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It is hard to figure out exactly what Nicodemus was hoping to accomplish when he first went to see Jesus. St. John says Nicodemus was a prominent man in Israel, and he was so scared of what people would think if they knew he was talking to Jesus that he approached him after the sun had gone down. Jesus doesn't say anything about that at first, but later in the conversation he remarks, "Men love darkness more than light, because their deeds are evil." 

Nicodemus opens with a smarmy compliment, "Rabbi, we know that you must come from God, because nobody could do the miracles you are doing unless God were with him." Jesus' oblique response is, "Nobody can see the kingdom of God unless he is born again." In other words, "Don't be so quick to drop God's name. There is more to what is going on here than you may think." Nicodemus takes him far too literally, and asks, "How can someone be born after he has already grown up? Is he supposed to crawl back into his mother and come out again?" Jesus replies, "You have to be born of water and the Spirit before you can see the Kingdom of God." 

At the most obvious level, this is where Jesus decrees that the essential first step in becoming a Christian is to get yourself baptized. You are born when you come out of your mother, you are born again when the Holy Ghost comes into you at baptism. The first birth carries with it a sentence of death. After you experience the second birth, you know you are going to live forever. 

I think the Prayer Book makes the story of Jesus and Nicodemus the Gospel for Trinity Sunday for a fairly simple reason. The main temptation connected to the idea of the Trinity is to treat it as an abstruse theological puzzle -- one only professional religious fanatics would even try to figure out -- in any event, something with absolutely no practical significance or relevance. 

The Trinity does indeed tell us what God is like in himself. The Trinity would live and continue to exist even if creation did not exist. But we know creation does exist and that we are part of it. So the Trinity also explains how we become one with God, and nothing could be more practical and relevant than that. 

We can never even begin to understand what Christianity is all about if we persist in the idea that God is separate from us. Thinking about the Trinity helps us to see how God lives his life in us and through us. When we are baptized we become a grafted-on part of the body of Christ, who is the second person of the Trinity. We know human bodies are alive because they are breathing. The body of Christ is alive with the breath of God which is the Holy Ghost, the third person of the Trinity. 

God the Father, who is the first person of the Trinity, loves his Son, and because we are part of his Son, he loves us too. God the Father does his work in the world through the Holy Spirit, and the Holy Spirit is in us, and he works through us whenever we choose to cooperate. 

After we are baptized and as we receive Holy Communion, we are one with God -- he dwells in us and we dwell in him, as the Prayer Book puts it. Jesus is not just a great moral example - whom we get frustrated trying to imitate. Jesus is. inside us by the Spirit working and trying to make us as pleasing to the Father as he is. St. Paul reminds us, "We are members of his body..we have the mind of Christ." 

The last thing Nicodemus says to Jesus is, "How can these things be?" But something obviously clicked in this strange conversation. Later on, when his fellow Pharisees want to arrest Jesus, Nicodemus demands that he get due process, asking, "Does our law judge a man without giving him a hearing and finding out about him?" 

Then on Good Friday afternoon Nicodemus comes out of the crowd with a hundred pounds of perfume to be used to anoint Jesus' corpse. When we get to the heavenly throne room, and we sing, "Holy, Holy, Holy" with angels and archangels and with all the company of heaven, let us hope Nicodemus will be there too -- finally born again, out in the clear light of day, in front of God and everybody. 

The Collect: O GOD, the strength of all those who put their trust in thee; Mercifully accept our prayers; and because, through the weakness of our mortal nature, we can do no good thing without thee, grant us the help of thy grace, that in keeping thy commandments we may please thee, both in will and deed; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 

The Epistle: 1 St. John 4: 7-21 

The Gospel: St. Luke 16: 19-31. 

