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Genesis 12:1-4a; Psalm 121; Romans 4:1-5, 13-17; John 3:1-17 

 

This past week I saw the movie Monuments Men with Nathan. Based on the book 

by Robert Edsel, the movie tells the story of the special force of U.S. and British 

museum directors, curators, art historians, and others and their dangerous 

operation to save priceless works of art that had been stolen by the Nazis across 

Europe during World War II. 

It has a stunning cast with names like George Clooney, John Goodman, Matt Damon, 

Bill Murray, and Cate Blanchett. 

I admit this sermon is a spoiler; I try not to do that in sermons, but I warn you I’m 

breaking the rule today. So, if you’ve not seen it and want to close your ears or leave 

(but only for a moment) now’s your chance. 

Early in the movie, when offering an initial commissioning of the team, Clooney’s 

character, Stokes, says “remember boys, your lives are more valuable than any piece 

of art.” 

For the rest of the movie, that statement becomes more of a question than a 

statement. First they lose Donald Jeffries, a British curator and a recovering 

alcoholic, who was shot trying to save the Bruge Madonna and child by Michelangelo 

in a church in Belgium. Later, they lose Jean Claude Clermont, who was caught in 

crossfire and mortally wounded. 

Somewhere in the middle of the movie, Stokes recants his initial statement that their 

lives were all worth more than the art. It’s not that he was trying to say inanimate 

objects were worth more than a living person. Rather, he was lifting up the value of 

their sacrifice for something that would live on to speak to generations to come.  

At the end of the movie, when he is back home reporting to President Roosevelt, the 

President asked him if Donald Jeffries could speak, would he say that his sacrifice 

was worth it. And in thirty years, would anyone know the sacrifice? Would it be 

considered worth it then? 

In the closing scene of the movie, Stokes walks up to the Bruges Madonna and child 

with his grandson. A crowd of school children are there to see the masterpiece. The 

last word Stokes speaks as the scene closes in is “yes.” 

Yes, Donald would say his sacrifice was worthwhile. Yes. Yes it was.  
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I found myself thinking about this morning’s gospel as I watched the movie. John 

3:16 is one of the most over exposed portions of the gospel we can find. Like a 

photograph left too long in the developing solution (in the old days before digital 

cameras), this gospel has been exposed to the point at which its original image can 

hardly still be discerned.  

For God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son, that whoever believes in 

him should not perish but have eternal life. 

This verse, more than any other, became the fight song for a certain popularized 

version of twentieth century Christianity. Combined with earlier references in the 

chapter about being born from above, or born again, it came to describe in that 

context, a moment in an individual’s life when, in essence that person asks for a new 

birth. To our twenty-first and more aptly, late twentieth century ears, it is hard to 

hear anything past something like this: 

‘If you say the right words in a prayer asking Jesus into your life, you will avoid the 

fires of hell. Otherwise, as is said in the movie Taken, Good Luck.’ 

Is it still possible for us to peel back that modern and narrow reading and return to 

Jesus’ and Nicodemus’ nocturnal exchange? I wonder. 

There is a painting of this scene between Nicodemus and Jesus painted by an artist 

in Cameroon Africa in the seventies. In it, Jesus, robed in red, is speaking to 

Nicodemus. The most notable aspect of the painting for me is the light. It moves 

across Jesus’ face and upper arm, making the unseen candlelight evident. 

I appreciate this detail because it brings the viewer back with one glance to the 

initial context of the exchange, namely a secret meeting in the night by candlelight. 

Little is known about Nicodemus. He appears three times only in the New 

Testament. Here, then later to argue that Jesus deserved a trial before being 

condemned and finally, as the one to anoint Jesus’ body at death. 

What we can infer from the simple fact of his status as a Pharisee is that he was an 

educated man. Nicodemus, like Joseph of Arimathea, brings the story of Jesus 

squarely into the world of the erudite.  

While Nicodemus could not risk a meeting in broad daylight, his fascination drove 

him to seek Jesus out in the secrecy of the darkness. In the flickering candlelight, he 

seeks to understand the mystery that is pulling him toward this unlikely, 

uneducated teacher. 



 3 

So, what do Jesus’ words mean? Let’s take the famous portion one phrase at a time. 

For God so loved the world that he gave. Had Jesus ended there, it would have been 

enough, we might argue.  

The foundation of this text is there in the first phrase. God so loved the world. So 

much that he gave.  

At the heart of the Divine human relationship are two things: love and gift. God 

loves; God gives. 

And the next phrase—his only begotten Son.  Not just any giving. But the gift of his 

life—and the most precious part of his life as any loving parent can attest—his 

son—his only begotten son. Begotten is a phrase used in both Greek philosophy and 

New Testament writings to mean, at the very least “unique.” God gave, then, that 

which could not be repeated or replaced from within his own being. 

That whosoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life. 

This is the bugaboo of the passage, which has come to mean, if you give some sort of 

ascent to the premise that Jesus is God’s only son, you will live forever. Otherwise, 

you will perish. And more recently, has been added—and you’ll burn in hell. 

The context for this verse appears two verses earlier when Jesus says, “Just as Moses 

lifted up the servant in the wilderness, so must the Son of Man be lifted up.” This is 

an allusion to Numbers 21 where the serpent bit the Israelites after their 

complaining. When they looked up at the bronze serpent, they could live. Jesus on 

the cross will become the completion of this image.  

So belief in him has to do with keeping one’s eyes fixed on him in the midst of 

persecution, trusting that his sacrifice, his gift of himself can save one. In the midst 

of slavery in our country, Nicodemus became a patron saint of those enslaved, and 

this text about the Israelites during their slavery, became a clarion call to stay fixed 

on Jesus. 

There has been much debate about the verb tense and intent of the word we 

translate “believe.” It has a sense of believing in the immediate present—an active, 

ongoing process—some would argue it means to believe continuously. The image of 

the serpent helps us get this because the Israelites were saved as long as they were 

looking upon it.  

Likewise, the Johannine community, under much persecution, would live beyond 

their trials by staying engaged with Jesus. 

This isn’t like holding your breath under a tunnel—where, if you let up for one 

second, you’ve lost the dare. Rather, this is about staying engaged with Jesus, what 
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he stood for and what he did for us, no matter what happens. That’s the point of our 

community. Here at St. Thomas, we help each other stay engaged to keep our eyes 

fixed on Jesus. 

Our son John has a role in his school’s Spring Musical. But it’s not Oliver or My Fair 

Lady or Pippen. No, it’s Zombie Prom. The plot involves one teen named Johnny who, 

having hurled himself into a nuclear reactor to end his life over lost love, returns to 

his high school as a zombie. Not unlike the new TV series, Resurrection, which is 

more about zombies than resurrections, this image comes close to what lurks in our 

imaginal lives when we hear the phrase “eternal life.” I mean, do we really want it? 

There’s a finality in death, a gift in knowing closure is real. 

Which brings us to the most challenging part of this gospel. What does Jesus mean 

when he offers Nicodemus the promise of eternal life?  

To apprehend the value of this gift Jesus calls “eternal life,” perhaps it helps to put 

together our pieces. Here is a man, Nicodemus, learned and of position, who has 

come at personal risk to seek what will make his whole life worthwhile. What he 

hears is this: 

At the heart of reality is love, a love so intense that its giver gives the one unimaginable 

gift—the very life of his most beloved one. If you choose, you can reorient your life—

what you focus on, what you give yourself to. You can reorient your life to engage this 

gift every day. Doing so will give you a life that is not confined to your mortality or 

your sin. In Christ, your life does not end at your sin or at your earthly death.  

Not so different from Donald in the movie Monuments Men. He died. But he gave 

himself to God in the Bruges chapel. As he gazed upon Mary and Jesus, God gave him 

a new life. In the last scene of his life, he writes to his father. In that letter, he 

repented, sought absolution, and told his father of his salvation. He died to his 

friends, to his family, to his life. But he lived on in Christ. The evidence of this 

salvation Stokes saw clearly when he recovered the Bruges Madonna and placed her 

back in the chapel in Belgium. 

Not so different from you and me.  

Like Donald, sooner or later, we come to our need for God. And like Nicodemus, we 

consider ourselves erudite, perhaps too much so to come to Jesus by the light of day. 

But in the candlelight so well captured by an artist in Cameroon, perhaps we can 

find our way back to a place of true inquisitiveness and desire for the truth about 

our lives, what they mean and how to live them. Perhaps we, too, can make a 

nocturnal visit. And there meet Jesus and receive again the greatest gift. 
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So that one day, generations from now, if those who come after us wonder whether 

the gift of our lives to Christ was worth it, someone will answer, standing at the foot 

of Mary and Jesus, whom we have loved well, a resounding, yes. Yes, it was. 

 


