
Signs of the times  
 

 Now there was a Pharisee named Nicodemus, a leader of the Jews. He came to Jesus by night and 

said to him, “Rabbi, we know that you are a teacher who has come from God; for no one can do these 

signs that you do apart from the presence of God.” Jesus answered him, “Very truly, I tell you, no one can 

see the kingdom of God without being born from above.”    

Nicodemus said to him, “How can anyone be born after having grown old? Can one enter a second 

time into the mother’s womb and be born?” Jesus answered, “Very truly, I tell you, no one can enter the 

kingdom of God without being born of water and Spirit. What is born of the flesh is flesh, and what is born 

of the Spirit is spirit. Do not be astonished that I said to you, ‘You must be born from above.’ The wind 

blows where it chooses, and you hear the sound of it, but you do not know where it comes from or where it 

goes. So it is with everyone who is born of the Spirit.”   

           John 3: 1-8  

 

According to the Pew Research Center, “Americans have rarely been as polarized as they 

are today.”  The president of Pew Research says, “The studies we’ve conducted . . . over the past 

few years illustrate the increasingly stark disagreement between Democrats and Republicans on 

the economy, racial justice, climate change, law enforcement, international engagement and a long 

list of other issues. . . .  A month before the [2020 presidential] election, roughly eight-in-ten 

registered voters in both camps said their differences with the other side were about core 

American values, and roughly nine-in-ten—again in both camps—worried that a victory by the 

other would lead to “lasting harm” to the United States.” (Michael Dimock and Richard Wike, “America Is 

Exceptional in the Nature of its Political Divide,” Nov. 13, 2020, pewresearchcenter.org) 

Now, unless you have been hibernating in a cave for the past ten years, or avoiding all 

other outside media sources to make time for binge-watching episodes of “The Big Bang Theory,” 

this is probably not late-breaking news to you.  Partisan political polarization—it seems to be the 

sign of our times.  And no one seems to have a clue about how to bridge this divide, although just 

about everyone has a theory about the causes.  It’s the fault of social media or fake news or bad 

schooling or money in politics or the decline of the church.  And there is probably some validity to 

all of these theories. 

But I’m not going to weigh in on any of these causes, and I’m certainly not going to suggest 

that I have the solution to this intractable problem.  I’m not even going to suggest that the Bible 

has a clear and decisive answer to the political divide in America.  But I do want to look at this 

story from John’s gospel with this sign of our times in mind. 

Most biblical scholars view this story from the angle of the enigmatic sayings of Jesus about 

being born from above or born again.  And that is certainly what John is introducing in this early 

chapter of his gospel.  But today, I want to consider the dynamics of this brief encounter between 

Jesus and a Pharisee. 

You may know that throughout the New Testament, the relationship between Jesus and 

Pharisees, Sadducees, and others, is often presented with suspicion at best and outright hostility at 

worst.  But in this encounter, Nicodemus, identified as a Pharisee, and later associated with the 

religious and civic leaders of Jerusalem, seems less suspicious than curious.  Even in this brief 

glimpse, Nicodemus seems less like the typical Pharisee that the gospels present.  He seems 

sincerely intrigued by what he has seen and heard of this teacher, healer, and prophet that has 



rattled the cage of his more stodgy colleagues in the Sanhedrin.  And so he invites himself over for 

a glass of red wine and a friendly get-to-know-you-better chat. 

At the outset, there is a clear sense of respect between them.  Nicodemus honors the 

teaching of Jesus, calling him Rabbi and acknowledging his godliness.  And, in a part we did not 

read, Jesus acknowledges Nicodemus as a teacher of Israel, even has he needles him a bit for not 

catching the drift of the metaphorical language Jesus uses.  

There is give and take in their dialogue.  Nicodemus challenges Jesus to explain his 

metaphor about being born again, while Jesus presses him to wade into some deeper waters.  

They both seem committed to their own ground and yet neither of them uses their position to 

berate or coerce the other.  Instead of putting each other down, you might say that each one 

brings out the best in the other. 

I was reminded of this while listening to a podcast called “Finding Fred.”  It is hosted by 

Carvell Wallace who explores with his guests the ways that the life and television ministry of Fred 

Rogers continues to speak to the anxieties and fears and chaos of our own time—not only for 

children but also for adults. 

In one episode, he plays a clip of an interview from 1994 where Fred Rogers is telling about 

a pre-school he visited.  The director of the school had invited an artist, a sculptor, to come in and 

sculpt in front of the children.  She said she didn’t want him to try to teach them about sculpting, 

just sit with the children, and do what he loves to do with clay.  And with absolute wonderment in 

his voice, Fred says that immediately the kids wanted to get their hands in the clay.  He says, “they 

started using that clay, that medium, in the most wonderful ways.” And he says, “that wouldn’t 

have happened if this gifted artist hadn’t loved clay right in front of them.” 

Carvell Wallace takes this experience and extrapolates from it the ways we are called to 

spread not just the love of art, but even more to embody the quality of empathy, caring for and 

listening to each other.  He says what we learn from this example, and what we learn from the 

example of people like Fred Rogers is that we spread these ideals and high hopes not just by 

preaching about them, not just by telling others how wrong they are for not believeing them, but 

simply by doing them, by putting them into practice.  He says, “The idea of loving the clay just calls 

on me to be the best version of myself that I can be, and then to let that be seen.” 

And isn’t that what Jesus is doing in this encounter with Nicodemus.  As much as he is 

speaking to him about this abstract notion of spiritual rebirth, Jesus is not only living out the best 

version of himself, he is acknowledging and bringing out the best version of Nicodemus, and 

opening up a space between them where, even with their differences, that best version can find 

room to flourish. 

Mr. Wallace and one of his guests acknowledge that recognizing the best in others has 

never been easy; if anything, it may be getting harder.  And perhaps no one understands that 

better than Bryan Stevenson. 

Bryan is a Harvard-trained lawyer who founded and directs the Equal Justice Institute in 

Montgomery, Alabama, which is dedicated to challenging racial and economic injustice in our 

country, particularly as it gets played out in the criminal justice system.  And he insists that to see 

the structural racism and the systemic bias against the poor you have to get uncomfortably close 

to some people that we usually like to view from a distance, if at all.  He insists that unless we get 

uncomfortably close, we don’t really see them.  Sometimes his work takes him into prisons and 

onto death row.  He gets uncomfortably close to the inmates he represents, to their families and 



their communities.  He gets uncomfortably close to the families and communities of the victims of 

crime.  He gets uncomfortably close to the prosecutors and law-enforcement personnel.   

He does all this in order to understand, to see more truly who these people are that we 

have sentenced to death, and to see them as more than just the perpetrator of a crime.  He says 

something that may make some of us uncomfortable because of our strong feelings about law and 

order, crime and punishment.  He says that no person should be defined solely and entirely on the 

basis of whatever crime they have committed.  He says that each of us is more than the worst 

thing we have committed.   

Now, not all of us are called to encounters with people in prison or on death row.  But 

what if we adopted this way of seeing people, and especially people who are on the other side of 

the political spectrum from us—this way of seeing them more clearly and more truly by getting 

uncomfortably close.  It is a way of seeing our neighbors that runs close to the way Jesus saw his 

neighbors, the way God sees all of us. 

Maybe you’re thinking that all this engaging with others and finding the best in our 

opponents is too idealistic and utopian, not grounded in the reality of the world as you experience 

it.  Maybe you think that what we are talking about here is not going to make any real difference in 

the world or in the polarization of Americans.  And maybe you’re right.  We can’t always say how 

it will turn out when we attempt to engage with someone different from us.  Jesus didn’t know 

how this encounter with Nicodemus would turn out, whether it would change his life, or not.  He 

didn’t know whether Nicodemus would accept what he was saying about spiritual rebirth or reject 

it.  And that’s true of all the encounters Jesus had with people, from those who sought him out for 

help to the most hostile or suspicious opponent.  But the point of these encounters seems to be 

less about the end result and more about the encounter itself, and the necessity to be engaged 

with others.   

We don’t know what became of Nicodemus after this encounter, other than a couple of 

elusive, but telling, references.  John reports that when some religious leaders were looking to 

arrest Jesus, Nicodemus spoke up and said that according to the law you couldn’t judge someone 

without a fair hearing.  And after the death of Jesus, Nicodemus provided the spices that were 

used in the burial customs of that time and place.  It is not clear whether he followed the path the 

Jesus opened up or took a different road.  But I think it is safe to say that both Nicodemus and 

Jesus were changed by this brief encounter.  And John’s narrative leaves open the possibility that 

we can be changed by our own encounters, even with those who may be traveling a different road 

than the one we are on.   

Nicodemus says he was drawn to Jesus because of the signs he performed.  But maybe 

there is no better sign of their time than this dialogue where the thing that matters most is not the 

politics of the other, but the sacred reality of the other.  As Mr Rogers frequently told us, “I like 

you just the way you are.” 

Let us pray that encounters like that between Jesus and Nicodemus become the sign of our 

times.  Let us commit ourselves to doing whatever we are able, with whatever resources we have 

available to us, to bring out the best in ourselves by acknowledging what is holy in others. 

May it be so. 
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