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Sermon – March 20, 2011 

“Second-Hand Life” 

Rev. Gwen Drake 
 

 

Scripture Reading:   John 3:1-17  

  This is the year of my 40
th

 high school class reunion and if I was planning it, 

which I’m not, I might be tempted to send out invitations with a slogan across the 

top that read, “Getting together to see who’s falling apart.”  Of course, that’s not a 

very encouraging message, is it? Maybe it should be: “Getting together to see if 

you recognize anyone.”  You just have laugh at life and the older I get, the more I 

have just have to laugh. When my grandmother reached 90 she started to complain 

about her golden years not being golden and wondered who even came up with 

that term.  We have times in our life when reality smacks us right in the face.  And 

we have to make a shift.  Shift happens whether we like it or not.  It is part of life.  

It’s happening in the church, in all of western Christianity.  What used to work 

doesn’t work anymore and it is no one’s fault.  It just is.  I think Nicodemus was 

going through the same thing.  We in the church know Nicodemus pretty well and 

here’s why.  He is religious.  His whole life has been his religion.  He looks at his 

world through his religion.  His culture is his religion.  He was well-educated and 

responsible.   

He was also a member of the elite governing group called the Sanhedrin.  He 

was a leader.   He was a judge and a governor.  He was Eldon Mills and Karl 

Freerkson all in one, a good, upstanding citizen of Jerusalem.  You may think, I 

can’t relate to Nicodemus at all, I don’t have that much power and wealth.  I think 

we can.  Our world is changing.  So was the world Nicodemus lived in. 

This story took place in Jerusalem, early in Jesus ministry.  Only the Gospel of 

John tells this story and only the Gospel of John has Jesus going to Jerusalem 

twice.  So, there is something John is trying to tell us that is different than the other 

Gospels.  And I think it is about change.  I am sure Nicodemus witnessed what 

Jesus did at the temple, even though John didn’t say so.  Just before Nicodemus is 

introduced to us, Jesus had stormed the temple, whip in hand, knocking over some 
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tables, and sending the money changers scrambling.  Imagine something similar 

happening at Wall Street.  The chaos Jesus caused closed down the trading, 

probably for hours.  And if that in and of itself wasn’t bad enough, Jesus stood 

above everyone behaving like an extremist, shouting, “All life has gone out of the 

Temple.  The rituals here are hollow and empty.  Get rid of the temple and no one 

would even miss it.”  Imagine if someone stood here today and said to us, “Get rid 

of Hillsboro United Methodist Church and no one would miss it.”  It would be a 

personal attack at something near and dear to our hearts.  How could someone say 

such a thing?  Even if it was Jesus himself!   

And then Jesus said something even more outrageous!  He was the new temple, 

and if people came to him they would find new life.  These words were absolutely 

heretical and well, crazy.  What was Jesus trying to do?  Get himself arrested or 

killed or something?  It got people’s attention alright.  And I bet there was a 

meeting of the Sanhedrin that very night!  

A teacher once said, “All learning is the result of failed expectations.”  I expect 

there was a lot of learning going on everywhere Jesus went because the last thing 

he was meeting was people’s expectations.  

So, it was the night shift and Nicodemus, a leader of the Pharisees was wide 

awake.  The others had gone home, not Nicodemus.  He went to Bethany to meet 

up with Jesus at night, in the dark, undercover. Was it for his own protection?  Was 

it a secret meeting?  Was Nicodemus experiencing the dark night of his soul?  Was 

he hoping Jesus would shine a little light on the darkness?  Something was 

happening in the dark.  The Gospel of John wanted us to know this.  This is a very 

significant detail in the story. 

And I can relate to it.  Nicodemus had just seen his world turned upside down.  

Change was everywhere not just rolling on the ground in the temple.  Jesus’ words 

confirmed it.  I think Nicodemus was not only shocked by what was happening, 

but intrigued and excited.  Finally, someone had the audacity to say outloud in a 

demonstrative way, what Nicodemus had been feeling in his gut.  Have you ever 

had that feeling…when someone says the words, and you say to yourself, that’s it, 

that’s what is happening, that’s what I see, that’s what I feel, and you feel 

validated.  That was Nicodemus, I believe, because he didn’t run away in fear.  He 

went to find Jesus.  I think he wanted more of what Jesus was talking about.      

Someone once said,  “I don’t need more information, I don’t need more 

knowledge, I don’t need more things, I don’t need more security.  I need depth.  I 

need something substantial in my life.”  I think that’s what Nicodemus wanted.  I 

have seen it in myself and I see it in Nicodemus.  Nicodemus went to Jesus as 
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night—it was his “come to Jesus” moment.  Think about it in your own life.  Use 

your own words to describe it.  When have you had your “come to Jesus” 

moments?  And what brought you to them? 

Secondhand Lions is a film about a real lion and other secondhand lives 

including two old cranky men.  Walter is a lost little boy in the film, brought to a 

ranch in Texas where his two crazy uncles live, great uncles.  The uncles are back 

from a 40 year mysterious adventure. No one knows what they were doing, but the 

rumor is, they came back with a ton of money and it was stashed somewhere.  And 

of course, everyone wanted a piece of that pie.   

Now Walter had already had a rough life.  Being dropped off somewhere by his 

likeable and irresponsible mother was something he was used to.  But nowhere like 

this.  The warning signs on the way to the uncles’ home tell a lot.  They desire to 

be left alone with no telephone, no television, just each other.  Walter wonders, 

what in the world he has been dropped into especially when four dogs and a pig 

run to greet him while the uncles are out fishing in a pond, not with fishing poles, 

with shotguns.  

This film is about change and transformation, a lion, the boy, and of course, the 

uncles—they all learn as a result of failed expectations.  One of the uncles is a 

sleep walker, the other uncle tells Walter the wild story of their mysterious 40 

years.  They buy an old lion from a zoo.  There is a fight with the local teenage 

hoodlums, the growing of a corn field, the return of Walter’s mother, and the 

building of an airplane.  It is a wonderful funny film about learning to believe in 

something even if you are not sure it is true and learning to believe in yourself.  

Transformation happens in the lion, that is parallel to the transformation of the boy 

and yes, even the uncles.  They are thrown together and they are born again. 

Nicodemus came to Jesus by night.  In the day shift he was stuck in a world of 

expectations, the should’s and ought to’s, the rules, the rituals, the rigid belief 

system.  He was a Pharisee and he did Pharisee stuff.  Jesus didn’t do any of that 

stuff, not in the expected way.  Nicodemus wanted to know just what Jesus was—a 

prophet?  Who told Jesus he could do all that outrageous stuff?  Of course, Jesus 

didn’t answer any of the questions Nicodemus expected him to answer.  Jesus said 

something strange about needing to be born again so you could live again.  Jesus 

talked about the wind—unpredictable, mysterious, going where no one knows, 

coming from where no one knows.  Jesus talked about God loving the world so 

much.  All learning is the result of failed expectations.  I love that idea because it is 

so much what Jesus did.  He inspired a whole new way of being in the world.  

Nicodemus must have been learning a lot.  Jesus wasn’t saying anything he 

expected Jesus to say.  Jesus was mysterious and illusive.  I’ve told you Jesus was 
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being a coach. He was calling Nicodemus forth, out of the darkness.  Another way 

of describing Jesus is he was an artist of human community and he was enabling 

the painting of a whole new canvas.  Nicodemus was coming from the “paint-by-

number” way of being in community.  There was no such formula in Jesus’ way.  

Jesus moved and inspired people to participate and intermingle with him and join 

him in a journey with no real destination in mind.  We don’t like that very well 

because we have been trying to nail down the meaning of this conversation ever 

since.  We try to turn the unexpected into new expectations. 

 What happened in the two uncles’ lives was totally unexpected.  They were 

able to scare off most of their visitors with a shotgun.  There were a few who 

manage to get through to them without getting scared off.  One traveling salesman, 

a lion, four teenage boys, and especially a boy named Walter. 

Nicodemus said, “How can anyone be born after growing old?”  He had to 

know it was a metaphor.  He was educated and bright, yet his question was literal.  

Of course he can’t go back into his mother’s womb.  The question didn’t phase 

Jesus one bit.  He challenged Nicodemus to think, to re-think, to make the shift.  I 

think Jesus knew that Nicodemus was getting it.  Jesus was calling forth what was 

already happening in Nicodemus, nurturing him on a journey he had already 

stepped out on.  There was no master plan in all of this.  There was no promise of 

grand success.  It was a transition of thought.  It was a reframing of what was.  It 

was a paradigm shift.  It felt like the rules were changing and they were for 

Nicodemus.   

And that is what it can feel like for us today which is why this story is important 

for us to look at.  Our way of doing church is changing.  It feels threatening. 

Macchiavelle said, “There is nothing more perilous than change.”  We can face 

these changes with fear and do nothing and stay in the dark.  And you know what?  

The changes are still going to happen, one way or another.  Or, we can be like 

Nicodemus and be called forth into response and dialogue and debate and 

evaluation and thoughtfulness.  We are being challenged to face our assumptions 

about doing church—about the planning and the power and leadership.  That’s the 

reality.  I haven’t done church that long and I’ve seen us go through several 

prescriptive models and the reality is there is no one answer, no master plan, no 

one pattern to model ourselves after.  There are many patterns and there is one 

purpose—to connect to God and to others.  The emphasis here is “connect,” the 

verb.  Jesus was using verbs in his conversation with Nicodemus, being born 

again, the wind blowing, God saving.   We love turning these words into neat and 

tidy and stable and static nouns.  However, Jesus was talking to Nicodemus about 

life, not religion.  He used verbs because life is an ongoing process, life is a 

relational journey to be explored.  The way, the truth, and life are continuing, 
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ongoing, they are not even close to being final and conclusive.  Jesus never meant 

to have the last word!  He meant to start a new discussion, a new way of being 

fully alive.  He was painting a new piece of artwork and we are continuing the 

painting. 

Sometimes it feels like we are starting over with a fresh canvas, but we aren’t.  

We have all that has gone on before us to inform us, not to cling to, but, to move us 

forward just as Nicodemus was able to do.  He couldn’t go back into his mother’s 

womb, but he could begin a new way of living, a new way of becoming.  And 

maybe you wonder if he did.  I think he did, because Nicodemus showed up in the 

Gospel of John later.  In chapter seven, Nicodemus defended Jesus’ right to a 

hearing before the Sanhedrin.  And then in chapter 19, the Gospel of John tells us, 

“Nicodemus, who had at first come to Jesus by night, also came, bringing a 

mixture of myrrh and aloes, weighing about a hundred pounds.  They (meaning 

Joseph of Aremathea and Nicodemus) took the body of Jesus and wrapped it with 

the spices in linen cloths, according to the burial custom of the Jews.”  That was a 

simple and profound act of pure love by Nicodemus and it tells me, his life was 

transformed, he was born again.   

Life is all about second chances…all the time.  Our secondhand life is life, too, 

continuing to find a way to connect with God and each other.  It’s dynamic and 

organic.  And it is a gift, a pure gift that God gives us.  The wind blows where it 

wills, you hear the sound of it, but you do not know where it comes or where it 

goes.  God works in mysterious ways and God is not finished with us, nor is God 

finished with the people of God that we call church.  I can’t predict what is going 

to happen in your life.  God’s people can’t be packaged and marketed with a label 

and a slogan because we have the Spirit, and the Spirit cannot be contained or 

confined.  That is the greatest hope for us all.  For not only does the Spirit blow 

where it wills and God is totally unpredictable—so are we.  We are all unique and 

different, thank God.   So if all of this is true, and I believe it is, then think of all 

the possibilities.  The possibilities are infinite.  And God’s grace is sufficient.  So 

let the painting begin.  Let the adventure begin.  Amen. 
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Setting the Scene: 

 

The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ is here with us.  We are here and life 

keeps on happening, all the time.   

 

“Shift Happens” is our theme during Lent.  And we gather together to 

remember that we are not alone in life.  Jesus started a shift and that shift became 

the church.  And after a million splits and reunions, here we are….Hillsboro 

United Methodist Church.   

 

It is our human journey to connect with one another and with God.  Let us 

rise and say hello to those who walk with us. 

 

 

 

Prayer:   

Gracious and holy God, we are in the season of re-newal, spring is here.  Signs of 

spring are coming out of the winter ground.  We are searching, questing, 

questioning, and looking for depth and meaning to our lives.  May we believe that 

you break through, you touch us, you hold us, you call us forth.  Let us open our 

hearts and minds to your Spirit today.  Let it come to us.  Let us be open to the 

unexpected and unpredictable, for your Spirit wind blows where it wills.  And the 

answers are blowing in the wind. 

 

We rejoice in the joys we have heard and the unspoken joy.  We hold in 

prayer, all the concerns, spoken and silent and unknown concerns.  The world is 

heavy in our hearts and in your hands.  We do not have enough words to speak of 

the unspeakable and we do not know the depth of the loss experienced in Japan 

and in many other parts of the world.  We pray for our world, our nation, our 

planet, our community, knowing that Jesus prays with us…Our Father….. 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 


