
CLOSE ENCOUNTERS: Power 
 

John 3:1-17 

 

 Since the beginning of human life, power has been of concern.  

Undoubtedly, the first source of power was physical as human beings employed 

muscle to move the elements of their lives, when needed.  Harnessing animals 

merely transferred power to the animal, perhaps giving rise to the suggestion that 

other forms of power also be available.  Fire, water, mechanics, oil, chemical, 

nuclear, and now solar and wind are all possible resources for us in our power-

hungry world, with combinations of several being often the case.  We are 

hardpressed to imagine ourselves being able to enjoy or even function outside of 

homes outfitted with electricity, gas, water, and hinges.    

 We are now recognizing the costs of each of these resources, not only on the 

bills that come to us to support these systems but also as we have come to 

experience the resulting changes in climate.  We live in God’s creation but we can 

wonder how faithful we have been to such a gift.  Even here at church, we have 

opportunities to live as better friends to creation with a few simple plans.  We do 

recycle and encourage all to do so as well. Our trustees encourage us to shut down 

heat and air conditioning when no longer in use.  LED lights are being installed 

wherever possible and motion detectors light up rooms, halls, and stairways only 

when occupied.  Irrigation systems are a more efficient way to use water for 

landscape and automatic shut offs discourage waste of this valuable resource.  

Even computers go to sleep when not in use for a period of time and other 

machines may be unplugged until needed.   

 The next challenge may be to reduce our waste and trash.  The UMW is 

placing a compost bin near the kitchen to create new soil from leftovers.  Though 

sometimes seemingly a waste of time, our dishwasher is being used more to clean 

the china and glasses rather than use disposable plastic plates, tableware and cups.  

Table cloths are available and used to replace single-use plastic and paper table 

coverings.  It may be that we become a witness to this way of life by insisting that 

those who utilize our buildings and rooms conform to such traditions or pay a fee, 

part of which would be diverted to support organizations working to “save the 

planet”.  We have even entertained solar panels on the several roofs we have 

available to us and that discussion may be taken up again.  We still seek a 

replacement for all of the trash bags that overfill our dumpster and other ideas are 

welcome.  

 In many ways, such activity both acknowledges and then questions what 

Andrew Root would call our “immanent frame”.  That is, we live in a world 
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needing power to thrive and sometimes survive.  Such needs may blind us to the 

consequences of this dependence even as we enjoy all of the many comforts and 

conviences power provides.   

 We could survey other aspects of life and consider political, economic, 

social power.  Even religions have power centers often illustrated by blessing and 

curse, love and grace, justice and compassion, death and resurrection.  

Occasionally, faith traditions employ powers of rejection and exclusion---or at 

least the threat of it---to attempt to build conformity   Traditional “fire and 

brimstone” preaching employs fear to persuade if not to demand and accusations of 

sin can be used to destroy though its purpose of such preaching is to awaken the 

need for grace and forgiveness.   

 Nicodemus as a wise Pharisee is a man of some power within his society and 

yet he senses that more is needed if he is to live faithfully.  In the night he comes 

seeking light and life and Jesus offers it to him, though in ways that are both 

challenging and confusing. In our time, to be born again may mean to undergo a 

conversion experience, often entailing challenges is not trials not unlike those 

undertaken by Jesus.  But Jesus comes to preach the good news of God’s loving 

the world---all the world---not condemning it.  Critical to Nicodemus’ growth is 

the call to be born of water and Spirit.  

 Such a summons may be a combination of John’s baptism and repentance 

and cleansing and Jesus’ baptism of Spirit and fire.  One seeks to heal the past, the 

other hopes to transform the future and do so with power.  The “immanent frame” 

created by this teaching is that of sacrificial love, reconciling grace, and 

resurrecting peace, all central to the teaching of Jesus.  Nicodemus’ nighttime close 

encounter with Jesus will cause him to continue to follow Jesus all the way to the 

cross and death.  It will be Nicodemus and others, according to John, who take 

Jesus down from the cross and lay him in the tomb. 

 In the Sacrament of Baptism, enjoyed last week and again this Saturday and 

yet again, on Palm Sunday expresses this being born of water and the Spirit as we 

pour water over the child and then lay hands on him.  In the second act, we invite 

the “Holy Spirit to work within that, being born of water and the Spirit, this one 

may be a faithful disciple of Jesus Christ.”  The power of baptism comes from the 

waters of grace and the Spirit of God, both of which equips sufficiently to live 

faithfully.  

 The “immanent frame” that Nicodemus needs in order to be “born again” is 

to be found in the very famous passage of John 3.16 along with the next verse.  

God loves the world and it is demonstrated in God’s giving of a son not to 

condemn the world but that it be saved.  Do we live within a world where healing 

love and saving grace are possible and present?  Or is do we believe the world to  
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be evil and threatening, a place of sorrow and pain, a time of torment and death?   

 And which sort of a world do we wish to create?  These forty days are an 

invitation of look inwardly and to reform our persons to better reflect God’s image 

in us.  It is also a time to examine the way by which our choices influence the 

world around us, knowing full well that we are called to be instruments of God’s 

kingdom.   

 Recently, we experienced a power failure.  The organ suddenly stopped 

working, the elevators did not move, and the air conditioning shut off.  Some 

learned for the first time about 480 voltages.  Many are aware of 110 and 220 lines 

into our houses but not many have heard of this higher voltage equipment that 

feeds power to equipment that requires a heavy draw of electricity to do its work.  

We can be grateful to the diligent work of members of our Board of Trustees and 

the unexpectedly quick responses of the City in making it possible to enjoy needed 

electricity by the end of the week.  A doctoral recital was scheduled for that 

Saturday and some were anxious until the work was completed although the 

doctoral student seemed to be more relaxed than others.  Perhaps he would have 

been grateful for more practice time; we, on the other hand, would have been glad 

to get the recital behind us.  

 During Lent, we may experience a power failure as it becomes every more 

apparent that we, as did Nicodemus, need more spiritual energy if we 

are to be fully faithful.  And in Lent, we rediscover the source of that power as we 

observe the way by which Jesus interacts with people he encounters in his 

movement along the way to Jerusalem.  As we follow in the pathway of Jesus, this 

power will likely come to us, even if we are not ready for its consequences.   

 One of the denominations that claims to follow this Jesus is one of great 

power.  The Wall Street Journal reports that this church (not the United Methodist 

Church) “hold is excess of $100 billion in investments.”  [Christian Century, 

March 11, 2020, Page 9]  Leaders of the church “claim this is a rainy day fund.”  A 

member of this church “objects to the church sitting on this treasure.  ‘People are 

in poverty now.  People need clean water no.’  She suggests that the church should 

fund food, education, and health care for needy children; clean water projects; 

micro-enterprise development; food, clothing and shelter for all [6.5 million] 

current refugees in Africa, Asia and the Middle East.”  Further, it could increase 

funding of the annual budget of Habitat for Humanity by 400%. [Ibid.] 

 There is power in our close encounter with Jesus.  Not only do we sense the 

work of the water and Spirit to bring us to new life, we are reminded of the power 

we can apply to the world.  As was Nicodemus, we are greatly blessed and it is our  

holy calling to bless others.  The water and Spirit have come to us in Jesus; it is our 

privilege to utilize this power for the building of Kingdom, for the good of all.  
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