
BORN AGAIN…..AND AGAIN 

 On January 26, 1953, I REALLY wanted to be born! You see, as of that date, my mother 
was almost one month past a normal nine month term for pregnancy. I’m told that when I 
finally agreed to leave the womb, my skin was bruised, dry and scabby, due to the fact that my 
mom had lost much of her amniotic fluid during prior “false alarms” as to my arrival into this 
world. As you might imagine, I was NOT a pretty baby! In fact I’ve been told that when my 
father first gazed upon all of the new born babies in the nursery at St. Agnes Hospital that 
evening, he was heard to exclaim: “I sure hope that one’s not mine!”  
 
 In today’s Gospel reading we are reintroduced to possibly the most famous verse in 
John’s version of the story of the life of Jesus. I would hazard to guess that there has not been 
an NFL football game played in the past 30 years where someone in the stands hasn’t held up a 
poster or bedsheet with “John 3:16” printed in extremely large letters. On at least one occasion 
I know I opened the Bible to try to understand what was so important about this text. After all, 
considering the expense of attending an NFL football game, why would someone pay a ticket 
broker hundreds of dollars to sit in a front row seat, just to guarantee television coverage for 
their encoded message. Did they really think that thousands of TV viewers would magically be 
converted into “BELIEVERS” in Jesus Christ by seeing the reference to John’s Gospel hanging 
from the front row of a game between Green Bay and Chicago? Or might these viewers just be 
annoyed? I will confess, for me, these bedsheet messages never inspired a charismatic 
conversion experience. If I’m to be honest about it, I would count myself in the probably 
annoyed category. 
 
 But today we read the entire text of the gospel story responsible for the BORN AGAIN 
movement. The text involves a conversation between Jesus and Nicodemus. We learn that 
Nicodemus, a Pharisee and influential Jewish leader, sneaks out under cover of night, perhaps 
to avoid notice by others of his social standing, to ask questions of the teacher who has “come 
from God”. This event was unusual in and of itself, since people of wealth and influence were 
not the people who normally sought out Jesus. In a bit of irony, Jesus provided a stunning 
pronouncement for Nicodemus to consider. “Very truly, I tell you, no one can see the kingdom 
of God without being born from above.” That was a real mind blowing statement, and 
Nicodemus was justifiably confused by the proposition of birth from above. Nicodemus 
questions Jesus further about how a person who has grown old can be born again from his 
mother’s womb? Jesus’ response, clarifies that this second birth is nothing like our first 
introduction into life in this world. Instead, it is an act of God, made possible by the Spirit, 
transforming, bringing about life-changing rebirth. It is likely that Nicodemus did not 
understand Jesus’ teaching that night; after all, the final quotation attributed to Nicodemus 
from John’s gospel today was yet another question. “How can these things be?” 
 
 I can relate to Nicodemus’ confusion, particularly when I try to make sense of Verse 16, 
the famously relied upon support for BORN AGAIN CHRISTIANITY. We all know this verse quite 
well. “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.” Really, is it that simple? If I want to enter God’s 
kingdom and be rewarded with eternal life, ALL I NEED TO DO IS BELIEVE? Apparently a lot of 
people would say they think that to be the case. 
 

 This week, in preparation for today I google searched numerous websites dedicated to 
“born again Christians”. One such site asserts that all you need to do to achieve everlasting life 
is to recite a simple two sentence prayer. The site then prompts the viewer to “click here” if you 
said their prayer! If you did, then you are now a born again Christian. WOW, talk about twenty-
first century instantaneous salvation! Just how easy can being born again get? Just “click here”. 

 
 About five years ago, late one evening my phone rang and thinking maybe a family 
member or friend was in trouble, I answered. The voice on the other end wanted to quiz me? 
Did I remember the name of a foster-sister who ran away from my home when I was probably 
ten years old? You see, there was a period of about 10 years where my parents accepted 
teenaged girls from the Taycheedah Corrections Facility to live in our home for anywhere from 
a few months to several years. Over that span I remember that we had 13 foster sisters, 
normally four at any one time. These were girls who had run-away from abusive homes or had 
gotten into minor criminal problems. So, yes, I did remember my foster sisters, but it was now 
about 11:00 p.m. and I was tired, and a little annoyed by the questions, thinking this might just 
be some type of scam. Finally, just before I had decided to hang up the phone, the caller 
identified herself as Lillian.  
 

Lillian said that she was the foster sister who was my “favorite”. That I used to help her 
with her high school geometry homework, even though I was only in 4th grade. Now, I 
remembered Lillian, the “rebel” who always pushed my mother’s rules by sneaking out back to 
smoke, the one who would stay out late past her curfew while dating. Now, it all came back to 
me! Apparently, Lillian had tracked me down on the internet, she knew I was an attorney, and 
where I lived. She stated that she only wanted to get together to discuss how our lives had 
unfolded over the past 45 years. I agreed to meet with her at my office, still wondering if she 
had some type of unspoken agenda.  

 
 When the day came for our reunion, Lillian appeared at my office, dressed in her Sunday 
best, including a flower covered hat which strangely reminded me of the hats lady’s wear at the 
Kentucky Derby. Our discussion began comfortably enough, with questions about my parents, 
what my brothers and sisters were doing and where they lived. She wondered what, if any, 
contact I may have had with the other foster sisters since she had departed, actually ran-away, 
from our country home so many years ago. She told me she met a wealthy man and married 
very young, she had lived in California and Las Vegas, and even learned to fly her own airplane. 
Now, she lived with her second husband in New Berlin, Wisconsin. She described herself as a 
lay minister at one of the mega-churches, and that she taught Bible classes. The conversation 
then took an uncomfortable turn as she began to quote Bible verses from memory, most of 
which seemingly had no relationship to our meeting or the conversation; just random Bible 
verses! I began to squirm in my chair; was it coming? THE question I always dreaded having to 
answer? Then after another one-half hour of her favorite Bible verses, she hit me with the BIG 



ONE!  HAVE YOU BEEN BORN AGAIN? After a LONG UNCOMFORTABLE PAUSE, I attempted to 
answer. “I don’t really know! I think God knows, but I can’t say for sure!” Not unexpectedly, she 
offered to help me find the answer, but, I would need to come to her church. I respectfully 
declined, telling her that I am quite happy with my own church, and that I have a lot of 
responsibilities at Emanuel that keep me busy. That concluded our “reunion.” Lillian and I have 
not crossed paths since. 
 
 Even today, after having spent some time in study of today’s gospel, I guess I’m still 
confused. Just like Nicodemus, who left the mysterious encounter with Jesus confused and 
uncertain of his faith, I’m going to need more time and discernment before I can proclaim that I 
have been BORN AGAIN, BORN ANEW or even that I am just acceptable to God for my life’s 
works and efforts. As a trial attorney, I take heart in the fact that later in John’s gospel at 
chapter 7, verses 50-51, Nicodemus appears to defend Jesus at his trial, arguing that Jesus had 
not received a fair hearing. Nicodemus appears again in chapter 19 at verse 39, where we are 
told that he came to help prepare Jesus’ body for burial. According to Reverend Mark J. Suriano 
in his reflections on today’s gospel,…”far from being the instantaneous conversion (as many 
who claim a ‘born again’ experience as a singular event might say) Nicodemus took a while to 
come to faith and to eventually be the one who would not abandon Jesus  near the end of his 
life. In our own lives… the same Spirit may also take its time, gradually bringing us from fear to 
faith and from timid acceptance to bold witness.” For me, THAT is the answer I feel comfortable 
to offer at this time in my life.  
 
  Jesus taught Nicodemus that the Spirit, like the wind, blows where it chooses. We can 
hear the sound of it, but we do not know where it comes from or where it goes.  Jesus 
reassures us in today’s gospel lesson: “so it is with everyone who is born of the Spirit.” 
 

 God in Christ wishes to reclaim, rename and re-author the stories of our lives with a 
“NEW LIFE” empowered by the grace of God and made manifest in the life, death and 
resurrection of Christ.  Emmanuel Y. Lartey, from “Feasting On the Word” 

 
 In this first week after celebrating Pentecost, may we be welcoming and attentive for 

that Spirit, trusting that the Spirit of God will guide us to a better understanding of new 
possibilities; and maybe even, NEW LIFE! 

 
 AMEN.       
          
       Gene Detert 


