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My faith journey has been one of constant questioning. What is the purpose of life? 
What happens after we die? What really matters? What does it all mean? I’ve been 
asking such questions for most of my life, and I imagine some of you have as well.   
 
So, when Scripture passages include questions, I tend to gravitate to them. As I was 
looking over the lectionary readings for this season of Lent, I kept coming across 
questions in the texts. “How can anyone be born after having grown old?” “Where do 
you get that living water?” “Can these bones live?” “Did I not tell you that if you 
believed, you would see the glory of God?” “Who is this?” 
 
Some of these questions made me think of questions I’ve heard you asking recently 
about St. Andrew. “How can we reverse the decline in membership and worship 
attendance at St. Andrew?” “How can we attract more young people to our 
congregation?” “How can our aging congregation experience rebirth?”  
 
It occurred to me that both sets of questions have to do with matters of life and death. 
Hence, the theme for our worship services this Lenten season: “Questions of Life and 
Death.” 
 
Our question this morning comes from the encounter between Jesus and Nicodemus, a 
Pharisee and a member of the Jewish ruling council. He comes to Jesus at night, 
apparently not wanting the meeting to be seen by others. He tells Jesus how impressed 
he is with the signs (or miracles) Jesus has performed. Jesus must be pretty close to God 
to be able to perform miracles such as healings, exorcisms, turning water into wine, and 
multiplying loaves and fishes. 
 
But for Jesus a faith based on miracles is a shallow faith. Something more than a 
fascination with signs is needed. “No one can see the kingdom of God,” Jesus tells him, 
“without being born from above.” But Nicodemus misunderstands Jesus. “How can 
anyone be born after having grown old?” he asks. “Can one enter a second time into the 
mother’s womb and be born?”  
 
Nicodemus’ misunderstanding hinges on the Greek word anothen, which can mean 
“again,” “anew,” or “from above.” He is stuck thinking in physical, earthly terms, in 
terms of “flesh,” while Jesus is speaking in spiritual, heavenly terms. “Very truly, I tell 
you, no one can enter the kingdom of God without being born of water and Spirit,” 
Jesus says. “What is born of the flesh is flesh, and what is born of the Spirit is spirit.” In 
other words, Nicodemus can’t move from his physical, earthly perspective into the 
mysterious world of the Spirit without an action from above. 
 



To further explain this new birth that he has been talking about, Jesus uses the image of 
the wind. The Greek word for “wind” (pneuma), like the Greek word anothen, has two 
meanings; it means both “wind” and “spirit” (just like the Hebrew word ruah means 
both “wind” and “spirit”). The wind/spirit blows where it wills; we can detect its 
presence, but we can’t chart its precise movements. Jesus’ offer of new birth is like the 
wind/spirit: it’s a divine mystery beyond human knowledge and control. 
 
The question that Nicodemus asks Jesus: “How can anyone be born after having grown 
old?” is similar to a question some St. Andrew members have been asking recently: 
“How can our aging congregation experience rebirth?” It’s an important question, and 
it’s one that doesn’t have any easy answers. As I said in my article in Presbytidings this 
month, St. Andrew is not the only church asking this question. What we are 
experiencing as an aging congregation with declining membership and worship 
attendance is being experienced by churches all across the country. A major cultural 
shift is going on nationwide. 
 
National surveys conducted by the Pew Research Center have found that 65% of adults 
in the U.S. describe themselves as Christians, which is down 12 percentage points over 
just the past decade. Meanwhile, the religiously unaffiliated share of the population 
now stands at 26%, which is up from 17% in 2009. Rates of worship attendance are also 
declining. Over the past decade, the share of people in the U.S. who say they attend 
worship services at least once or twice a month dropped by 7 percentage points. 
 
Still, the question of how our congregation can experience rebirth remains a question 
worth pondering and praying about. It’s a question worth wrestling with and taking 
our time with. 
 
We would do well to heed the words of the English Anglican Bishop Hugh Montefiore: 
“Just as birth does not take place without nine months of intensive preparation, so 
spiritual rebirth can only take place when we are ready for it and our time has come. It 
is as dangerous to try to force it as it is to induce a premature birth.”  
 
What would it look like for St. Andrew to be “born from above,” to be “born of water 
and Spirit?” I don’t know for sure. After all the wind/spirit blows where it wills. But I 
find a clue in the story of “The Rabbi’s Gift.” 
 
It’s about a monastic community that had fallen on hard times. Only a few aging monks 
remained at the monastery, and they could not agree on what to do about their plight. 
The Abbot sought out the advice of a wise Rabbi, but the Rabbi did not have an answer. 
The only thing the Rabbi said was: "One of you is the Messiah, the Christ" -- whatever 
that meant. The Abbot returned to the monastery and told the monks what the Rabbi 
had said. They were puzzled, but each monk began to reflect on the Rabbi's words. 
 
"One of us is the Christ? How could that be true? He couldn't have meant Brother 
Simon. He's too cantankerous and abrasive. But then again, he is often the first to notice 
things that are wrong and need to be changed. The Rabbi certainly couldn't have meant 
Brother Paul. He's so quiet and has so little to say. But then again, it's funny how Paul 
always brings a reassuring calmness to our meetings. The Rabbi couldn't have meant 
that I was the Christ. I have so many failings and weaknesses. He couldn't possibly 
have meant me." 



 
Each monk spent the night, reflecting with increasing fondness on the redeeming 
qualities of his colleagues and with greater humility on his own shortcomings. As time 
went on, the monks began to treat one another with greater care and respect, in the 
outside chance that one of them actually was the Christ. Occasionally, a traveler would 
pass through the monastery and feel the gentle and generous spirit of the place, and 
they would tell others about it. Gradually more and more people were drawn to the 
monastery on visits. Eventually, young men began to present themselves as novices, 
and the monastery began to flourish and grow once again -- thanks to the Rabbi's gift. 
 
What happened in that monastic community is what I hope will happen in this 
congregation. I hope that visitors to our church will see the great care and respect we 
have for one another. I hope they will feel the gentle and generous spirit of this place. I 
hope they will sense the presence of the risen Christ in our midst. And I hope they will 
find their experience here so meaningful and compelling that they will want to come 
back and will tell others about this extraordinary congregation. Then, like the 
monastery in the story, perhaps our congregation will begin to flourish and grow as a 
Christian community once again.   
 
It’s not as farfetched as it may sound. Those of you who were here last Sunday will 
remember that we had a guest preacher who brought her 12-year-old daughter with her 
to worship. Well, after experiencing worship at St. Andrew, her daughter exclaimed 
“Mom, we should go to church here!” High praise from a young person visiting our 
congregation for the first time!  
 
I'd like to conclude this morning with a prayer by the Trappist monk, Thomas Merton, 
which I’ve altered just slightly to put it in the first person plural.  Let us unite our hearts 
and minds in prayer. 
 
“Our Lord God, we have no idea where we are going. We do not see the road ahead of 
us. We cannot know for certain where it will end. Nor do we really know ourselves, and 
the fact that we think we are following your will does not mean that we are actually 
doing so. But we believe that the desire to please you does in fact please you. And we 
hope we have that desire in all that we are doing. We hope that we will never do 
anything apart from that desire. And we know that if we do this you will lead us by the 
right road, though we may know nothing about it. Therefore we will trust you always 
though we may seem to be lost and in the shadow of death. We will not fear, for you are 
ever with us, and you will never leave us to make our journey alone.  Amen.” 
 
 


