
Born From Above -- Lent 2A 
 

I’m with Nicodemus: what do you mean, ‘born again?’ This 
sounds like that other old myth again, wanting to convince 
me that’s not my real mother. Them’s fightn words! Bill 
Cosby had a great routine about when the older kids would 
babysit and terrorize the littler ones. “You’d better stop 
lying and get back in the bed because Mom told me they’re 
not your real mother and father; the Police brought you 
and if you start lying, we’re supposed to call them and 
they’ll come and take you back.” “But who are my mother 
and father?” “The Police are your mother and father.” And 
of course the punchline comes when the parents get home 
and Dad thunders: “Who said I’m not your father!?!” So, like 
Nicodemus, if you want me to understand, let alone buy 
this ‘born from above’ concept, as Ricky said to Lucy: “You 
gotta lotta esplaining to do.” 

Fortunately, the clues to Jesus’ meaning are plentiful, and 
reach back almost all the way to the beginning of the Book.  
Today’s readings turn our attention away from theories 
and stories about sinfulness and transgression to human 
faith and divine faithfulness: God’s promises and human 
responses. This birth Jesus wants us to experience is one of 
these; it’s a response to the grace God. 

We heard the call to Abram, the first of the Patriarchs, and 
Abram’s willing response. And we listened to St. Paul’s 
illumination of that story as he points out that Abram’s 
faith, rather than his action, is what God valued in the 
exchange. There were no laws being obeyed, says Paul, but 
only a personal spiritual appetite being fed. Abram obeyed 



because of the promises made by the One who does not 
sleep and will keep our life if we cooperate.  

We open our inquiry at a pivotal spot. As Gene Tucker and 
others have pointed out, the report of the call of Abram is 
the key transition in the entire Book of Genesis. It marks a 
significant change in the theological direction of the story. 
Chapters 1-11 of Genesis comprise the primeval history, 
the accounts of creation and the establishment of the 
circumstances of life for all people. Those stories are full of 
ancient myths, concerning things that happened long, long 
ago and far, far way; but who knows where or when?  
Today’s passage begins the other major unit of the book, in 
which the stories focus on family matters among our own 
direct ancestors in times and places we can identify.  

Tucker goes on: As a theological transition, these verses in 
Genesis 12 are the pivot on which our history turns. Up to 
this point, the biblical stories add up to a history of human 
sin, beginning with the first couple and their fratricidal 
offspring. We have the report of The Flood as divine 
judgment on human corruption, and the dispersal of the 
nations at Babel. But with Genesis 12, the story becomes a 
history of salvation instead of sin. Quite without 
explanation, Yahweh calls a particular individual, Abram, 
who will come to be called Abraham, and instructs him to 
leave his homeland and set out to a strange place. As the 
story goes, our spiritual ancestor (patriarch, of course, only 
cuz as we know, the boys were in charge of the books), 
Abram hears from the depths of his faith in a greater good 
than humanity can imagine, a faith he calls God, the 
invitation to a new life. He is born from above. 



What are the reasons God is giving for why Ole Abe should 
obey? In other words, what does his own spirit tell him he 
can expect if he stays with the program?   “I will make of 
you a great nation,” Abram hears God saying. This is not 
necessarily ‘nation’ in the way we understand it, with laws 
and borders and armies and imperial interests. In those 
days, a nation was a group of like-minded, like-interested, 
like-worshipping, interdependent and related people. In 
those days the realms of theology and political economy 
were intertwined. The essential quality of a nation was the 
ability to worship together. Even if your nation was 
conquered and you lost your physical domain, you could 
remain a nation if you continued to occupy your spiritual 
domain. 

Thus you are born anew, from above, as it were, when your 
physical birth with its geographical location is followed by 
a spiritual one with a theological location of its own.  

In an essay this week, “The Deepest Self,” the columnist 
David Brooks takes a more psychological version of the 
phenomenon: “We originate with certain biological 
predispositions, but depth, the core of our being, is 
something we cultivate over time. We begin with our 
natural biases but carve out depths according to the quality 
of the commitments we make. And much of what we call 
depth is built through freely chosen suffering. People make 
commitments — to a nation, a faith, a calling or to our 
loved ones — and endure the sacrifices those commitments 
demand. Often this depth is built by fighting against natural 
evolutionary predispositions.  And much of our 
understanding occurs later in life, amid joy and suffering. 
The theologian Paul Tillich wrote that during moments of 



suffering, people discover they are not what they appeared 
to be. The suffering scours away a floor inside themselves, 
exposing a deeper level, and then that floor gets scoured 
away too.” Brooks wasn’t connecting this to faith, but I am. 
We are continually being born again when we welcome the 
floor-scouring, heart-opening risks that Jesus demands. 

And I will bless you, and make your name great, so that you 
will be a blessing. 

What constitutes blessedness? What makes a name great?  
What can make us such a blessing that in us all the families 
of the earth are blessed? Perhaps we are blessed when in 
wide-eyed wonderment we embrace and give thanks for 
each day’s new birth opportunities. Perhaps our names are 
great when everyone who hears of us gets a sense of living 
justice and love. It doesn’t matter whether there are a 
billion people or only a couple dozen who know our name, 
our name is great to them if it has the sound of peace, so 
that to all of them we will be a blessing.  


	I’m with Nicodemus: what do you mean, ‘born again?’ This sounds like that other old myth again, wanting to convince me that’s not my real mother. Them’s fightn words! Bill Cosby had a great routine about when the older kids would babysit and terrorize...
	Fortunately, the clues to Jesus’ meaning are plentiful, and reach back almost all the way to the beginning of the Book.  Today’s readings turn our attention away from theories and stories about sinfulness and transgression to human faith and divine fa...
	We heard the call to Abram, the first of the Patriarchs, and Abram’s willing response. And we listened to St. Paul’s illumination of that story as he points out that Abram’s faith, rather than his action, is what God valued in the exchange. There were...
	We open our inquiry at a pivotal spot. As Gene Tucker and others have pointed out, the report of the call of Abram is the key transition in the entire Book of Genesis. It marks a significant change in the theological direction of the story. Chapters 1...
	Tucker goes on: As a theological transition, these verses in Genesis 12 are the pivot on which our history turns. Up to this point, the biblical stories add up to a history of human sin, beginning with the first couple and their fratricidal offspring....

