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John 3: 1-17

Now there was a Pharisee named Nicodemus, a leades dévs.
2He came to Jesus by night and said to him, “Rabbi, wes khat
you are a teacher who has come from God; for no anelg these
signs that you do apart from the presence of God.” 3Jesus
answered him, “Very truly, | tell you, no one can gezkingdom
of God without being born from above.” 4Nicodemus sailditg
“How can anyone be born after having grown old? Canestter a
second time into the mother’'s womb and be born?” 5Jesus
answered, “Very truly, | tell you, no one can enter kilngdom of
God without being born of water and Spirit. 6What is bmirthe
flesh is flesh, and what is born of the Spirit isisptDo not be
astonished that | said to you, “You must be born froovab 8The
wind blows where it chooses, and you hear the soundmftiyou
do not know where it comes from or where it goes.t with
everyone who is born of the Spirit.”

9Nicodemus said to him, “How can these things be?”

10Jesus answered him, “Are you a teacher of Israel, etngby do
not understand these things? 11“Very truly, | tell youspeak of
what we know and testify to what we have seen; yatd@ not
receive our testimony. 12If | have told you about eatthlygs and
you do not believe, how can you believe if | tell ydonoat heavenly
things? 13No one has ascended into heaven except théhone
descended from heaven, the Son of Man. 14And just as Moses
lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so must theddtfan be
lifted up, 15that whoever believes in him may have eldifa.
16“For God so loved the world that he gave his only Sorthat
everyone who believes in him may not perish but nasgteternal
life. 17*Indeed, God did not send the Son into the world to
condemn the world, but in order that the world mightded
through him.



In 1957, Lou Abbott and Bud Costello were the first norebat Abbott: Goofée Dean. Well, let's see, we have orbdgs, Who's on
playing celebrltle_s t[o be inducted into the Baseball bfdfame. first, What's on second. | Don't Know is on third...
All because of this:

Costello: That's what | want to find out.
[The following was played as an audio insert when this sermon
was preached. To hear an audio file visit http://www.baseball-

almanac.com/humor4.shtml] third.

Abbott: | say Who's on first, What's on second, hD&now's on

Costello: Are you the manager?
Abbott: Yes.

Who's On First?

by Abbott and Costello
Costello: You gonna be the coach too?

Abbott: Well Costello, I'm going to New York with yoMou
_ _ Abbott: Yes.
know Bucky Harris, the Yankee's manager, gave me a job &hcoa
Costello: And you don't know the fellows' names?
for as long as you're on the team.
) Abbott: Well | should.
Costello: Look Abbott, if you're the coach, you mustwradl the _
Costello: Well then who's on first?
players.
Abbott: Yes.
Abbott: | certainly do.
Costello: | mean the fellow's name.
Costello: Well you know I've never met the guys. Solybave to

Abbott: Who.
tell me their names, and then I'll know who's playinglee team. _
_ _ Costello: The guy on first.
Abbott: Oh, I'll tell you their names, but you knove&ems to me
_ _ Abbott: Who.
they give these ball players now-a-days very peculiaresa _
Costello: The first baseman.
Costello: You mean funny names?
Abbott: Who.

Abbott: Strange names, pet names...like Dizzy Dean...
Costello: His brother Daffy.
Abbott: Daffy Dean...

Costello: The guy playing...
Abbott: Who is on first!

) _ Costello: I'm asking YOU who's on first.
Costello: And their French cousin.

Abbott: French?

Abbott: That's the man's name.

. Costello: That's who's name?
Costello: Goofe.



Abbott: Yes.

Costello: Well go ahead and tell me.
Abbott: That's it.

Costello: That's who?

Abbott: Yes.

PAUSE

Costello: Look, you gotta first baseman?
Abbott: Certainly.

Costello: Who's playing first?

Abbott: That's right.

Costello: When you pay off the first baseman everptimowvho
gets the money?

Abbott: Every dollar of it.

Costello: All I'm trying to find out is the fellow'same on first base.

Abbott: Who.

Costello: The guy that gets...

Abbott: That's it.

Costello: Who gets the money...

Abbott: He does, every dollar. Sometimes his wife e®uhown and
collects it.

Costello: Whose wife?

Abbott: Yes.

PAUSE

Abbott: What's wrong with that?

Costello: Look, all | wanna know is when you sign upfitss
baseman, how does he sign his name?

Abbott: Who.

Costello: The guy.

Abbott: Who.

Costello: How does he sign...

Abbott: That's how he signs it.

Costello: Who?

Abbott: Yes.

PAUSE

Costello: All I'm trying to find out is what's the guyiame on first
base.

Abbott: No. What is on second base.

Costello: I'm not asking you who's on second.

Abbott: Who's on first.

Costello: One base at a time!

Abbott: Well, don't change the players around.
Costello: I'm not changing nobody!

Abbott: Take it easy, buddy.

Costello: I'm only asking you, who's the guy on firstdsa
Abbott: That's right.

Costello: Ok.
Abbott: All right.
PAUSE



Costello: What's the guy's name on first base?
Abbott: No. What is on second.

Costello: I'm not asking you who's on second.
Abbott: Who's on first.

Costello: |1 don't know.

Abbott: He's on third, we're not talking about him.
Costello: Now how did I get on third base?

Abbott: Why you mentioned his name.

Costello: If I mentioned the third baseman's namey dil | say is

playing third?

Abbott: No. Who's playing first.

Costello: What's on first?

Abbott: What's on second.

Costello: | don't know.

Abbott: He's on third.

Costello: There I go, back on third again!

PAUSE

Costello: Would you just stay on third base and don't §i. of
Abbott: All right, what do you want to know?

Costello: Now who's playing third base?

Abbott: Why do you insist on putting Who on third base?
Costello: What am | putting on third.

Abbott: No. What is on second.

Costello: You don't want who on second?

Abbott: Who is on first.

Costello: | don't know.

Abbott & Costello Together:Third base!
PAUSE

Costello: Look, you gotta outfield?

Abbott: Sure.

Costello: The left fielder's name?

Abbott: Why.

Costello: | just thought I'd ask you.

Abbott: Well, I just thought I'd tell ya.
Costello: Then tell me who's playing left field.
Abbott: Who's playing first.

Costello: I'm not... stay out of the infield! | waiot know what's the
guy's name in left field?

Abbott: No, What is on second.

Costello: I'm not asking you who's on second.
Abbott: Who's on first!

Costello: | don't know.

Abbott & Costello Together: Third base!
PAUSE

Costello: The left fielder's name?

Abbott: Why.

Costello: Because!

Abbott: Oh, he's centerfield.



PAUSE

Costello: Look, You gotta pitcher on this team?
Abbott: Sure.

Costello: The pitcher's name?

Abbott: Tomorrow.

Costello: You don't want to tell me today?
Abbott: I'm telling you now.

Costello: Then go ahead.

Abbott: Tomorrow!

Costello: What time?

Abbott: What time what?

Costello: What time tomorrow are you gonna tell m@'wh
pitching?

Abbott: Now listen. Who is not pitching.
Costello: I'll break your arm, you say who's on fitsttant to know
what's the pitcher's name?

Abbott: What's on second.

Costello: |1 don't know.

Abbott & Costello Together: Third base!
PAUSE

Costello: Gotta a catcher?

Abbott: Certainly.

Costello: The catcher's name?

Abbott: Today.

Costello: Today, and tomorrow's pitching.

Abbott: Now you've got it.

Costello: All we got is a couple of days on the team.

PAUSE

Costello: You know I'm a catcher too.

Abbott: So they tell me.

Costello: | get behind the plate to do some fancy eaich
Tomorrow's pitching on my team and a heavy hitter gptsNow
the heavy hitter bunts the ball. When he bunts therbe, being a
good catcher, I'm gonna throw the guy out at first b&ed. pick
up the ball and throw it to who?

Abbott: Now that's the first thing you've said right.

Costello: | don't even know what I'm talking about!

PAUSE

Abbott: That's all you have to do.

Costello: Is to throw the ball to first base.

Abbott: Yes!

Costello: Now who's got it?

Abbott: Naturally.

PAUSE

Costello: Look, if | throw the ball to first baseymebody's gotta
get it. Now who has it?

Abbott: Naturally.

Costello: Who?
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Abbott: Naturally.

Costello: Naturally?

Abbott: Naturally.

Costello: So | pick up the ball and | throw it to Natlyral
Abbott: No you don't, you throw the ball to Who.

Costello: Naturally.

Abbott: That's different.

Costello: That's what | said.

Abbott: You're not saying it...

Costello: | throw the ball to Naturally.

Abbott: You throw it to Who.

Costello: Naturally.

Abbott: That's it.

Costello: That's what | said!

Abbott: You ask me.

Costello: | throw the ball to who?

Abbott: Naturally.

Costello: Now you ask me.

Abbott: You throw the ball to Who?

Costello: Naturally.

Abbott: That's it.

Costello: Same as you! Same as YOU! | throw thetbaNho.
Whoever it is drops the ball and the guy runs to secormb. picks
up the ball and throws it to What. What throws it f@dn't Know.
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| Don't Know throws it back to Tomorrow, Triple pladmother
guy gets up and hits a long fly ball to Because. Why? k #oow!
He's on third and | don't give a darn!

Abbott: What?

Costello: | said | don't give a darn!

Abbott: Oh, that's our shortstop.

Nicodemus and Jesus had the potential for just as furoytiae in
their exchange which is our scriptural focus for thismmy.
Instead of “Who’s On First?”, I'll call it “How? Bm above!”

Everybody knows Jesus would every once in awhile go fewa
good laughs when the time was right. Remember whealke t
about the first shall be last and the last shallrb&?f Imagine what
that looks like in reality — people tripping over each othdine
trying to figure out where they wanted to be in linender to be
first — or rather to be last — or | mean first. \\évatr ...

And no doubt the crowd would have chuckled at the thought of a
camel going through the eye of a sewing needle. Ordhe&i

humor on seeing the one some called Messiah riding ‘otuamtly”
into Jerusalem not on a stately and regal white @talith

trumpets blaring as any self-respecting emperor-god woulg] hav
but on the back of a donkey with drooping palm branchesgav
above his head and strewn at his feet. A chuckle oy itm sure.

And everybody knows what happened when Jesus met and
befriended Finklestein the Nazareth tailor, right? ? N&/ell,
Finklestein was paid to design and sew a new robe fareve
rabbi in town — Jesus. Everyone was so astonishéueby
workmanship and style of the new robe and by the resatiat this
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Jesus was performing, that they began to line up at Biekiés
door for him to make them similar clothes. He becameopular
that he just had to go see Jesus and offer him a deal.

“Jesus, | have a great idea. If we form a partnershiy skills
and your popularity — we’ll make so much money that | woel@b
rich tailor and you would be able to retire from thisarant
ministry gig you've got going. And I've got the perfect mata

our business. We can call it “Finklestein and Jesus.”

Jesus thought for a minute. “Well, it sounds okay, bugetéa do
something about the name. Since it's my fame thairgjing in the
customers, | should be listed first, don’t you think?”

Reluctantly Finklestein agreed with Jesus. They put aside
“Finklestein and Jesus” and started one of the best kiotntimng
stores of all times — “Lord & Tailor”.

So ...

... here comes Nicodemus sneaking into the scene by tkieedar
of the night. He’s not asking Jesus any questions, rid¢esimply
makes a statement, pays Jesus a compliment even — “Rabbi
know that you are a teacher who has come from Godidane
can do these signs that you do apart from the presergedf

Nice compliment, huh?

But Jesus begins to draw Nicodemus into his little burlesque
routine. He says, “Very truly, | tell you, no one ca@e the
kingdom of God without being born from above.” So whlasus?
What's that got to do with the price of tea in ChirBétter yet,
what'’s that got to do with Nicodemus’ statement? “Wevkn
you're a teacher from God. No one can do what you tlwowi
being from God.” Nothing, really.
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So then begins the “Who’s on First” exchange for Wiie need to
understand some of the original language — the Greele of th
writers of the books that became our Gospelslitigeia franca
language of the market, of education, of culture. Jesusiplsob
spoke it, taught using it, and the average person used ityin da
living.

gennao= born
anothen = from above

anothen= again

Jesus says one must be “bagerinac(ghen-nah’-0)] from above
[anothen(an’-o-then)]. Butanothenalso means “again”.

Jesus says one must be “born from above.” Nicodenars Haorn
agair’

“How can anyone be borgénnag after having grown old? Can
one enter a second time into the mother’'s womb armbbe
[gennao anothdR”

Costello: Well then who's on first?

Abbott: Yes.

Costello: | mean the fellow's name.

Abbott: Who.

Costello: The guy on first.
14



Nicodemus: Above?
Abbott: Who.

Jesus: Yes.
Costello: The first baseman.

Nicodemus: Again?
Abbott: Who.

Jesus: Above?
Costello: The guy playing...

Nicodemus: Above?
Abbott: Who is on first!

Jesus: Yes. Not again?
Costello: I'm asking YOU who's on first.

Nicodemus: Why not again? I'm just trying to figure out
what you’re saying!”
Jesus: Again?

Nicodemus: That's what | said!

Jesus: No. Again. | just didn’t understand what you said.

Nicodemus: Arrggh

And it doesn't stop there. Nicodemus asks how one choire
Jesus: You have to be banothen. “again.” Jesus responds by talking about the wind ... log islking
about the Spirit?
NicodemusAnother?
“Jesus answered [Nicodemus], “Very truly, | tell you,an@ can

Jesus: Yes. enter the kingdom of God without being born of water gpidtS
What is born of the flesh is flesh, and what is bofrthe Spirit is
Nicodemus: Again? spirit. Do not be astonished that | said to you, ‘Youtnesborn
Jesus: No. Above? from above.” The wind blows where it chooses, andhgar the
sound of it, but you do not know where it comes from bens it
Nicodemus: Again? goes. So it is with everyone who is born of the &piri

Jesus: Above.
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pneuma= spirit
pneuma= wind

pneuma= breath

The confusing/ironic word here eumawhich can mean “spirit”
or “wind” or “breath”. The root of our English word “puamonia”
or “pneumatic”.

“Very truly, | tell you, no one can enter the kingdonGxd

without being borngennag of water and Spiritgneumé What is
born [gennao] of the flesh is flesh, and what is gennag of the
Spirit [pneumdis spirit [pneuméd Do not be astonished that | said
to you, ‘“You must be borrgenna¢ from above gnothen.’ The

wind [pneumé blows where it chooses, and you hear the sound of
it, but you do not know where it comes from or whegoks. So it

is with everyone who is borgénnag of the Spirit pneuma.”

wind or breath or spirit?

Jesus: Yes
Nicodemus: Yes?
Jesus: Yes?
Nicodemus: Which?
JesusPneuma
Nicodemus: Breath?
Jesus: Yes.
Nicodemus: Or Spirt?
Jesus: Yes!
Nicodemus: Or wind?
Jesus: Yes.
Nicodemus: Huh?
JesusPneuma.

Nicodemus: Arrggghhh.

By the end of the exchange Nicodemus must have been very
frustrated. He started off simply affirming Jesus as a
knowledgeable teacher. “We know that you are a teacheras
come from God” and he ends having to admit that he dogsité
understand this fabulous teacher, “How can these tha&f@'s b
Nicodemus: Wait a second here, Jesus. Are you saying
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And that’s the truth of it. Costello ends up throwing uphands
by the end of the routine even when the rest of us igarred out
what’s going on and are able to keep up with the confusinteh
He just never catches on, does he?

This exchange between Jesus and Nicodemus sometimaseonf
us as well. Does Jesus mean we have to become say@th
somebody completely different from what and who we dfesd,
can | possibly succeed at that? Well, lots of peopldgogh life
claiming to be “born again” — whatever that means -nathey're
really just pretending to be something which no oneewvain
possibly be.

Many equate “born again” with living a perfect life oirts, a
“Christian” life, if you will. And so the goal of tls® who read this
text this way set up for themselves a goal rather tinalerstanding
what Jesus is truly getting at here.

Nicodemus begins by trying to flatter Jesus. “We knowludit we
speak, that you are from God.” (V 2) Yet by the endjsles
switches the reality of who God is and what God requifess.
God requires not that we claim to know the truth of yang,
that we have the key to finding God'’s kingdom, and thae ave
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know it we can proclaim our claim. No, that’'s what tkligious
establishment does, that's what the Pharisees atlecBes, and
most other religious elitists did and it's what the “Bdégainers”
do even today.

“We've got it.” (Remember that catch phrase fromléte ‘70s?
Bumper stickers, buttons, etc. proclaiming the “Born Agiah
claim — “I found it!”) In Nicodemus’s words — “Wienowof what
we speak.”

But Jesus takes this ironic exchange and ends it wittntis¢ ironic
of twists. He says not “we know of what we speak”, riatiher
“we speak of what we know.” True believers speak onlyludt
they know to be true of God because it comes out ofaardeted
and deliberate relationship with God. One can spealhaf ane
knows only when one takes the time to figure out théusig
stuff of the interactions we have with God.

Here’s the bottom line of this wonderful exchange.rdvda Borg in
his bookThe Heart of Christianitgays it this way:

But for the majority of us, being born again is not a
single intense experience, but a gradual and
incremental procesfying to an old identity and
being born into a new identity, dying to an old way
of being and living into a new way of bejnga
process that continues through a lifetime. The
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Christian life as it matures is ever more deeply
centered in the Spirit — that is, centered in the Spirit
of God as known in Jesus, the Spirit of Christ.
[emphasis added]

| conclude with this parable from “Stay for Tea” b thrilliant
contemporary preacher Barbara Brown Taylor. Shetbéeas
God’s call for us to empty ourselves so we can bel fdleew:

ONCE UPON A TIME, there was a woman who
set out to discover the meaning of life. First shelrea
Dying to the old way and living into a new way is a kegcess in everything she could get her hands on--history,
the Jesus-followers life — a process that is commandst philosophy, psychology, religion. While she became
religious practices: a very smart person, nothing she read gave her the

This process is at the heart not only of Christyanit
but of the other enduring religions of the world. The
image of following "the way" is common in Judaism,
and "the way" involves a new heart, a new self
centered in God. One of the meanings of the word
"Islam" is "surrender": to surrender one's life to God
by radically centering in God. And Muhammad is
reported to have said, "Die before you die." Die
spiritually before you die physically, die
metaphorically (and really) before you die literally.
At the heart of the Buddhist path is "letting go"--the
same internal path as dying to an old way of being
and being born into a new. According to e te
Ching a foundational text for both Taoism and Zen
Buddhism, Lao Tzu said: "If you want to become
full, let yourself be empty; if you want to be reborn,
let yourself die."
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answer she was looking for. She found other smart
people and asked them about the meaning of life, but
while their discussions were long and lively, no two
of them agreed on the same thing and still she had
no answer.

Finally she put all her belongings in storage and set
off in search of the meaning of life. She went to
South America. She went to India. Everywhere she
went, people told her they did not know the meaning
of life, but they had heard of a man who did, only
they were not sure where he lived. She asked about
him in every country on earth until finally, deep in
the Himalayas, someone told her how to reach his
house--a tiny little hut perched on the side of a
mountain just below the tree line.

She climbed and climbed to reach his front door.
When she finally got there, with knuckles so cold
they hardly worked, she knocked.

"Yes?" said the kind-looking old man who opened
it. She thought she would die of happiness.

"l have come halfway around the world to ask you
one question,"” she said, gasping for breath. "What is
the meaning of life?"

"Please come in and have some tea," the old man
said.

"No," she said. "I mean, no thank you. I didn't
come all this way for tea. | came for an answer.
Won't you tell me, please, what is the meaning of
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life?"

"We shall have tea,"” the old man said, so she gave
up and came inside. While he was brewing the tea
she caught her breath and began telling him about all
the books she had read, all the people she had met,
all the places she had been. The old man listened
(which was just as well, since his visitor did not
leave any room for him to reply), and as she talked
he placed a fragile tea cup in her hand. Then he
began to pour the tea.

She was so busy talking that she did not notice
when the tea cup was full, so the old man just kept
pouring until the tea ran over the sides of the cup
and spilled to the floor in a steaming waterfall.

"What are you doing?!" she yelled when the tea
burned her hand. "It's full, can't you see that? Stop!
There's no more room!"

"Just so," the old man said to her. "You come here
wanting something from me, but what am | to do?
There is no more room in your cup. Come back
when it is empty and then we will talk."

Who's on first? Don’t worry about it.

Born again — from above — anew? Spirit — wind — bre@b®@'’t
worry about.

Simply empty yourself, teaches Jesus, so you can bedefi
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