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Let the Sprit blow                  Anne-Marie Jeffery 

John 3:1-17                       March 12, 2017 

Nicodemus was a Pharisee - one of those people who were always giving Jesus a hard time. 

I’ve been teaching a class with Rabbi Saks about the basics of the Christian and Jewish faith 

and recently learned more about the Pharisees. The time in which Jesus lived was one of 

great suffering for the Jews and the Jewish religion took different shapes, and several parties 

appeared for example the Sadducees, the Pharisees, the Zealots and so on.  The Pharisees 

were the party of the people, who did not enjoy the material benefits of Roman rule and 

Hellenistic civilization as did the Sadducees. To the Pharisees, it was important to be faithful 

to the Law, and for that reason they studied and debated how the Law was to be applied in 

everyday situations especially when it came to the new circumstances they found themselves 

under Roman rule.1  

“Nicodemus was a decent, faithful man. He’d worked always with the hope that things would 

get better, that people would pull together in the values that were central to Judaism, and 

preserve the culture and life of the nation. Lately though, and especially since Pilate arrived, 

even Nicodemus’ optimism was flagging And he kept hearing rumors about the man Jesus. 

Rumors carried by hard and bitter men who were usually at his ear asking him to rid them of 

this Roman and the fake king. Rumors carrying hope, hope he hadn’t heard from his contacts 

in years.”2 Nicodemus went to listen for himself- not really sure what he would find, but not 

willing to ignore this sign of hope because he could see that God was at work in Jesus. 

 

Nicodemus finds his way to Jesus looking for answers and he doesn’t get the answers he was 

wanting.  Jesus talks about puzzling things – being born from above, and being born of water 

and the Spirit.  Jesus said he had to stop believing that his roots in the system were going to 

sustain him, and instead he had to root himself in something entirely separate from that: in 

God. He had to be ‘born’ from above. His answers weren’t going to be found in the ways he 

knew so well.  Nicodemus had to root himself in a different way. 

 

“Jesus, who had separated himself from the babble in the Temple, was speaking from a live 

stream of the Spirit of the One who had led the people through slavery and into freedom, 

through wilderness and into this land, the One who could lead them out of bondage again, 

preserving in them a vision of life apart from these perverted powers and their desecrations 

Astonished, Nicodemus stammers his buts: but how is this possible? but who can I trust? but 

what about everything I’ve built with my life over the years? but how can this be?.”3 

 

                                                      
1 Gonzalez, Justo L. (2014-11-25). The Story of Christianity: Volume 1: The Early Church to the Dawn of the 

Reformation (pp. 16-17). HarperCollins. Kindle Edition. John 3:1-17 

2 http://www.patheos.com/blogs/biteintheapple/nicodemus-dilemma-and-ours/ 
3 http://www.patheos.com/blogs/biteintheapple/nicodemus-dilemma-and-ours/ 
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And Jesus presses him onward: “The wind blows where it will, and you do not know where it 

comes from.” God has a way of shaking up our roots – the very things we relied on and 

showing us a new way – a way rooted in God. How do we know when God is shaking up our 

roots and the Spirit is blowing in to take us where it will?  Do we hold on to what is known with 

all our might or do we release and let the wind blow where it will into being re-born from 

above? I have found that this call to be re-born from above is never over.  It is part of our 

journey with God. Jesus calls us as a people and as communities of faith again and again to 

look at our root system and seeing where we have become stuck. Just as Nicodemus was 

called out to listen Jesus so are we called out to listen.   

 

And we have listened as the Episcopal church and as a congregation. Think about when the 

Episcopal Church started ordaining women and then openly gay people. Remember when 

Canon Boyd stopped having a separate service for black people or even when St. Peter’s 

called me to be rector as a gay black woman.  When you say yes to being re-born in the 

Spirit, you are invited on a journey that asks you to go out and listen and then to discern to 

see how you are being called to act. How are we as the people of God being called to act 

today in this place?  

 

Last weekend was our Diocesan Convention, which is a time where elect representatives to 

various groups in the diocese, but it is also a time when we hear about new ministries and 

decide to take up new directions. One of the areas we heard about was a resolution to 

become a sanctuary diocese. The Convention voted yes to the resolution.   This comes out of 

a concern of how immigrants are being treated in our country especially in the last 3 months. 

 

I have heard people say we need to keep our country safe.  We as Christians must ask are 

we doing that or are we going beyond safety to oppression?  Are we closing our doors to 

people in real need and who have spent years going through the vetting process to come to 

this country? Are we leaving children in war torn environments?  Are we turning away the 

people who years ago were our ancestors who came because they needed a way to earn a 

living and look after their families? We will not know unless we listen. 

Part of the resolution of becoming a sanctuary diocese was to encourage churches to be 

sanctuary churches which means serving as places of welcome, refuge, healing, and other 

forms of material and pastoral support for those targeted for deportation due to immigration 

status or some perceived status of difference, and that we work alongside our friends, families, 

and neighbors to ensure the dignity and human rights of all people. This is something we 

would discuss as a congregation and decide to do and we are in a city where there is need. I 

have heard that in Perth Amboy, there are many raids are being conducted. Children are afraid 

to go to school for fear that no one will be home when they return because they have been 

taken away.  People are kept for months in detention centers because they don’t have the 
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money for a lawyer. Many people don’t know the law or have the resources they need to work 

with the system.   

There are materials out on the table to the right as you go out including the resolution 

(Resolution at the end of this sermon).  Take them and read them. Talk to those who were at 

Convention Deacon Kathie, Meyer Pincelli, Diane Durando, and Ralph Richardson and myself 

to find out more. Maybe we can start having a conversation about how we can stand with our 

brothers and sisters who are living in fear. 

What happened to Nicodemus? We hear about him two more times in the gospel.  He defends 

Jesus against the other Pharisees in John chapter 7 and then he brings spices for Jesus’ burial 

and helps prepare his body.  Did he come to understand Jesus’ words?  Was he reborn in the 

Spirit?  We don’t know for sure. It does seem as if he was headed that way.   Maybe he is like 

the rest of us - always on that journey of going out, listening and waiting to see how the Spirit 

is calling us to move in this world. May we move forward as the Holy Spirit blows us, and be 

responsive to the varied needs of the people of God.



 
RESOLUTION 2017-2:  Subject: Becoming a Sanctuary Diocese  

Be it resolved, That, in obedience to the many biblical injunctions imploring us not to wrong or 
oppress the alien in our midst and Jesus' own mandate to extend care for the stranger, and in 
faithfulness to the sacred promises of Holy Baptism, the 233rd Convention of the Diocese of New 
Jersey declares the Diocese of New Jersey to be a Sanctuary Diocese; and be it  

Further resolved, That the Diocese of New Jersey, as people of faith and people of con- science, 
pledge to challenge and question any unjust immigration law, policy, or practice that is inconsistent 
with our biblical mandate to "not wrong or oppress a resident alien" (Exodus 22:21); and be it  

Further resolved, That the Diocese of New Jersey connect with The Episcopal Church, sis- ter 
dioceses, and local and national sanctuary communities and institutions, immigrant rights groups and 
coalitions, and engage in educating, organizing, advocacy, and direct action, and other methods as 
deemed appropriate in each context, to ensure the safety and security of the undocumented 
community; and be it  

Further resolved, That this Convention urge congregations of the Diocese of New Jersey to become 
Sanctuary Congregations, serving as places of welcome, refuge, healing, and other forms of material 
and pastoral support for those targeted for deportation due to immigration status or some perceived 
status of difference, and that we work alongside our friends, families, and neighbors to ensure the 
dignity and human rights of all people; and be it  

Further resolved, That this Diocese assist in equipping congregations, clergy and lay leaders to 
engage in such work, appropriate to local contexts, capacity, and discernment.  

Background - As a people of faith committed to dismantling oppressive systems and building 
structures and communities that reflect God’s compassion and justice, we must do nothing less than 
make straight a highway in the desert for our sisters and brothers. The bible has numerous 
injunctions that instruct us not to wrong or oppress the alien in our midst (Exodus 22:21 & 23:9, 
Leviticus 19:33, 23:22 & 24:22, Numbers 15:16, Deuteronomy 24:20-21 & 27:19, Jeremiah 7:6-7, 
Zechariah 7:10, and Malachi 3:5). Jesus is clear that the righteous inherit eternal life because "I was a 
stranger and you welcomed me" (Matthew 25:35). He also makes clear that our failure to address his 
need results in the condemnation of the unrighteous because "I was a stranger and you did not 
welcome me" (Matthew 25:43). Our baptismal vows require us to "seek and serve Christ in all 
persons" and to "strive for justice and peace among all people, and respect the dignity of every 
human being" (Book of Common Prayer p. 305).  

For many years, immigrants and their families have suffered on the margins of our society. They have 
been scapegoated during difficult economic times and victimized by harsh anti-immigrant sentiment.  

In the aftermath of statements made during the presidential campaign of 2016, there is heightened 
concern that rhetoric villainizing immigrants will become policy that targets our siblings in the family of 
God because of their immigration status, political or religious beliefs. This resolution puts our faith into 
action by standing with the growing number of cities, colleges, and communities of faith declaring 
themselves places of welcome, refuge, and healing, for those targeted for deportation due to 
immigration status or some perceived status of difference or barred from entry to this country, as we 
work alongside our friends, families, and neighbors to ensure the dignity and human rights of all 
people.  
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