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Life Is a Cross-Cultural Appointment 

A Sermon On: Romans 8:12-17 and John 3:1-17
June 7, 2009

David G. Gladstone
“Very truly, I tell you, no one can enter the kingdom of God without being born of water and Spirit.  6What is born of the flesh is flesh, and what is born of the Spirit is spirit.£ 
Last Sunday we celebrated the confirmation of five young people.  They stood before us to affirm for themselves the baptismal vows that were spoken on their behalf at the time of their baptism.  It was a day to look ahead and imagine what their lives might bring.  It was a day of hope in which we who are getting a little long in years trust that the legacy of faith will not come to an end once we step off the stage.  Today we celebrate those who are about to or have recently graduated from high school, college, trade school, graduate school.  Once again we do so with joy wanting you to know that this Christian community is proud of your achievement.  We do so because we believe that your lives have been shaped and nurtured by this congregation.  We do so because we desire a time to remind you that we continue to be a source of spiritual strength for you.
The scriptural framework for this special Sunday could not be more fitting.  On this Graduation Sunday we are presented again with the familiar story of Nicodemus and his questioning of Jesus as to just what he must do to live a Godly life.  The answer Jesus gives leaves Nicodemus perplexed and confused.  I suspect that Nick was just pretending. Jesus tells him that God expects nothing less than that Nicodemus be “born again.”  

Now Nicodemus was a Pharisee.  He believed himself to be a good person.  He was respectable and respected as a keeper of the law.  He had spent his life learning the rules and then living by the rules.  He was not stupid.  I think he knew exactly what Jesus meant with that “born again” remark.  Jesus meant that Nicodemus had gotten it wrong.  He meant that Nick now needed to start all over and learn a new way of living. He meant that being smart in the ways of the world does not mean that one is smart in the ways of God.  This was not what Nick wanted to hear.  He wanted to hear an unqualified “Atta Boy” from Jesus.  He wanted Jesus to confirm his respectability and validate his place in the community.  Instead Jesus tells him to start all over.  In shock Nick pretends that he does not understand.  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?”    Nick was a master at an old strategy.  When given instructions you do not like, play dumb and pretend that you do not understand or that the instructions are incomprehensible.  
Here you sit as graduates having worked hard to learn all that you need to make your way in life.  You deserve recognition.  You deserve our loving support as you strike out on the next adventure of your life.  You also deserve the truth no matter how inconvenient it may be.  Here is that truth.  If you truly wish to live as God expects, it is now time for you to start all over and learn another way. It’s like being born again.  Take heart.  You are not being picked on.  The message delivered to Nicodemus is a message we all need to hear and embrace; United Methodist clergy being no exception. 

In my line of work there is a phrase that gets bandied about all of the time.  Every year I am asked by the District Superintendent if I would be willing to accept a “cross-cultural appointment.”  Every year the Staff Parish Committee of this church is asked if this congregation is willing to be a site for a “cross-cultural appointment.”  There is always a hyphen between “cross” and “cultural.”  On the surface the question has nothing to do with the story of Nicodemus.  The question seeks to know if I would be willing to serve a church from a culture other than my own, and if this church would be willing to accept a pastor from a cultural background different than the predominant culture of this congregation.  The question comes out of our continuing anxiety that we address the legacy of racism.  That is a worthy objective, but it is too narrow a focus.  In revisiting the story of Nicodemus I began to rethink the question.   Take away the hyphen and the whole question changes.  Am I willing?  Are we willing, to accept life as a cross cultural life – a life lived by and dedicated to the culture of the cross of Jesus Christ?  Let me take out the churchy words.  No matter what you have learned thus far, are you willing to embrace the values and the vision represented by the life, sacrifice, resurrection and call of Jesus?  Taken in this way the phrase connects solidly with the story of Nicodemus.  
God did not send his Son into the world in order that we might function better in a democratic free market economy.  God did not send his Son into the world in order that we might claim a position of divine superiority over others.  God did not send his Son into the world in order that we might justify our status quo as the Kingdom of God. 
“God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not perish but may have eternal life. 17“Indeed, God did not send the Son into the world to condemn the world, but in order that the world might be saved through him. 
Some would say that the purpose of being born again is to gain our entry into heaven.  I do not dispute the promise of eternal life.  But Jesus also frequently and clearly indicates that the Kingdom of God is already at hand and he constantly called his followers to live Godly lives now – not for the payoff it will bring to us when we die, but for the love of God we are called to represent now.  Remember.   God so loved the world that he gave…  How dare we love only ourselves so much that we take…  In Galatians Paul calls attention to the qualities of life lived in the culture of the cross.  He calls these qualities fruit of the Spirit and lists them as love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. 
We gather today to praise God and to congratulate you on the milestone of your graduation.  We pray that life will be gentle and that you will be sustained by the love of God and the nurturing of this congregation.  Now, after learning all that you have learned, can you set it all aside and learn another way – the way of the cross.  Can you love the world as God loved the world?  God so loved the world that God gave.  Can you embrace the cross cultural values of love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control?  For life is in fact a cross cultural appointment.
THANKS BE TO GOD

Romans 8:1 - 17 (NRSV) 

1There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.  2For the law of the Spirit£ of life in Christ Jesus has set you£ free from the law of sin and of death.  3For God has done what the law, weakened by the flesh, could not do: by sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh, and to deal with sin,£ he condemned sin in the flesh,  4so that the just requirement of the law might be fulfilled in us, who walk not according to the flesh but according to the Spirit.£  5For those who live according to the flesh set their minds on the things of the flesh, but those who live according to the Spirit£ set their minds on the things of the Spirit.£  6To set the mind on the flesh is death, but to set the mind on the Spirit£ is life and peace.  7For this reason the mind that is set on the flesh is hostile to God; it does not submit to God’s law—indeed it cannot,  8and those who are in the flesh cannot please God. 9But you are not in the flesh; you are in the Spirit,£ since the Spirit of God dwells in you. Anyone who does not have the Spirit of Christ does not belong to him.  10But if Christ is in you, though the body is dead because of sin, the Spirit£ is life because of righteousness.  11If the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead dwells in you, he who raised Christ£ from the dead will give life to your mortal bodies also through£ his Spirit that dwells in you. 12So then, brothers and sisters,£ we are debtors, not to the flesh, to live according to the flesh— 13for if you live according to the flesh, you will die; but if by the Spirit you put to death the deeds of the body, you will live.  14For all who are led by the Spirit of God are children of God.  15For you did not receive a spirit of slavery to fall back into fear, but you have received a spirit of adoption. When we cry, “Abba!£ Father!”  16it is that very Spirit bearing witness£ with our spirit that we are children of God,  17and if children, then heirs, heirs of God and joint heirs with Christ—if, in fact, we suffer with him so that we may also be glorified with him.

John 3:1 - 17 (NRSV) 
1Now there was a Pharisee named Nicodemus, a leader of the Jews.  2He 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.”  3Jesus answered him, “Very truly, I tell you, no one can see the kingdom of God without being born from above.”£  4Nicodemus 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?”  5Jesus answered, “Very truly, I tell you, no one can enter the kingdom of God without being born of water and Spirit.  6What is born of the flesh is flesh, and what is born of the Spirit is spirit.£  7Do not be astonished that I said to you, ‘You£ must be born from above.’£  8The 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.”  9Nicodemus said to him, “How can these things be?”  10Jesus answered him, “Are you a teacher of Israel, and yet you do not understand these things? 11“Very truly, I tell you, we speak of what we know and testify to what we have seen; yet you£ do not receive our testimony.  12If I have told you about earthly things and you do not believe, how can you believe if I tell you about heavenly things?  13No one has ascended into heaven except the one who descended from heaven, the Son of Man.£  14And just as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so must the Son of Man be lifted up,  15that whoever believes in him may have eternal life.£ 16“For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not perish but may have eternal life. 17“Indeed, God did not send the Son into the world to condemn the world, but in order that the world might be saved through him. 
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