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“Being born of the Spirit"
Romans 8:12-17 & John 3:1-17
The first Pentecost after the resurrection of Jesus that we commemorated last Sunday was marked by the miracle of the disciples speaking in the native languages of those who were gathered in Jerusalem on that day centuries ago.  For all that may be said about language as a means of communication, linguists will remind us how easy it is for us to misunderstand one another even when we speak a common language.
The word gospel is a noun which comes to us from the Middle English word godspell and the Old English gōdspel.  Webster's New World Dictionary defines gospel as "good story" or "good news". (Webster's New World Dictionary of the American Language, Second Edition, David B. Guralnik, Editor, William Collins Publishers, Inc., 1980, page 604)
It goes on to say that the word also connotes an understanding that the gospel is "the teachings of Jesus and the Apostles; specifically the Christian doctrine of the redemption of man (sic) through Jesus as Christ."  (Op. cit.)  For those of us who have grown up in Sunday School memorizing John 3:16, we are aware that it has been said that the verse is "the gospel in miniature."  
It was German theologian Martin Luther who made that statement in the early 15th century.  The good story or the good news is that God loved the world so much Jesus was sent not to condemn the world but in order that the world might be saved through him (John 3:17).  
Memorizing John 3:16 was easy enough to do as a child.  I am now convinced that understanding what it means takes a lifetime.

I wondered what I might say to you today about a passage that is all too familiar.  I wondered what I might say to you within the context of a week that has been filled with news that’s been both good and bad.  I wondered what I might say about the "good news" of Jesus Christ.

Some say the killing of Abu Musab al-Zarqawi last Friday was "good news."  As the al-Qaida operative in Iraq whom many say "orchestrated horrific acts of violence guided by his extremist vision of jihad or holy war," (The Maui News, Saturday, June 10, 2006, A6) his death was seen as a major victory for the war on terror.  While we may want to breathe a sigh of relief many news analysts and our own political leaders have already concluded that his death may become nothing more than an historical footnote.  
Whatever "good news" we may attribute to al-Zarqawi’s death or to events here at home and in other parts of the world, such news always pales in comparison to the "good news" of Jesus Christ.  Contrary to what some would have us believe, it was God's love not God’s wrath that brought Jesus into the world.
There are so many today both within the church and outside the church who want to draw political and ideological lines in the sand as a way of saying, "If you are not for us, you are against us."  We have somehow come to value the lack of civility in public discourse.  
Over the last week there have been numerous radio and television stories and newspaper and television articles about Ann Coulter’s latest book, “Godless:  The Church of Liberalism.”  It is currently listed as a best seller in The New York Times.  Much to the dismay of some who see themselves as politically conservative, Coulter's remarks in her most recent book and in previous statements have been cause for much consternation.  I've not read Coulter's book but I can only say that her most quotable quotes are reason enough for all of us to be concerned wherever we may fall on the political spectrum.  
In a column that was published by the National Review Online on September 13, 2001, two days after 9/11, Coulter took it upon herself to suggest that "we should invade their countries, kill their leaders and convert them to Christianity.  We weren't punctilious about locating and punishing Hitler and his top officers. We carpet-bombed German cities; we killed civilians.  That's war.  And this is war" (Op. cit.).
Well, I suppose everyone's entitled to their opinions.  In all fairness to Coulter her remarks were made two days after the horrific tragedies that occurred in New York, Washington D.C., and Pennsylvania.  Coulter is certainly entitled to her opinions as a political conservative but I would take issue with her when she presumes she has any credible authority to speak on behalf of the "good news" of Jesus Christ.  
If we were to take Coulter seriously it’s very likely that our reading from The Gospel According to John would become The Good News According to Ann:
“For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not perish but may have eternal life and if anyone who does not believe in him will be killed.  Indeed, God sent the Son into the world in order that we would be rid of non-Christian nations so that the world might be saved through him.”
We may be tempted to dismiss Coulter as lölö or crazy but the sales of her book are an indication that others share her views then it would be difficult not to conclude that we live in very dangerous times.  The enemy we fear most may not be over in Iraq but right here at home and in ourselves.
The “good news” is that God took the initiative through Jesus Christ to show us the way.  When Nicodemus came to Jesus one night he was told, “No one can see the kingdom of God without being born from above.” (John 3:3)
Nicodemus assumes that the only way he will be able to be born again is to enter his mother’s womb a second time.  Jesus admonishes Nicodemus for his lack of understanding but reminds him that being born from above is about being born of the Spirit.  “No one can enter the kingdom of God without being born of water and Spirit.” (John 3:5)

If we are born of the Spirit then the measure by which we will be judged will be by our deeds.  There is judgment and it is based on the understanding that the light of God’s love has come into the world.

And if there is any punishment for our deeds it will not come from the hand of God but by our own hands.  If we love darkness rather than light then the evil is in us. 

Is there any light then in the words and deeds expressed by Coulter?  Is there any light reflected in our own words and deeds?
We know that if we do what is true, if Coulter does what is true, then our deeds, her deeds will be exposed by the light of God’s love and we will have reason to give thanks to God.  Amen.
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