park her car, but, like most clinics, the parking lot was full. I did find a handicapped parking space so she could walk back to the car after we were finished in the clinic. When I pulled out her handicapped parking permit, though, I noticed it expired on January 31, 2008, so I waited until a regular space opened up and parked there.

Later, we both walked back to her car (again, with no wheelchair) and drove home. I told Mom about the expired parking permit and she said, “Well, last summer the doctor only gave me a six-month parking permit. I guess he thought that in six months I would not need it because I would be either better or dead!”

Many here in Vienna Baptist Church have prayed for my mother and our family this past year. Today she is stronger and better, and your prayers have helped. If the doctor’s other option had occurred, however, your prayers also would have helped and would have offered comfort and hope for us. Prayer is not magic. Prayer is not some ritual with specific words, phrases, motions, and positions. Prayer is simply talking to God. In our conversation with God we say what means most to us and listen to what means most to God. The wind/spirit blows where it chooses, and you hear the sound of it, but you do not know where it comes from or where it goes. Jesus says the power for our transformed relationship with God is blowing in the wind.
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