
  

 (Hymn:  Praise to the Lord, the     

              Almighty.) 

>>FAY:  You may be seated.  And will you join with 

me in prayer, please?  Lord God, like the lawyer 

Nicodemus, we come to you in hidden ways.  Each of us we 

have lots of questions and concerns the we aren't sure that 

you will even listen to them or that you will think of our 

questions as foolish.   

Your promise of new life sounds wonderful.  For you 

know that we have made a mess in this life.  Some of the 

messes we have cleaned up, but others we have swept under 

the rug, we have hidden away in the closet.  We have hidden 

them from ourselves.  And we like to believe that we have 

hidden them from you. 

But you, O Lord, know us better than we want to be 

known.  You know our thoughts as well as our actions.  

Help us, Lord.  How can we turn things around so that there 

is peace and hope?  Though we come with our heads bowed, 

offering up to you our prayers and concerns for family and 

community and nation and world, if we're honest, there's 

a tiny piece of us that doesn't really expect anything to 

change.  And we don't really expect anything to change 

because we are unwilling to change ourselves. 

O God, bring your presence powerfully to us, 

convince us that your hope, that your peace can be, that 

we can change, and that we can make change for good. 

O God, we continue to pray today for those who are 

sick in mind, body, and spirit.  We continue to pray for 

those who struggle with addiction.  We pray for those who 

are imprisoned and those who feel lonely and forgotten.  

We pray for those who serve to protect us, both near and 



far.  And we pray for their families.  And we continue to 

pray for all of those that we have elected to leadership 

at every level.  And, God, this morning we come to you, 

lifting up the silent prayers of our hearts.   

(A moment of silent prayer was  

              observed.) 

>>FAY:  O Lord, hear our prayers and hear the 

prayer that your son taught us saying:   

(The Lord's Prayer was prayed.)  

              (Scripture reading by Barb Black of  

          John 3:1-17.)   

              Special music by Tri-State Flute  

          Ensemble.)  

(Applause)  

>>SIMON:  You know why Joey is walking like that?  

He wants to stay and listen to the sermon.  Another big 

thank you to the Tri-State Flute Ensemble.   

(Applause)  

Between football and NASCAR, John 3 has had a lot 

of run.  The text that is well known to us, but terribly 

misunderstood.  You ask anyone, they will talk about be 

born again or they'll go further to talk about God so loved 

the world that he gave his only begotten son.  Who soever 

believeth in him.  Finish it, Wayne?  

>>WAYNE:  Shall not perish but have eternal life.  

What I intend to do is -- (Inaudible) 

>>SIMON:  For those of us who are visiting, that's 

a big joke, because Wayne Barnett is an ordained disciples 

minister, served in Maysville, Kentucky, for 33 years.  

So he should know that text, which he does.  But his family 

is picking on him.   

What I intend to do today as well for the next coming 



three weeks is to unpack this material.  As always there's 

a shared communication and I'm hoping that what this would 

do is to provoke us to think further so that what accounts 

for faith and what accounts for the longing of our hearts 

would indeed be a true blessing to us and through us a 

blessing to others, instead of just going through the 

motions and trying to do things that we would want to do 

anyhow. 

There are a few sections of this text and those are 

the areas that I intend to work on for the next three weeks.  

Are you born again?  How the spirit moves.  That what is 

born of the flesh is of the flesh.  That how God works is 

from above.  And then the text goes on further.   

But the real overarching question about this 

material is that Jesus came to this world not to damn this 

world.  I'm sorry.  You don't like that language, right?  

Not to condemn this world, but to show us that there is 

life and that life everlasting.   

And if you or I were to search deep enough, that 

is truly the quest, to find life in all its fullness in 

all of its manifestation, because there is a void in our 

human drama, that cannot be filed by anything else that 

can only be filed by the Spirit of God.  And the Spirit 

of God is to be found in truth and honesty.  We would find 

that joy that scripture promises about. 

There was a man named Nick and Nick  comes in the 

middle of the night to ask questions.  The very fact that 

he came in the middle of the night suggests that he was 

not willing to do this search in the daylight.  I'm going 

to leave Nicodemus out of the picture.  I'm just going to 

treat the text for what it is. 

The question is about born again, what must one do 



to be born again.  I submit to that you the question of 

are you born again is such a loaded question anymore.  It 

almost is like a test of faith.  It is cast in ways that 

are judgmental terms.  It is cast in ways as who is in and 

out.  The closing part is that God did not come to condemn 

this world. 

And it is usually asked in terms of are you born 

again.  And then comes the question, when they answer, in 

terms of, well, you have to make a decision some day.  The 

decision usually is something that we like, a statement 

of faith that is simplistic, a statement of faith that we 

would choose to accept because it's easy, makes us feel 

good.  God so loved the world.  It is true. 

But the implications are pretty serious and quite 

demanding, not just of us, but what it does through us to 

the world outside.  Are you born again is not about your 

choice.  That's what this text really says. 

It is not an earthly decision.  See, Nicodemus knew 

how to make a lot of choices, but to be born again is not 

an earthly choice.  It is not just your own choosing.  I 

didn't say that.  Jesus said that.  So if you have an 

argument, go argue with Jesus.  Don't argue with me about 

it. 

That's what Jesus says.  Nicodemus is so busy 

trying to figure everything out and Jesus says:  To be 

born again is not a human enterprise.  To be born again 

is not something that you can just find on your own.  Why 

am I saying this?  Because right behind comes the thing.  

It is from above.  And if you are not born from above, you 

cannot even see what the kingdom is, leave alone enter the 

kingdom, leave alone dwell in the kingdom, leave alone 

rejoice in the kingdom, leave alone inviting others into 



the kingdom.  It is not your enterprise. 

To be born again is from above.  What is Jesus 

talking about?  If it is not my enterprise, if it has 

nothing to do with me, why am I even trying?  Hang in 

there.  Hang in there.  Hang in there for three weeks.  

Which means you've got to come back next week, otherwise 

this is going -- you are going to miss out on the born again 

experience. 

It is not a human enterprise.  Jesus says:  It is 

from above.  To be born again is from above.  And to know 

and see the kingdom is from above.  It is about the Spirit 

of God.  And you wonder, wow, what does that mean.  And 

Jesus says, and the spirit moves where it will.  It will 

just move where it will.   

We don't get to choose who is in, who is out.  We 

don't get to choose about our born again life.  It is from 

above.  God dictates, chooses, and does it for God's 

purposes.  And one begins to wonder, what is Jesus really 

talking about. 

O, Jesus is talking about something very 

significant.  Because if born again is about something I 

claim, I claim because of my own wishes of something that 

I desire, I choose, I am comfortable with, and something 

that makes me happy, and it is a feel good. 

Often religious experience, often faith claims are 

about fulfilling our own desire anyhow and you choose 

comfortable, easy phrases that does not require much of 

us and that makes us exclusive people who can stand above 

the rest of the world and judge others and say:  We have 

it, they don't.  I am born again.  They are not.  I have 

the phrase right and they don't.  And it is a simplistic 

claim that goes to say I somehow think I have chosen the 



right thing. 

Born again experience is not about choosing the 

right thing of your desire.  It is from above.  It's God 

choosing.  It is God choosing.  Hang in there.  Hang in 

there.  It is God choosing.  It is from above.  So that 

we can see the kingdom not from our perspective, not from 

our own will and not from our own desires, but how God 

propels us and moves in directions that we would not 

otherwise go. 

So I think by this time Nicodemus walked off.  If 

Jesus would have told him oh, it is about you, you 

believing in some phrase and you just repeating that 

phrase over and over, and you having a claim, and you can 

repeat that claim over and over, and you have this kind 

of a phraseology by which you can hammer other people, he 

would have been thrilled.  He would have hung around.  He 

would have been there the next day.  And he would have 

walked with Jesus for the rest of his life. 

But that's not what Jesus said.  Jesus said:  It 

is from above.  And it is about God's choosing and it is 

about giving you clarity of vision and it is about opening 

your eyes to new realities.  It is about you seeing the 

kingdom, not by what you choose, what you desire, what you 

like, but what God wants you to do. 

So Nicodemus left town.  We need to ask that 

question.  What is this the spirit will move where it 

chooses like the wind?  What does this mean about being 

born again from above?  What does it mean about seeing the 

kingdom? 

And Jesus says this:  Like Moses lifted up the 

serpent, so must Christ be lifted up.  And when that 

happens, you will find the kind of born again experience.  



As Moses lifted up the serpent, so must Christ be lifted 

up. 

Can I offend you?  I'm going to.  An agnostic said 

this.  Christians are ordinary people with extraordinary 

claims.  Christians are ordinary people with 

extraordinary claims.  When we -- when Jesus said Christ 

must be lifted up, we all think anything we do in the name 

of Jesus is lifted up, Jesus folly.   

Most of the time the Jesus we try to lift up is a 

Jesus who does not require much of us, who is not a critique 

of who we are, who does not move us out of our comfort zone. 

The Jesus we lift up sometimes is too small.  The 

Jesus we lift up sometimes is too exclusive.  The Jesus 

we lift up sometimes is too much of a Jesus that divides 

this world further.  The Jesus we lift up often is about 

winners and losers and usually that Jesus puts us in the 

winner's column. 

What Jesus is talking about that Jesus be lifted 

up is a Jesus who transforms the world in ways that kingdom 

understands.  This Jesus that this gospel is talking 

about, that born again people, born from above, the ones 

who are driven by the spirit who are moved in a new 

direction, who have a new imagination, who are talking 

about a different world are people who lift up a Jesus who 

can answer to the struggles of this world, who can bridge 

the divide, who welcome and embrace all of creation, 

because this Jesus is not a cultic leader, is not a leader 

of a sect or a denomination, is not a leader of a claim.   

This Jesus is a universal Christ who wants to 

embrace all of God's creation.  That's what the text ends 

with.  Jesus did not come to condemn the world but to 

redeem the world. 



The Jesus that we are lifting up needs to be this 

universal Jesus who answers and who has relief to human 

pain, suffering, and division.  If this Jesus does not 

have and if this Jesus we lift up cannot say something 

about poverty, alienation, loneliness, people being cast 

out, if this Jesus does not account for peace that is 

lasting, if this Jesus does not open our insecurities to 

ways where we are becoming more and more inviting people, 

if this Jesus does not have and propel us in directions 

where we are empowering people to find solutions that 

would embrace all of humanity, this Jesus is not big 

enough. 

And that Jesus cannot redeem all of creation.  It 

could only be the kind of redemption that we choose.  And 

that is why Jesus says:  To be born again, it has to be 

from above.  And that is why this Jesus says:  If you are 

to see the kingdom, it is not because you choose.  Jesus 

knows, if I choose, it is going to be my own desire and 

what makes me feel good. 

This spirit is going to drive faith communities in 

directions that they dare not go.  And this spirit that 

drives us in directions will cause us to lift this Jesus 

up, not the Jesus I want to lift up, but truly the Jesus 

who came and walked this earth, truly God who became flesh, 

truly God who has come into our neighborhoods to change 

our neighborhoods. 

It is a rabbit hole dynamic proposal that changes 

everything about how we look at faith, that changes 

everything about how we look at neighbor, that changes 

everything about what we say in terms of witness.  Are we 

still caught up in asking people questions about are you 

born again.  Oh, you have to make a decision and believe 



and what is the belief?  Believe something that is easy, 

makes you feel good. 

You and I would find blessings, would find life and 

that life in all its fullness if we would dispel the lie 

that we hear that we so much like and move to this territory 

that Jesus is talking about, to be born from above.  The 

spirit moves like the wind.  And it will catch people who 

have their sails hoisted.   

To God the honor, power, glory, and majesty.  Now 

and forever more.  Amen. 

(Hymn:  Of the Father's Love  

      Begotten.) 

>>BRUCE:  You may be seated.  Treasures come in 

many forms, the talent to teach or to play the flute, as 

we've heard this morning, the time to help a neighbor, the 

ability to give aid to someone you don't even know.  As 

we share our offerings this morning, we are reminded that 

we can bless others in many ways.  Shall we pray? 

Dear God, you have commanded us to love you and to 

love neighbor equally.  We pray that you will bless this 

offering and the work done to build your kingdom here on 

earth.  In Jesus' name we do pray.  Amen.      

      (Collection of gifts.)  

(Doxology.) 

>>SIMON:  Please be seated.  We are about to 

partake in the elements that represent the broken body of 

Christ and the cup that we share.  To raise Jesus up takes 

born again people who are born from above, whom the Spirit 

of God moves so that they would find life and that life 

in all its fullness.   

It is a journey that is beyond our imagination, the 

joy and the blessings that come out of lifting Jesus up, 



is more than what this world can offer.   

But there is a problem.  If left to me, I would lift 

up Jesus the way I choose.  I will lift the Jesus of my 

desire.  I will  lift up the Jesus that makes me feel 

good, and I will lift up this Jesus to dispel people that 

you don't really care about.   

To lift up Jesus so our lives will find the kind 

of blessings that Jesus offers calls to be born from above.  

And it calls us to unlearn a lot of stuff that we have 

learned, lots of stuff that we have picked up because it 

sounds good. 

And for that to happen, the first step is this.  And 

I'd like for you to think about this.  And if you so choose 

to do it, as you hold the cup in your hand, you may have 

made a lot of claims about you and what Jesus means to you.  

But that's just your own claim.  You have to be born from 

above.  And the spirit has to enter you, because the 

spirit moves where it wishes.   

So as you hold the cup, I hope your prayer is:  I 

open my heart to you, Jesus, enter into my heart.  I want 

you to rule over me.  I'm willing to put everything aside 

and make you the author of my life and my destiny.  Teach 

me what you would like -- what you would like for me to 

be and become.  Show me ways that I can glorify your name 

and hold me in the palm of your hand.  The gifts of God 

for the people of God.  Amen.   

(Hymn:  We your people, God  

              Confessing.) 

>>DAVID:  All should know that they are welcome to 

participate in this communion.  It is the Lord's table and 

his invitation we are giving. 

While this is a moment of deep personal reflection, 



it is also a family meal shared with our Christian family 

here at MACC, the table of life where we are surrounded 

by our brothers and sisters.   

Let us pray.  Lord as we partake of the bread and 

the wine surrounded by our brothers and sisters in Christ 

may we be grateful for all your gifts, especially the 

friends we have here at MACC.  We are grateful for our 

salvation gained through your son's sacrifice.  We pray 

that the bread and wine of this table will strengthen us 

as we strive to lead lives of good Christians with our 

family here at MACC.  All this we pray in Jesus' name.  

Amen.   

(Distribution of the elements.) 

>>BRUCE:  Let us hear the words of institution as 

shared by Paul to our sister church in Corinth.  For I 

received from the Lord what I also handed on to you, that 

Lord Jesus, on the night that he was betrayed, took a loaf 

of bread and when he had given thanks, he broke it and said:  

This is my body that is for you.  Do this in remembrance 

of me.  In the same way he took the cup after supper 

saying:  This cup is the new covenant of my blood.  As for 

often as you eat this bread and drink this cup, you 

proclaim the Lord's death until he comes.  Shall we drink 

together?  

>>DAVID:  We're now at the point of our service 

where we invite any individuals who have been with us and 

feel comfortable in coming forward during the singing of 

our last hymn to join us here, the family at Madison Avenue 

Christian Church.  If you feel intimidated by 

public -- by coming forward in public, you can 

certainly -- you can certainly talk to the ministers or 

one of the deacons or one of the elders.   



I extend the welcome of Christ.  As I extended the 

welcome of Christ to this table, I extend the welcome of 

Christ to this family.  Thank you. 

>>SIMON:  We get to hear this beautiful music all 

over again.  So to break from my usual practice, please 

be seated and we'll listen to the Tri-State Flute Ensemble 

and then I'll pronounce the benediction. 

(Special music by Tri-State Flute  

              Ensemble.) 

>>SIMON:  So when are you all coming back?  Thank 

you.  And now may the peace of God that passeth all 

understanding abide with you, take care of you, guide your 

path and grant you joy, now and always.  Amen. 

>>CONGREGATION MEMBER:  Amen.   

 

 


