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Rev. Beverly E Stenmark 

May 30, 2021 
“Baby Steps” 

Scripture:  John 3:1-17 
 

Today’s Gospel reading is one that I have had a love/hate relationship with for 

years. When I was in college, it was often used by a group of students as their basis to 

ask a person if he or she was born again, and to therefore determine if, in their 

understanding, someone was a true Christian or not.  The only correct answer was to 

be able to provide a date and time, and preferably a dramatic story to document when 

you had given your heart and life to Jesus and been “born again”.    

In the “for what it’s worth” category I didn’t make the grade.  I didn’t exactly fail 

either because I clearly loved God and was involved in the church, but I hadn’t been 

“born again”.  They were convinced that if I would only repent of my sins, whatever they 

might be, and ask Jesus into my heart, then I would be “born again”.  Oh, and by the 

way, the real proof that this had happened was that I should then speak in tongues. 

I prayed.  I pleaded for that profound experience.  But no matter how much I 

prayed and pleaded with God, I did not have that neatly packaged “born again” 

experience, and I didn’t speak in tongues.   

Some 10 or 15 years later, I was introduced to a then relatively new book by 

William H. Willimon titled: Remember Who You Are: Baptism, a Model for Christian Life.  

In that book, I began to have a new understanding of baptism, of being “born again” or 

“receiving the Holy Spirit”.  But it took a long time for me to change my understanding 

and to not feel that there was something wrong with me because I had not had that 

profound experience that my classmates insisted was critical to being a real Christian.   

I continue to grow in my understanding and that, “growing” is in itself, a big part 

of the way I now understand baptism, being “born again”, and receiving the Holy Spirit.  

“Baby steps” is a good image of it all for me.   

Recently, my 8-year-old grandson and I got into a bit of a silly conversation about 

counting.  He had counted the number of cookies he had and I kept counting.  He 

looked at me curiously, and I said, something like, “I just wanted to show that I know 

how to count.”  He laughed and said “Everyone knows how to count” and then paused 
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and added, “except babies.”  That led us into a conversation about how we keep 

learning new things.  He thinks that I still have a lot to learn because he is often trying to 

teach me new and better ways to do things on my computer.  We always have more to 

learn. 

One evening, a teacher of some importance, a member of the governing body, 

the Sanhedrin, came to speak to Jesus.  We don’t know how he planned for this 

conversation to go, because Jesus quickly took control of it. Nicodemus started by 

flattering Jesus, “We know that you are a teacher who has come from God; for no one 

can do these signs that you do apart from the presence of God.”  

Jesus told Nicodemus that no one could see the kingdom of God unless he or 

she is born from above.  Nicodemus understood this in a very literal way and began to 

ask questions about how he could be born again when he was already an old man.  

Jesus was speaking on a spiritual and metaphorical level.  Nicodemus was hearing him 

on a physical and literal level.   

Sometimes Nicodemus gets a bad rap for misunderstanding Jesus and many 

have debated what happened when Nicodemus and Jesus finally parted company that 

night.  I want to focus, however, on two pieces here.   

First, we need to realize that Nicodemus is a complex figure – as are all humans.   

He cannot be reduced to one characteristic.  We cannot think he was either hypocritical 

in coming to Jesus, or label him an admirer or assume that he had a profound 

experience that suddenly turned him into a follower of Jesus.  

And my reason for thinking that is my second point – in my studies, I have come 

to believe that the key concept here is not a debate between being born from above, or 

being born again, or how it happens.  I believe the key word is “born”. 

The reality is that being born – is the beginning of a life-long process.  As Jacob 

pointed out to me, babies do not know how to count.  Or we might add, to walk, talk, 

play games, share, dress or feed themselves, earn a living, drive a car, or any of those 

other things that we learn throughout life.  Nicodemus was a complex person who was a 

work in progress, just as we all are.  He was taking baby steps in his understanding and 

he was willing to take a risk to learn more. 



3	
	

Nicodemus appears two more times in John’s gospel which show us where some 

of those baby steps led.  In the seventh chapter, the chief priests and pharisees wanted 

to arrest Jesus while he was teaching in the temple.  Nicodemus argued that Jesus 

could not be judged because he had not had a fair hearing.  Later, when Jesus was 

crucified, Joseph of Arimathea showed up to claim Jesus’ body and provide a place for 

burial.  Nicodemus was with him and he provided the spices and oils needed to properly 

prepare his body for burial. 

Clearly from the night when he first came to Jesus, he had grown in his 

understanding of who Jesus was and his willingness to be seen standing up for him and 

caring for him.   

William Willimon tells about a discussion with a neighbor who asked him if he 

had received the gift of the Holy Spirit.  His neighbor had the same kind of very specific 

understanding as my college friends did of what that meant.  Willimon replied that he 

had received the gift of the Holy Spirit when he was an infant and was baptized.  The 

neighbor responded, “That isn’t baptism of the Holy Spirit.”   

He replied, “Well, the preacher said I got it, and everybody else said I got it.  And 

if that didn’t take, when I was about ten years old, another preacher… stood me up in 

front of the church, put his hands on my head, and said, in effect, ‘You’ve got the Spirit. 

Now use it.’  And, as if that were not enough, a bishop … put his hands on my head one 

night in my mid-twenties and said, ‘You’ve got the Spirit, now get out there and preach 

the gospel.’”  He concluded, “About the worst you could say for me is that I don’t use the 

Spirit’s gifts, or I don’t always live by the Spirit, but you sure can’t deny that I’ve got it.”i 

From time to time in our lives, we may have special moments, times when we 

very much feel the outpouring of the Holy Spirit upon us, times when we may feel as if 

we have been reborn, times when the Spirit leads us in ways that are new or leads us 

into ways of thinking that change our perspective.  We proclaim that in baptism God 

claims us as God’s children. Although we participate, the primary actor in baptism is 

God.  God seeks us out.  God sends the Holy Spirit upon us and to be with us.  God 

names and claims us as God’s own.   

When we baptize an infant or a young child, parents and sponsors and those 

present commit to teaching the child about God, about God’s love, until the child 
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becomes old enough to make a commitment for him or herself.  In a few minutes, you 

will get to see a recording of part of the baptism of an infant that took place outside a 

couple of weeks ago before we began in-person in-sanctuary worship services.   

Under normal conditions, a baptism in our church is always a public event, a time 

in which all of us commit to helping a child to take those baby steps in growing into a 

person able to make the commitment to follow Jesus.  In our church, we call that 

confirmation.  But even that is not an end point. It is not a graduation.  It is yet, another 

step along a life-long journey.   

Even when we have completed our formal secular education, we do not know 

everything we need to know.  We have learned a core very basic material.  But as we 

continue to grow, we continue to learn.  We do that on our jobs, learning more about 

advances in our field and how to do our job better.  We learn through paying attention to 

news events that help us become better informed and educated voters.  When children 

are born, we learn how to parent, and we know that we are always learning and facing 

new challenges.  As grandparents we have different roles and we learn about how to 

encourage the growth of our grandchildren and the role we can have in helping them 

become kind, helpful, understanding children, teens, and adults.  

Even when we are not aware of it, we are constantly growing and learning and 

that is true of our life in the Spirit, our lives as followers of Christ.  That’s why we 

continue to worship together. That’s why we encourage participation in Bible or book 

studies or discussion groups.  That’s why in our own lives we daily take time to pray and 

to read the Bible and to seek to be open to the leading of the Holy Spirit.  

It doesn’t matter whether we can point to a particular time when we decided to be 

a follower of Jesus.  What is important is whether we can say that we have begun to live 

our lives in ways that reflect our faith in Jesus, and the love that God has for us and for 

all creation.   

This is true for us both as individuals and as a church. Over the last couple of 

years, we have been intentional about trying to discern God’s will for us as a 

congregation and asking God to show us the next steps.  That’s not the first time this 

has happened in this church and I pray that it won’t be the last.  As a congregation, we 

are always being born again, or being born in the spirit, or being reborn – recreated, 
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growing into a congregation that is different than the one that was here 50 years ago, 30 

years ago, or even last year.   

This is, or should be, true for every congregation but it is a little more obviously 

true for us, here at Wesley.  During all of our intentional work of looking at the future, 

there has been an underlying awareness that I would be retiring and you would be living 

into your ministry action plan with a new pastor.  Yesterday it suddenly hit me that after 

today, I will be here for three more Sundays.  June 20th will be my last day leading 

worship, and in July, Pastor Michele will be standing where I have stood for the last five 

years, and where other pastors have stood before us. 

In a very real way, this congregation will be having a rebirth, being born again as 

you and Pastor Michele take the baby steps that will lead you into a new life together 

with the Holy Spirit guiding you.   

The story of Nicodemus comes to an end with probably the most famous of all 

verses in Scripture. John 3:16 seen in many different places, proclaims “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.”  This is a message of profound love from God.  

This is about agape – which is a love action that seeks the good of the one who is 

loved.   

Unlike the way this verse has been used sometimes as a threat or warning, this 

is a verse about God’s great love for us, because it is God’s nature to be in relationship 

and God wants a relationship with each and every one of us.  God wants what is good 

for us.   

The next verse, that often gets overlooked, proclaims, “Indeed, God did not send 

the Son into the world to condemn the world, but in order that the world might be saved 

through him.”  This saving, or salvation, is about health. It means to be made whole.  

God wants us to be made whole, to be saved from all that threatens to drag us down, all 

that threatens to destroy the goodness of life.   

This is God’s invitation to us.  It is not coercion – it is the One who loves us in 

ways we are always learning to recognize, reaching out to us and inviting us to respond, 

to complete the circle of love. Each day, baby steps can bring us closer to God and 



6	
	

God’s love. We can grow and experience that love in ways that are new and exciting for 

us and for the world. 

Let me close with these words from Willimon, words that have been meaningful 

to me in this journey as I have tried to understand and to grow as a child of God.  He 

writes, “I do not always feel like a child of God.  I do not always look like a child of God.  

God knows I do not always act like a child of God!  But I am.  I am one of God’s children 

not because of what I did or because of who I am but because God chose me, out of all 

the universe, to be his child I am owned.  When I am anxious or alone or defeated, 

baptism ought to speak a firm word of comfort to me, ‘Relax, be calm.  You did not 

choose me.  I chose you.’”ii 

Let us pray: 

 Our loving God, you reach out to us, and invite us to be part of your circle 

of love.  You invite us into relationship with you.  Your Holy Spirit comes to guide us, 

help us each step of the way.  Help us to daily take the baby steps that help us to grow 

into the people you have called us to be filled with your love and sharing that love with 

others.  Amen.    

  
																																																													
i	Willimon,	William	H.		Remember	Who	You	Are:	Baptism,	a	model	for	Christian	life.		The	Upper	Room,	Nashville,	
1980.	Pp	73-4.	
ii	Ibid,	p.41	


