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NIC AT NIGHT 
The Bold Business of Being Born Anew 

Text: John 3:1-17 
 

An Unforgettable Night 
 
“Trust in the Lord, with all your heart and lean not to your own understanding.  In 
all your ways acknowledge God and he will direct your paths.”  The President of 
Raytheon, Tom Phillips, read these words from Proverbs 3 with the tone of someone 
who knew they were the key to life.  For some time now, Tom had been working to 
nurture the spiritual interest of the attorney who now sat in his living room.  The guest 
had noticed something deeply impressive about Tom Phillips’ spirit but, on this night, he 
seemed more open than ever before to finding a person or a path that was truly 
trustworthy.  The Nixon White House was collapsing around young Chuck Colson.  The 
Special Counsel to the President was facing the horror of human pride, the dark 
distortion of his own heart, and he was reaching for something or someone he didn’t yet 
know.  Colson describes it this way: 
 
“‘Trust in the Lord,’ Tom read and I wanted to, right that moment I wanted to – if only I 
knew how, if only I could be sure.  ‘Would you like to pray together, Chuck?’ Tom asked, 
closing his Bible…  Startled, I emerged from my deep thoughts.  ‘Sure – I guess I would 
– Fine.’  Tom bowed his head...  ‘Lord,’ he began, ‘we pray for Chuck and his family, 
that You might open his heart and show him the light and the way…’”  Colson writes: “It 
sounded as if Tom were speaking directly and personally to God, almost as if He were 
sitting beside us… When he finished, there was a long silence.  I knew he expected me 
to pray but I didn’t know what to say and was too self-conscious to try.”   
 
Moments later, the encounter was over and Colson was on his way home for the night.  
He continues the story:  “Outside in the darkness, the iron grip I’d kept on my emotions 
began to relax.  Tears welled up in my eyes...  Angrily, I brushed them away and started 
the engine.  ‘What kind of weakness is this?’ I said to nobody.  The tears spilled over 
and suddenly I knew I had to go back… and pray with Tom.  I got out of the car.  As I 
did, the kitchen light went out, then the light in the dining room…  Now the hall was in 
darkness.  It was too late.  I stood for a moment staring at the darkened house… Why 
hadn’t I prayed when he gave me the chance?  Now I was alone, really alone. 
 
“As I drove out of Tom’s driveway, the tears were flowing uncontrollably… The 
headlights were flooding illumination before my eyes, but I was crying so hard it was like 
trying to swim underwater.  I pulled to the side of the road… I remember hoping that 
Tom and [his wife] wouldn’t hear my sobbing… With my face cupped in my hands, head 
leaning forward against the wheel, I forgot… about pretenses, about fears of being 
weak.  And as I did, I began to experience a wonderful feeling of being released.  “Then 
came the strange sensation that water was not only running down my cheeks, but 
surging through my body as well, cleansing and cooling as it went.  And I prayed my 
first real prayer: ‘God, I don’t know how to find You, but I’m going to try!  I’m not much 
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the way I am now, but somehow I want to give myself to You.’  I didn’t know how to say 
more, so I repeated over and over the words: Take me…  [And] for the first time in my 
life I [knew that I] was not alone at all.”1 
 

Born Again? 
 
Maybe it was the same sort of searching spirit that brought Nicodemus out to the living 
room of Jesus on that night long ago.  Nicodemus was one of the most respected 
lawyers and influential statesmen of his society too -- a Pharisee and a member of the 
Sanhedrin; yet John chapter 3 suggests that something was still missing in Nicodemus’ 
life and that he saw in Jesus a power for living he couldn’t ignore.  "Rabbi,” he says, 
“we know you are a teacher who has come from God. For no one could perform 
the miraculous signs you are doing if God were not with him."   There then ensues 
one of the most famous conversations in all of history, as Jesus cuts to root of the 
matter, telling Nicodemus: “You must be born again.”   
 
The phrase “born again” has wonderful connotations for many people.  It brings to mind 
a time and place when they had a particularly memorable experience of God – a 
moment when the reality of their own sin and brokenness and the wonder of God’s 
redeeming grace suddenly met like a dry and dirty seashore being over-washed by a 
mighty cleansing wave.  Chuck Colson tells the moving story I recounted in a book 
actually entitled, Born Again.  For those of us who’ve had experiences like his, it is easy 
to think of those defining moments as the key mark of a truly God-filled life.  We sort of 
wonder about people who haven’t had such an experience, perhaps secretly 
questioning whether they’ve ever really opened themselves up to God. 
 
It must be said, however, that there are other people for whom the phrase “born again” 
doesn’t carry such positive freight.  It brings to mind individuals who seem overly fixated 
on emotional experiences, or who pummel others with a form of evangelism that feels 
more like “evandalism.”  More significant still is the puzzle of why so few of the people 
who claim to be “born again” seem to exemplify the whole new life Jesus’ reference to 
new birth implies.  
 
Researcher George Barna found that more than one-third of all Americans identify 
themselves as “born again Christians,” nearly two-thirds say they have made a 
“personal commitment to Jesus Christ,” and more than two-thirds regard ours as a 
“Christian nation.” 55% say that “the Bible is very important to me and 70% agree with 
the statement: “The Bible is the written Word of God and is totally accurate in all it 
teaches.”2  Yet when George Gallup did a comparison of people across a variety of 
categories ranging from calling in sick to work when they weren’t, to puffing up their 
resumes, to cheating on tax deductions, he found “little difference in the ethical views 
and behavior of the churched and the unchurched.”  Almost half of all Americans attend 
church each week.  Yet Chuck Colson himself notes that fewer than 10% of Christians 
identify themselves as “highly spiritually committed.”3 Nonetheless, 55% of Americans 
say they are "very satisfied" with their spiritual lives.4   
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All of this data suggests four thoughts to me: First, being a self-identified Christian does 
not seem to imply an expectation that one will be substantially different from someone 
who is not.  Secondly, most people are not disturbed by this idea.  Thirdly, it is not 
surprising that even amidst the cataclysmic challenges of our time, we are not seeing 
religious revival and moral renewal breaking out across our land.  And fourth, Jesus 
must long to see this picture change.  You see, whether our engagement with God is 
marked by a sudden lightning burst that knocks us off our horse or by a slow dawning 
knowledge of God that takes years to rise, is not the main thing.  Conversion is about 
the reality of life-change. 

 
In All Your Ways Acknowledge Him 

 
"I tell you the truth,” said Jesus to Nicodemus, religious ritual is not enough.  Coming 
from a great religious heritage is not sufficient.  Speaking of God a lot is not going to do 
it.  “No one can enter the kingdom of God unless he is born of water and the 
Spirit.”  In other words, as once upon a time you left the womb you were in and passed 
through the waters to a completely new life, so you must pass through the waters of a 
complete spiritual rebirth.  “You must be born again.”   
 
When Jesus said this, He was not speaking merely of the emotional experience of God 
to which the phrase has been reduced, but of the creation of a new heart, mind, soul, 
and strength as progressive and wondrous as the growth of two cells into the beautifully 
formed life of a baby on her way to becoming an Olympian.  Jesus was not thinking of a 
particular day or time when we said the “sinner’s prayer” but of a life-long journey filled 
with narrow passages and contractions that will feel like “labor” but which lead to larger 
life.  Jesus was talking about a process of transformation whose fruit would make the 
Heavenly Father shout “Yes!  This is my child!!”  He was speaking of the bold business 
of truly being born anew. 
 
Not everyone will be up for that, of course.  Nicodemus might well have said to Jesus: 
“You’re a lunatic, a fanatic.  I’m very satisfied with my spiritual life, thank you.”  But the 
Bible makes it clear that he didn’t -- just as history makes clear that Chuck Colson 
didn’t.  As far as they’d come, as wise and influential as they were, that night was the 
beginning of a whole new life.  It was a life conceived, as the new life in Christ always is, 
in the humility of a child-like heart, progressing through daily steps of trust and 
obedience, marked by laborious sacrifice, but resulting in real transformation.   
 
Over the next month and throughout the Lenten Season ahead, we’re going to explore 
more of how we go further on that journey ourselves.  My only purpose today is to try to 
inspire in you the kind of creative restlessness with the way things are that is required 
for that sojourn.  You see, we can never be more than we are, till we set our sights 
higher, and no matter the cost, aim for the stars.   
 
I remember hearing that message from an astronaut once.  It was at a meeting here in 
Oak Brook back in the year 2000, held in support of a couple from this church about to 
go off on a short-term mission.  The speaker was a young colonel who’d long ago 



 

© Daniel D. Meyer / © Christ Church of Oak Brook /02-02-03 4

dedicated his life to Jesus Christ and to living for Him wherever he went.  He told of the 
experience of traveling into space and looking back upon this globe of green and blue 
hanging in the dark of endless night.  He said he knew in his soul how important this 
place must be to the One who created it all, and how crucial it was that we never stop 
seeking God’s desires for our lives or working together to pursue them.   
 
At the end of the dinner, I approached the speaker and asked if he’d sign a picture of 
himself for our three boys.  The pictures got filed away with the memorabilia we keep for 
our sons.  On the morning of February 1st 2003, however, I saw that picture again – on 
the television screen.  You see, Colonel Rick Husband was the commander of the 
Space Shuttle Columbia.  I pulled out the photos he had signed.  Rick had written a 
Bible verse beneath his words to our kids.  The verse was the same one Tom Phillips 
shared with Chuck Colson long ago: “Trust in the Lord, with all your heart and lean 
not to your own understanding.  In all your ways acknowledge God and he will 
direct your paths.”   
 
Don’t you see, said Jesus, “You must be born again.”  You must trust in the Lord with 
ALL your heart… In ALL your ways acknowledge God… and even when the path is dark 
and death takes hold… fear not, for I am with you.  "For God so loved the world that 
he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not [finally] 
perish but have eternal life.” 
 
Let us pray… 
 
Lord, in our clearest moments, we know that though we were created in the dust, we 
were born for the stars – made to reflect in all our ways Your glorious nature.  Where 
any one of us has missed that reality to this point, make it as clear to us as You did to 
Chuck Colson.  In the power of the blood shed for us by Christ on the cross, forgive all 
our sins and begin the new life in us today.  Where any of us are children of Your 
covenant who have become too satisfied with who we are already, do in us what you 
did in Nicodemus.  By the power of Your Spirit, restart the growth process in us.  
Continue to form Your life in us until that day when You make all things completely new 
and with Your family from every age we find ourselves at long last home.  Through 
Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen.  
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