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     Good morning beautiful 9:45 people.  It's great to be with you.  My name is Melanie Dobson.  

I'm the Minister of Faith Formation here at Myers Park United Methodist.  Please join me in a 

prayer of illumination. 

 

 O Lord may the meditation of all of our hearts and the words of my mouth be acceptable 

 in your sight. O Lord, our Rock and our Redeemer, Amen.  

 

     Just before the text that Steven read for us, something significant happened.   So I want to 

give you the setting.  A man named Nicodemus comes to see Jesus.  He comes at night; it's in the 

dark.  And if you remember, this is back in the First Century, they didn't have electricity.  So 

when it was dark, it was really dark; there were no lights.  It was hard to find your way, you 

stumbled around, people didn't go out at night.  There was a potential of violence.  The only 

reason why Nicodemus would be out at night is because he can't sleep.  Because there's a 

question pressing at this heart, keeping him awake.  He can't go to sleep and so this burning 

question gets him up and moving and out to try and find Jesus.  I guarantee you that this burning 

question was not about interpretation of the scripture or Jewish law.  This question for 

Nicodemus was about his life.  If he was living in a way that mattered; if his life mattered.  And 

so he needs some wisdom.  He needs some wisdom from the one who might just know the 

answer to his questions … Jesus  … and he's not sleeping until he asks. 

 

     The Center for Disease Control actually tells us there are a lot of us who are not sleeping.  

Over nine million Americans take prescription sleep medications and that doesn't include the 

millions who have insomnia.  There are many of us who cannot sleep at night and I guarantee 

you that the burning questions that are keeping us up are not questions about the interpretation of 

scripture, they're not questions about the Trinity; although, if you do have questions about 

scripture or Trinity, I'm happy to entertain those with you and talk with you about them.  But I 

doubt that that's what's keeping you up at night.  Rev. Ellen Robison and I did a healing service 

this Sunday.  It was profound and moving, and people came forward with deep questions.  

Questions like the ones Nicodemus had.  Questions like, "What is this disease going to do to 

me?"  Questions like, "Why did my husband die so early and leave me to raise the children?"  

Questions like, "Why can't I get pregnant?"  Questions like, "Why have I miscarried three 

times?"  Questions like, "Where is God calling me in life?  I'm not sure what job I should take, 

which career I should have."  And I would wager that some of our lovely and wonderful, 

Birmingham Southern Choir members … and we're so grateful to have you here today … I 

would wager that you're having some questions at night around where God's calling you, what 

your work is to be, what your path is.  Questions that keep you up at night, that keep you awake, 

that keep you driving to find this man named Jesus. 



 

     And so Nicodemus comes to find Jesus, and Nicodemus is a teacher of the law.  He's kind of 

a know-it- all; he's got it all together.  He's not used to being vulnerable; he's not used to asking 

other people questions.  So he doesn't start off with a question to Jesus.  Now it's midnight; he's 

come to find Jesus and instead he starts off with this very elaborate and nicely composed speech.  

"Rabbi," he says, wanting to make sure to affirm Jesus, Jesus is the teacher, flattering him.  

"Rabbi, we think that you are a great teacher who comes, we think, from God for no one can do 

signs like you're doing apart from God."  And Nicodemus probably steps back and thinks that 

was a good lead-in; that was a good opening line for my speech.  But Jesus is not impressed.  If 

there's anybody who is secure about who he is, it's Jesus.  There's no insecurity here; he pretty 

much knows that he comes from God.  He doesn't need to be told by Nicodemus, right?  I mean 

it is after all the Trinity.  So any of you who are wrestling with the Trinity, Jesus is a part of that, 

so he knows he's from God.  Like Nicodemus doesn't need to tell him that, he knows he's from 

God.  He's clear on that.  

 

     So instead, what Jesus does is he moves right to the essence of what Nicodemus is there for.  

He can see right through to what's underneath the fluff of that grand speech.  And so I think with 

great love and compassion Jesus said to Nicodemus, "Nicodemus, your faith is about your whole 

life.  You've got to be born into a whole new way of being, Nicodemus.  You've got to have a 

whole new life."   I imagine Nicodemus kind of standing back, it's late, he's not quite sure he gets 

what Jesus is saying.  Jesus isn't really answering what he thought he had as a question.  It 

doesn't really make sense.  So Nicodemus asks the question, "How can this be, how can this be, 

Jesus?"  Maybe some of you who have asked that question late at night when you can't sleep … 

how can this be?  How can this be, Jesus?  And so Jesus speaks again and that's where we come 

to the text where we started for today, where the text for today starts.  Jesus giving another 

response to Nicodemus asking how can this be?  And Jesus says some words that often get 

pulled out of context.  You may have heard some of these words before.  It kind of makes me 

feel like I'm at a football game trying to get ESPN's attention, right.  So this poster board 

gimmick with the verse actually makes a very false assumption about what Jesus is saying.  This 

gimmick is trying to say, Oh, all you've got to do is read this verse and you're saved.  You got it; 

you're done.  No need to worry.  One and done, you're saved.  If I just hold this up, you got it; 

and I can actually save people by holding this poster board.  Absolutely false, ironic, totally 

against what Jesus is trying to say. 

 

     For Jesus, faith is not once and done.  For Jesus, faith is about your entire life.  When Jesus 

says, "Whosoever believes in him …" that belief is not just a mental assent; it involves 

committing your whole life.  Belief is your entire being in the Greek, that's what it means, it is all 

of you, it is everything.  Whosoever believes is a new way of life.  And to believe means that you 

take your sleepless nights and you turn them into days of devotion for God.  So Jesus is really 

saying to Nicodemus, Nicodemus, your comfy life as a Pharisee, where you've got everything 

you want, you've got all the monetary comforts you want, you're trying to be a teacher, it's not 

enough, it's not enough.  That's what Jesus is saying.  Jesus is saying I want you, Nicodemus, to 

have a life where you're born into all of my love, where you're living with all of you, and that life 

will take on light and you will no longer be in the dark at midnight.  Nicodemus my light is so 

great that no darkness can overcome it.  I am the light. 

 



     Imagine Nicodemus stepping back again, this is a lot to process at midnight when you're 

really tired … the enigmatic words of Jesus in the dark.  And he's processing that in his life he's 

tried to follow the rules, he tried to live the right way, do the right things, but down in his heart 

he knows he's not living the life that he is called to.  He's living a life of rule and not a life of 

love.  So he's staying in the dark.  And the dark is familiar to him even though it's a little scary, 

but it's even scarier to think of living a whole life devoted to God.  

 

     There was someone else in our history who knew about living life in the dark and maybe 

you've all missed it from the 16th century, his name was John of the Cross.  He wrote a lot about 

the dark night, the dark night of the soul.  That's what Nicodemus is having, the dark night of the 

soul.  It's a time in which you feel like God is absent, when you feel that sorrow has purged you, 

when you don't know what to do anymore and so you can't sleep.  But John of the Cross says that 

it's this time … the dark, the after midnight hours … where the seeds of faith are planted.  That 

the true belief, the whosoever believes in Jesus kind of belief, that that germinates only in the 

dark.  Only in the time in which you're wrestling with questions, in which you're struggling with 

faith or lack thereof, can faith even have a chance of taking root.  John of the Cross would say 

that when all else is purged away, that is when the light of Christ truly comes to us.  We must 

have the dark night of the soul before we can have illumination.  So in the Gospel of John and in 

John of the Cross, we must go through the crucible before we get to the day of resurrection. 

 

     For those of you who are having dark nights, you're in the right season.  Lent, Lent is a season 

for dark nights of the soul.  It's a season for those of us who are up at night asking questions of 

Jesus about our lives.  For those of us with shadows in our souls, Lent is a good time, a time of 

purgation.  For those of us who can still feel the ashes on our forehead from Ash Wednesday, 

Lent is a time to be in the dark and to trust.  To trust that without darkness, there is no 

resurrection.  That without Lent, there is no Easter.  That without asking the questions and 

wrestling with "how can this be God" there can be no true understanding of the beauty of life 

with God.  Deep in Lent, those of you who are wrestling with unanswered or unanswerable 

questions, things may feel really dark, tomblike even.  Easter can feel like a very long way off.  

And what Jesus is saying to us and to Nicodemus in the text is to believe, to believe even in the 

darkness. 

 

     If we go further in the text of John, we get a sense that Nicodemus actually starts to live into 

this.  In chapter seven of John, we have a testimony of Nicodemus standing up for Jesus in the 

midst of the whole court of Jerusalem; standing up at great risk to himself.  Those questions that 

he was asking in the dark, they're starting to take root into a whole new way of life.  He's being 

born into something new, strong enough that he can stand up in the courts for this man Jesus.  

And then we see in chapter nineteen, the one who takes Jesus down from the cross, in the Gospel 

of John, it's Nicodemus.  Nicodemus is the one who takes down this one who came to him in the 

dark.  He takes him down in the dark and places upon him the anointing of myrrh and aloes and 

wraps him up in linen.  This is not a man who is afraid of the dark anymore; this is a man who is 

living into a new way of life that has claimed all of him.  This is a man whosoever believes in 

Christ.  And as Nicodemus lays Jesus into the tomb, you can trust that Nicodemus is starting to 

feel the true reality of the resurrection beginning to break in.  

 



     So for us, this is the word, that when we believe in God, when we believe in Christ, that belief 

even in the dark, even as it's starting to germinate, can help us to trust that indeed light will 

come.  To believe that God did so love the world, so love us, that God gave us Jesus.  To believe 

with all of our heart and all of our being that the Son of God does indeed come into our darkness 

and the darkness will not overcome it.  To believe in truth that we have a God who works the 

night shift and he will find us when we are asking our questions and be present.  To believe that 

even in the darkness, God will work resurrection.  Thanks be in glory to this God.  Amen. 

 

  

      
 

 

 

 

 

 


