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Spirit Matters 

 
INTRO to SCRIPTURE 
 
Today’s reading comes from the gospel of 
John and is the opening part of the 
conversation between Nicodemus and 
Jesus.  Nicodemus was a rabbi – a teacher.  
More specifically he was a Pharisee – of a 
particular school of thought – and a 
member of the Sanhedrin – a  rabbinical 
court.  He was a person who was deeply 
committed to his religious practice.  
Something he has heard or seen about 
Jesus has compelled him to come to Jesus 
directly.   
 
There are two words in the Greek text that 
each have a double meaning. 
Anothen – means both above and again. 
Pneuma – means both wind and spirit.  
 
Translators use both words to help us hear 
the complexity of each word.  The problem 
is that the translation tends to make  
Nicodemus appear dense.  It might be more 
helpful to recognize the dialogue as a word 
play comedy sketch.  A little humor can go a 
long way. 
 
SERMON 
 
If I say Mrs Which, you might quickly 
imagine a woman dressed in black with a 
pointy hat riding on a broomstick.  
However, if you happen to have read 
Madeleine L’Engle’s A Wrinkle in Time (or 
seen the movie) you probably realized  
immediately that the word is not w.i.t.c.h. 
but w.h.i.c.h.   

 
Mrs. Which is the wisest of the three Mrs. 
Ws – Mrs. Which, Mrs. Who, and Mrs. 
Whatsit – in the story.  Mrs. Which helps 
the human characters to realize the central 
message of the story which is that the light 
within you has the power to overcome 
darkness. 
 
Mrs. Who’s name makes me think of the 
famous Abbott and Costello sketch of 
“Who’s on first?”  Who’s on first; What’s on 
second; I don’t know’s on third.  The reason 
this sketch is so funny is because, with the 
unexpected nicknames of the players, the 
question and the answer are the same.  
Who’s on First?  Who’s on First.   
 
With Nicodemus and Jesus, we also 
encounter word play – not as hilarious as 
Abbott and Costello, but humorous 
nonetheless.  It relates to the theme of our 
conference this weekend which was Spirit 
Matters.  You could say Spirit Matters? as a 
question.  The answer is Spirit Matters! 
indeed. 
 
This is the topic between Jesus and 
Nicodemus.  Nicodemus begins the 
conversation acknowledging Jesus’ 
connection to God.  Jesus then tells 
Nicodemus each of us must be born 
anothen.  
 
On the surface, Nicodemus appears to miss 
Jesus’ intent.  Yet, Nicodemus was a well-
educated man.   So, what if instead of 
dismissing Nicodemus as dense, we imagine 
him with a twinkle in his eye, saying to 



Jesus, You mean we should reenter our 
mother’s wombs and be born again?  If 
you’ve ever heard two rabbis playing with 
the words of scripture, it’s not a far-fetched 
idea. 
 
Maybe Jesus, with a matching twinkle in his 
eye, responded, No you don’t have to do 
that but you must be born from God  
   again…again…again…again.  
 
Jesus goes on to say that as we are born in 
the Spirit we can’t predict where it will take 
us anymore than we can predict where the 
wind will blow.  In matters of the Spirit you 
can count on surprise.   
 
This weekend about 80 of us met for our 
Spirit Matters Conference to talk about 
where we sense the spirit/wind is blowing 
us.   
 
One of the activities we did was to name 
the “Trends” we are experiencing in our 
church and our world.  (Show the group the 
large paper with the trends.)  At quick 
glance it is overwhelming.  We are not 
going to develop 20 new social service 
agencies to attend to these concerns.  In 
fact there are already existing agencies 
working on many of these trends.   
 
I realized it looks like a tree, so I found 
myself thinking of it as a “prayer tree,” for 
indeed these are the matters that we are 
holding in our hearts, holding in our 
prayers.  Prayers are one of the gifts that 
we as a congregation particularly bring to 
the world. 
 
The trends that garnered the most energy 
for us to attend to were: 
 

• Spiritual needs, changing patterns of 
worship participation. 

o Worship as a core spiritual 
practice at FPC 

• Retirement area.  Social 
isolation/loneliness 

• Climate change/devastation of 
resources 

• Political Divisiveness/Need Civil 
Discourse 

• Anxiety across generations 

• Mental Illness 

• Need of churches to demonstrate 
kindness and compassion 

 
There are action planning groups that will 
be talking further about the implication of 
these trends for our life together, as we 
share our spiritual journeys.   
 
We are a people of the Spirit.  We are 
people who pay attention to the stories of 
our tradition and then provide a context for 
us to share our own spiritual journeys in 
today’s world.   
 
Who do we want to be as a congregation?  
This question is more about the quality of 
our life together than the quantity of our 
programs.  We will hang this trend chart on 
the vestry wall so you may look it over in 
the coming weeks.  Know that it expresses 
the prayers of our hearts.   
 
 
 
 
 
 


