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DIVINE INITIATIVE 

“For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not perish but 

may have eternal life.”  Many are able to say, that is John 3:16 – what probably is the most familiar verse in the 

New Testament, if not in the whole Bible.  Yet many would not be able to identify to whom Jesus was speaking 

when John indicated that he said those words.  You can, because you just heard the larger passage from that 

gospel‟s third chapter read.  Jesus was speaking to Nicodemus, who is described as a Jewish religious leader from 

the group known as the Pharisees.  As such, he was in the same group as Saul, who would later be given a new 

name and identity as the Apostle Paul.  Each Pharisee would spend much of his life studying the Hebrew 

scriptures, as well as written and verbal interpretations of those scriptures, and would teach people of faith how to 

live out their faith.   

We are told that Nicodemus took the initiative to seek out Jesus for a night of conversation because he had seen 

some of the mighty works that he had done.  What those works were, we are not told, but they convinced 

Nicodemus, even with all of his formal religious training, that Jesus, who likely lacked the same kind of training 

he had, was a man of God from whom he hoped to learn.  Nicodemus might have come at night because some of 

the Pharisees had a negative opinion of Jesus, so this religious leader might not have wanted to be seen with him.  

Or it may have been this particular gospel writer‟s way of indicating that Nicodemus had not yet seen the light 

about Jesus.  Regardless, Nicodemus has been called by some the „patron saint of seekers,‟ one who had searched 

religious tradition for meaning, but who also was open to exploring the ideas of someone who was more outside 

of the box in his approach.   

Perhaps it was as if a fault line existed between what Nicodemus professed in the daylight among friends and 

what he wondered about at night.  With many of his basic assumptions getting challenged, the bedrock of his faith 

got earthquaked by the encounter.  Under the cover of darkness, Nicodemus may have assumed he could keep the 

conversation with Jesus on his own terms.  He would engage in conversation and then go home with his questions 

answered and his status quo life undisturbed.  But instead, he was now entertaining thoughts about new life 

starting even at his advanced age.  The talk of uncontrollable winds that blow through the soul and fill one‟s life 

with God‟s Spirit had taken him off his designated course.  What is going on here?  Hold on a minute.  What have 

you done with my religion? 

Jesus speaks of a new birth from the Spirit, and if we are not careful, we may be  induced into labor along with 

Nicodemus.  Any woman who has given birth knows that neither the labor nor the birthing is without pain.  

Nicodemus discovers quickly that he can‟t control his encounter with God or even the course of his own life.   

We heard from our reading from Genesis that the planned direction for Abram‟s life changed after his encounter 

with God.  He had thought he would stay in Haran where the rest of his family was, but God wanted something 

more for him, something more that would happen through him.  “Walk with me, Abram, you and your wife, 

Sarai.  Where you have experienced barrenness, you will know great fruitfulness.  I have blessings for the two of 

you, such blessings that will come through your trust in me that those blessings will overflow to all the families of 

the earth.”  In the Genesis account, Abram doesn‟t give voice to his reservations, his questions or concerns, but 

they must have filled his head.  He and his wife, even at their advanced age, would experience new birth in more 

than one way.  Their encounters with God would so change their identities that they would be given new names – 

Abraham and Sarah.     



Nicodemus, for his part, does express his concerns.  Trying to contain the conversation and resist the newness 

Jesus wanted for him, he resorts to a literalism, which are among the many tools that can be used for safer 

religious talk.  “As big as I am, I can‟t reenter the womb,” he declares.  But Jesus shows he is not interested in 

just the safest of religious conversations – not then and not now.  The safest place for a ship is to be tied to the 

dock, but that is not what ships are made for.  They are made to be out on the water moved by the wind.  Jesus 

calls upon Nicodemus, he calls us to set sail so we can see where the wind and Spirit of God will take us.       

Why would we want to move into such unknowns?  Why make ourselves so vulnerable to a wind or a Spirit that 

might move us in a whole different direction?  The new life that is talked about might be less comfortable than 

our current state of existence.  But Jesus gives a word of assurance about what drives this divine initiative.  God 

so loved the world that God‟s own self was given that we and others might be saved from lives without meaning 

or direction, that God‟s beloved might be saved from lives that lacked life.  God so loved that God is willing to 

shake us up a bit, challenging our previous assumptions, helping us to see life in a whole new way, leading us to 

new destinations.  God blesses us with such an immense love that it will not only shape our lives, but it will 

overflow our lives so that same blessing of love will flow on to others.  It is a love that does not condemn us.  

Instead it opens up all kinds of new possibilities for us.   

If you want a God who is going to leave well enough alone, who is satisfied with the status quo of your life and 

the life of the world, then the God revealed in Jesus Christ is not the one for you.  For God‟s embodied love in the 

person of Jesus is so filled with divine liveliness, that God‟s giving nature won‟t hold back, even if it rattles and 

unlocks our cages a bit more than makes us comfortable.    

You took the initiative to come to church today.  And yet there was a divine initiative that preceded your own.  

There was a love that reached out to you and me before we could realize the richness of possibilities it would 

open to us.  A Nobel prize winning poet named Derek Walcott died the day before yesterday.  One of his poems 

is entitled, “Love after Love.”   

The time will come 

when, with elation, 

you will greet yourself arriving 

at your own door, in your own mirror, 

and each will smile at the other‟s welcome, 

and say, sit here. Eat. 

You will love again the stranger who was your self. 

Give wine. Give bread. Give back your heart 

to itself, to the stranger who has loved you 

all your life, whom you ignored 

for another, who knows you by heart. 

Take down the love letters from the bookshelf, 

the photographs, the desperate notes, 

peel your own image from the mirror. 

Sit. Feast on your life. 1 

I‟m not sure we ourselves can do what the poet suggested.  But with a God who so loved, there is a divine lover 

who wants to love us into being the fullest, the liveliest, the most blessed we can be.  The divine invitation awaits 

our response.    

1 
“Love after Love” from COLLECTED POEMS 1948-1984 by Derek Walcott, 1986, Farrar, Straus and Giroux  


