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Nicodemus comes to Jesus under the cover of darkness because as a 
Pharisee- one of the traditionalist temple authorities- he was not free to 
follow this new Rabbi.  His sense of authority and purpose and service was 
tied to the law, tied to the temple, tied to an hierarchy within the culture of 
Jerusalem.  Jesus did not fit into that structure.  
 
It is easy to dismiss Nicodemus as a confused coward- one who doesn't 
understand human anatomy and who isn't willing to stand up and say, “ 
listen to this Jesus guy he might have some good news for us”.   But most 
of us have more in common with Nicodemus than we imagine.  
 
I understand the idea of coming to Jesus in the darkness.  The darkness is 
more metaphorical than literal in my case.   I come to Jesus when I am lost 
and confused about life and faith.  I ask questions about the Church, my 
faith, and how to follow him.  
When I was 18 I attended an evangelical church youth group lead by 
Pastor Jeff- who seemed to really understand this Jesus guy in a way that I 
could get behind.  He explained scripture in clear and concise ways.  His 
style of teaching was authoritative.   When Pastor Jeff said “when Jesus 
said this… what Jesus meant was…” I believed him.  I believed Jesus and 
Pastor Jeff had some special relationship and that I could someday have 
that kind of relationship with Jesus if I could just follow Jesus the same way 
that Pastor Jeff followed Jesus.  
I tried that for a while.  Until the teachings of those in authority in the larger 
church community started making me wonder -  
 



 
First there was the lesson about how all Roman Catholics were going to 
hell for idol worship-  
this was frightening for me because most of my family was and is Roman. 
My answer was to start praying for them every day that they would find a 
way to turn away from their sinfulness.  
 
Then there was the lesson where we learned that women were second 
class citizens - that women were not speak in the pulpit but could teach 
scripture in the home and in Sunday school.  My answer to that was to 
begin to suppress my call to ministry- a struggle that I engaged with for 
nearly a decade.  
 
Finally the lesson about the “contagious” sin of homosexuality- when the 
Sunday school teacher told our class that we shouldn't associate with 
known homosexuals- citing a hypothetical scenario of a co-worker whose 
car had broken down in the rain and that you could offer to call a tow truck 
to this known sinner but you couldn't give them a ride to work in your car.  
I walked out of that church that day.   I couldn't reconcile that kind of 
homophobia, sexism and judgment with what I believed was the essential 
lesson in the Gospel of Loving God, and loving one's neighbor.  
 
That was the point I walked out of the church and into the darkness.  
 
I still considered myself a Christian. I still wanted to follow Jesus.  But the 
church wasn't working for me.  Don't get me wrong I am not saying that's 
one tradition is better than another before I was an evangelical I was an 
episcopalian and I was burned by that community as well (that is a story for 
another day) but I can relate to Nicodemus coming to Jesus in the dark 
because what's happening in the temple culture isn't working for him 
anymore.  
 
How's the church working for you these days?  



 
 
We are a community of believers who have scripture, tradition and reason 
as the basis for our tradition of common prayer.  Periodically leaders have 
emerged from one denomination or another and said this isn't right this isn't 
what Jesus wanted from us. This needs to change. Some of the major 
reformers in the Protestant tradition Luther, the Wesley brothers, and 
perhaps Henry the VIII although Elizabeth I was responsible for lasting 
reformation in England.  These reformers looked at a culture that wasn't 
working for them had a “come to Jesus” moment and which led to a change 
to the church.  
 
I am not trying to say all of us when we disagree with the church leadership 
should break away and start a new denomination- on the contrary I think 
that as church membership becomes a choice rather than a societal norm 
or expectation we should reconsider the differences between the main line 
denominations and form more full communion relationships like those The 
Episcopal Church shares with the Evangelical Lutheran Church of America 
and the Moravian church.  I think that as we stumble in the dark and try to 
figure out how to follow Jesus in the 21st century we would do well to invite 
as many folks into the darkness with us to follow this Christ light.  
 
Nicodemus comes to Jesus full of questions and Jesus provides answers 
which are more like riddles.  It seems like Nicodemus leaves Jesus side 
even more lost and dismayed- but we know the answers that Jesus gave 
make sense in the light of the resurrection.  We have the benefit of having 
the candle lit for us we aren't wandering around in the unforgiving depths of 
uncertainty like Nicodemus is in this passage.  We have common prayer, 
we have sacrament, we have relationships with our fellow Christians to 
sustain us in our seasons of darkness.  
 
Liturgically we are in the season of Lent which is a time of darkness, of 
searching, of wandering in the wilderness.  Not all of us are in personal 



seasons of questioning right now but one of the wonderful things about 
having a seasonal tradition is that it provides time of preparation for all 
kinds of experiences in our personal lives.  Birth at the nativity learning in 
epiphany discernment in lent death in Holy Week jubilation at Easter 
spreading the good news at Pentecost.   Because we walk in the darkness 
with Nicodemus during lent we are less afraid when we stumble into our 
own dark times when wander in the dark how to follow Jesus.  When the 
old way just ain't workin for us, we have tools that remind us just because 
we can't find our way doesn't mean that a dim light won't soon be rekindled. 
  
What Jesus reminds us of through Nicodemus is that we need to keep 
asking questions if we are going to truly continue to follow him.  Jesus 
doesn't want all of us to follow him exactly like Pastor Jeff follows him, not 
exactly like Nicodemus follows him, not like you follow him or like I follow 
him.  
 
Jesus invites each of us to find him in the dark confused frustration of our 
lives and bring our questions to the table and he promises he will give us 
light and direction and peace.  
 
The authority that Jesus claims as the Son of God is completely different 
than the authority that Nicodemus has a right to as a Pharisee.  Jesus’ 
authority is the fulfillment of the law, not the maintenance of the law.  It is 
the meeting of these two in the dark that reminds me that just because 
something has always been done a certain way doesn't mean it has to stay 
that way- especially when we are talking about our relationship with God.   I 
don't have the same relationship with God that I had when I was 5, or 15 or 
25 or 35- I hope you don't either.  The same can be said for the Church- we 
are not the same as we were a decade ago, or a century ago or a Millennia 
ago.  
 
 We go through periods of discernment in community as well as in our own 
lives but through it all when we find ourselves in the darkness questioning- 



Jesus shows us new light.  Jesus is always in the darkness with us.  Jesus 
is always giving us the answers that we need.  We might not always 
understand the answers.  But the answers are there and the answers will 
affect us.  The answers Jesus gave to Nicodemus that dark night gave 
Nicodemus a better understanding of who this Jesus guy was, and allowed 
him to stand up for Jesus later in John's gospel during the trial in front of 
the chief priests and the temple guards Nicodemus has the fortitude to 
question his colleagues in ministry his fellow Pharisees about the nature of 
the law and their ability to put Jesus to death.  He defends this outsider's 
voice he defends this person who has consistently questioned his authority 
in the moments before Jesus is handed over to Pilot.  Nicodemus it seems 
finally understands what Jesus was talking about that night when he sees 
that the son of God is going to be killed and the law has no authority to stop 
it.  
The last time we see Nicodemus in scripture is when he and Joseph 
prepare Jesus body for burial and place him in the tomb.  By standing up 
for Jesus, by putting himself outside of the temple community Nicodemus 
has announced in Jesus’  final hours that he chooses differently- the old 
system didn't work for him and so he does he only thing left for him to do. 
Burying this outsider this Rabbi who taught in riddles, is this man who he 
found in the darkness.  
We know that this isn't the last time Nicodemus sees Jesus because the 
season of lent comes to an end with the resurrection and at the 
resurrection all of us are born again but at the time Nicodemus didn't know 
anything but that the status quo wasn't working anymore so he went in 
search of something new.  He went out into the darkness … we do the 
same … let us go into the darkness together and find the light that Christ 
has set before us so that we may follow him.  


