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Night Encounter
Roberto Badenas

D

eserted streets stare at him in
sinister silence. Cautiously, he
steps out of the dark doorway into the
pale moonlight. Although life in the
city has taught him to distrust shadowy portals, tonight he prefers to stay
in the dark, rather than be discovered
meeting with that man. His impatience has overcome his fears.
He had been impressed by the
stranger's behavior during the Feast.
His bold condemnation of the Temple
trade hadn't been the act of a mere
agitator (John 2: 13-22), for no politician would have dared as much. In
his spiritual quest, he had listened to
many teachers, but none could compare to this one. He wanted to know
more.
Jesus' peculiar style fascinated
him. His ideas didn't seem to come
from any of the regular schools of
thought nor from any known sect or
political party. No one had ever displayed such a powerful and independent personality, or been so convincing. 1 What was the secret of His
power, he wondered? And Jesus's
magnetic spirituality intrigued him
even more.
Nicodemus had spent his entire
life in rabbinical schools preparing to
be a doctor of the Scriptures. He held
a seat on the Sanhedrin (John 3: 1).
It would have been difficult, indeed,
for him to rise any higher. However,
his situation and that of his nation
filled him with unrest. He considered
himself intellectually open minded
and even his name ("victory for the
people") revealed his outlook. 2 Yet
neither training nor position could
fill the missing dimension in his life.
This feeling of unrest had led him to
see in Jesus the characteristics of a
possible reformer.
But to approach Jesus openly
would endanger his reputation. The
higher echelons of the religious es20

tablishment were pitted against this
new teacher, so Nicodemus had set up
a night meeting at an out-of-the-way
location.
In order to avoid feeling intimidated by a visit that could easily
become too personal, Nicodemus
planned to approach Jesus as representing a group who shared his ideas
(John 3: 1-21; see also 2:23-25). Once
at the meeting place, however, his
fears disappeared. He felt accepted
and understood. He also felt his inferiority and was forced to recognize
that, although he possessed the title
of doctor, it was Jesus who was of
superior rank.
Nicodemus greeted the Carpenter
of Nazareth as Rabbi. "'We know
that you are a teacher come from God;
for no one can do these signs that
you do, unless God is with him' "
(Jo~n 3:2).3 Since Nicodemus presented himself as a disciple, Jesus
acted as teacher. And the teacher's
first lesson is not what the student
asks for but what he needs.
Nicodemus had come with an
anxious longing for the. Messianic
liberation of Israel. But he believed
that the new order would be ushered
in through human effort and wished
to know how he, as a national leader,
could hasten its accomplishment. 4
Jesus challenged his ideas: "I say to
you, unless one is born anew, he
cannot see the kingdom of God." He
says, if you want your world to
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change, first you must change. Nicodemus is confused. Be born anew?
From above?S What mystery is this?
A complete transformation seems
not only impossible to him but unnecessary. After all, Nicodemus considers himself to be sincere, religious, and respected. Can none of his
accomplishments be salvaged? If he
understands Jesus correctly, he must
abandon even his religious beliefs.
Did this mean that religious practice, even as faithfully as he observed
it, was insufficient to gain entrance
into "the kingdom of God"?6 Must
he admit he is a spiritual embryo
rather than a fully developed religious leader? Nicodemus cannot understand Jesus' statement. It seems
exaggerated, utopic. After all, every
man is a son of his past, of his upbringing and social background. No one
can break with everything, and begin
again from nothing.
But Jesus insists. Not even the best
heritage and the most advantageous
religious education can guarantee
entrance into the superior realm of
reality called "the kingdom of God. "7
Like Nicodemus we are in fact so
far from allowing God to reign unconditionally within us that to do so
truly would mean being "born again."
However, to be "born from above" is
to begin to live fully. We as human
beings are not born totally alive.
From the moment of birth, we carry
deep within us death's seed. To be
born from above means to recover our
spiritual dimension. It means shedding the thick rind that encloses and
limits us, forcing us to see our small
world as the only reality. It means
discovering that when we connect
ourselves to God our human limitations can be surpassed.
Nicodemus feels dizzy. His common sense no longer makes any
sense. Struggling to conserve his

po int o f re fe rence, he rejects Jesus'
idea as simplistic and absurd: " <How
can a man be born whe n he is o ld?' "
(John 3:4). Was N icodemus old, or
did he feel it was too late for him to
start anew? Hi s o bjec ti on co mes
fro m th e defensive mechanism of a
fri ghtened yet honest intellec t th at
needs to test the new gro und before
stepping onto it.
From hi s human pe rspec ti ve ,
Nicodem us cannot understand how
God can change a man whi le respecting his freedom. Jesus will show him
that the idea of being born again is less
absurd and more gua rant eed o f success than tryi ng to save oneself by
one's ow n effo rts.
N icode mus doesn ' t und e rsta nd
that Jesus is not askin g the impossible
bu t offe ri ng the unim ag inab le: that
the new b irth is not some thi ng requi red but rather something oFfered,
for it is im poss ibl e to g ive birth to
oneself. In orde r to be born , one must
always depend on anoth e r. The new
birth ex perie nce also resembl es th at
of ph ys ical birth since it rarely occurs
painlessly.
In th e face of Nicode mus ' inco mprehension, Jes us rephrases the same
conce pt: " ' Truly, trul y, I say to you,
unl ess one is born of wa te r and the
spirit, he ca nn ot enter the kingdom of
God. ' " For a doctor of the Scriptures,
th e me nti on of wnter and spirit (i n
Hebrew th e same wo rd is used fo r air,
wind, breath, and spi ri t) is a clear
allusion to Creation (Genesis I : 1-3).
The ne w birth signifi es a ne w c reati on; it implies not a human act but a
divine one.
Jesus explains. For human be ings
th ere are tw o le vels o f existe nce: th e
" human" and th e "spiritual. " Eac h
can transmit only the li fe it possesses .
.. 'That whi ch is born o f the fl esh is
nesh, and that which is born of the
Spirit is spirit.' " The I'l esh transmits
th e weak human condition. TheS pirit
transmits the powe r of God.
Eve n with th e bes t o f intenti ons,
human aspirations reach 110 hi ghe r
th an economi c well -being, relati onal
satisfacti on, or personal glory. Operating at thi s le vel, me n and wo me n
can ne ver hope to become all God
has planned the m to be. Hu manit y
can only defeat its spi ri tual impo-

te nce w ith a ne w birth th ro ugh
God' s powe r- an ente ring into a new
th cocentric (God-centered) and not
anthro pocent ric (human-cente red)
reality.
Surp ri sed by Jes us ' lan g uage ,
Nicode mus asks how this change is
possible. Wit h sli ght irony, Jesus
pushes hi m to look fo r life's mean ing outside the bounds of hi s religious fo rm at ion: " . Are yo u a teacher
of Israel, and ye t you do not understa nd this?' " Nicode mus ' spec iality
was relig ion, ye t someho w he had
missed th e most e lement ary lesson;
he had not learn ed tha t spiri tu al li fe
depends not upon our knowledge but
upon our relat ionship wi th God.
.. ' Do not marvel/" Jeslls continues, " ' th at I said to YO ll , "Yollmust
be born anew ." T he wind blows
whe re it wills, and you hear the
sou nd of iI , but you do not kno w
whence it co mes or whithe r it goes ;
so it is with everyo ne who is born
of the Spi rit ' " (J ohn 3:7,8).
T his spiritu al re bi nh c ha nges
violent men into a postl es o f peace .
T hose consumed by hatred can Forgive and love. The mean , self- indu lgent egot ist is now g iven to the most
ge ne rou s ent erp rises. Prec ise und erstandi ng o f the regenera ti on process
is unimportant- no one knows how
it occ urs. The im porta nt thi ng is tha t
it does occ ur. In a given mome nt , the
power of grace brea ks int o our li ves
a nd tra nsfo rm s li S. The ne w birth can not be ex plained. It can onl y be lived
eac h day.8
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Nicodemus fin all y discove rs th e
supern ciality of his know ledge of
God. He had tri ed to unde rstand
based on his theological fram ework ,
but was exceeded by the incredible
c reati vit y of God ' s love. As it is diffi Cldt for the mate rialist to imagine
a reality apart from matte r, likewise
the legalist cannot see a relat ionship with God outside the bounds of
ri gid norms. The Pha ri see's ques ti on
exp resses his con fusion: " How can
this be?"
These are his last recorded wo rd s
du ring th at night enco unte r. From
here on, Nicode mu s li ste ns in sile nce
to th is unu sual !Cacher who shares
th e sec urit y of Hi s co nv icti ons :
" ' \Vc speak of what we kn ow, and
bear wit ness to what we have see n' "
(John 3: I I ). Nicodemus' s kn owledge
is based upo n trad ition and th eory.
Jesus knows thro ugh experience. The
doctor knows the letter of th e law.
Jesus lives its spi rit. He leads Nicodemll s from surprise 10 surpr ise as
th ey s it in the darkness.
The Phari see looked for a Messiah
to rul e over Is rael. But God is rule r
over all humank ind. His envoy wi ll
be King over all who wish to be born
in to an endl ess life in a kingdom of
love w ithout boundari es.
" For God so loved the worl d that
he gave his onl y Son, tha t whoever
believes in him should not peri sh but
have eternal liFe" (J ohn 3: 16). 1f God
loves w ithout barrie rs and wishes us
unlim ited happiness, His objective in
send ing th e Mess iah co uld not have
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been the judgment Nicodemus and
his colleagues expected. 9 The Son's
mission is not to destroy some and
save others, but to bring hope to all.
Since He wants not pawns but volunteers, His kingdom could not be established by force but only by love.
Humanity need only grasp the new
life as one mortally wounded accepts
the offered cure.
" 'As Moses lifted up the serpent
in the wilderness, so must the Son of
man be lifted up, that whoever believes in him may have eternal life ' "
(John 3: 14; see also Numbers 21 :49). The human race condemned itself
to death by separating itself from
God, the only source of life. Our
only chance of survival is to connect
our finiteness with His eternity. In
some dangerous births, the only solution is surgical intervention. So we,
too, can only see the light through the
intervention of the Surgeon "from
above."
"He who does what is true comes
to the light" (John 3:21). With these
words of hope echoing in his ears,
Nicodemus leaves.
Nicodemus, the restless intellectual has found more than a teacher.
However, though he left forever
marked by this disconcerting message, it would take him time to react.
His was not a rapid birth but a prolonged labor. He could have become
a new man that very night, entering
into the service of the gospel. Instead,
he continued serving the law.
Nicodemus is the disciple of the
night, the one who wanted to be a
disciple without appearing to be one.
He doubts, not for lack of conviction,
but for lack of courage, affected by
"what will others think." He fears
commitment for he knows it is difficult to be different. He wishes to be
born again, but finds it hard to break
the fossilized shell of his old self.
Until the end, he runs the risk of
remaining in the lukewarm group
which God will eventually spit out of
His mouth (Revelation 3: 15,16).
Not until three years later, when
the Sanhedrin decide to rid themselves of the revolutionary preacher
once and for all that Nicodemus risks
Jesus' defense (John 7:50-52). But
when he can no longer run from his
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conscience and decides to declare
himself a follower, Jesus has already
been crucified (John 19:38-42).
The light from that secret meeting
would shine upon the cross of Calvary, reminding Nicodemus of the
enigmatic reference to the tree lifted
between heaven and earth to save
men and women. Deeply moved, he
stands for the crucified Master at a
time when even the disciples flee,
unbelieving and terrified.
Defying his former leaders and
colleagues, the foHower of the last
hour would ask for the body of Jesus,
and as a final tribute to One whom he
had followed from afar, he would
cover with perfume the wounds that
his own cowardice had helped inflict. There, in the face of death, the
reality which had cost him such effort
to embrace had made of him a newborn person.
NOTES
I. The rabbinical teachings were
based upon their faithfulness to the authority of tradition. Rabbi Joseph ben
Judah rebukes those who tried to force
him "to say something that he had not
been told by tried teachers" (Sukkah 28a).
We can imagine the impact produced by
Jesus' teachings among those who held
that "he who interprets the Torah in a
different way from the traditional will be
cursed" (Sanhedrin 99a) and that "the
true teacher is the one who doesn't take
any credit upon himselr' (Pirke Aboth 6).
Jesus surprised His listeners, among
other reasons, because "he taught as one
who had authority and not as their
scribes" (Matthew 7:29; Mark 1:22,
RSV). Even the temple guards who were
sent to arrest Him returned saying: "'No
man ever spoke like this man '" (John
7:46, RSV).
2. Nicodemus is a Greek name formed
by nike which means "victory" and
demos, "people." The name reveals a
liberal nationalistic spirit since the strict
Jews used Hebrew names with theological meaning.

3. Unless otherwise specified, all
Bible texts are taken from the Revised
Standard Version.
4. The Jewish uprising against the
Romans in the years A.D. 66-70 was
unleashed by a resistence movement
headed by the youthful intellectuals
among the Pharisees and Zealots (Josephus, War, 2: 117). They were convinced
that "God would only support their endeavor if man actively cooperated in it"
(Antiquities 18:5).
5. The word anothen used in the Greek
text signifies both.
6. A central theological belief for the
Pharisees was that obedience to the law
was the only road to salvation, both on the
personal and national level: "Great is the
Torah which gives to those who practice
its commands life in this world and in the
world to come" (Pirke Aboth 6:7). "The
Torah is life ... he who possesses its words
possesses the future world" (2:8). Even
the coming of the Messiah depended
upon Israel's, completion of the law: "If
Israel would obey the law perfectly for
only one day, the son of David would
come immediately" (J. Ta' anit 64a). The
obedience required included, along with
the biblical laws, those added by tradition: "Awesome are the words of the
wise; to transgress them is worse than
transgressing the words of the Scriptures" (Midrash Tannaitic; Deut. 17: II).
7. For this reason Jesus can say that
"the kingdom of God is within you"
(Luke 17:21, NIV).
8. Jesus also refers to the symbolism
of baptism. Behind the visible symbol
(water) is the invisible (the Spirit). The
immersion of the believer in the water
symbolizes his death to his past life, and
his breathing again upon his reappearance out of the water symbolizes the
living breath of the Spirit which fills the
new life. The importance is not found in
the ritual of the water but in the spiritual
reality that allows a person to commune
with God.
9. Based upon the prophecy given in
Daniel 7, it was believed the Messiah's
mission would be the liberation of Israel
and the judgment of the nations, beginning with Rome (,Aboda Zara 2a, b).
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