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Living	Truth	(John	3.	1-10)	
©	Sarah	Bachelard	

	
Suzuki	Roshi	was	a	Zen	priest	from	Japan,	who	taught	in	San	Francisco	in	the	early	

1960s.	He	had	come	to	minister	to	a	congregation	of	Japanese	Americans,	but	his	

wider	mission	was	to	introduce	Zen	practice	to	Westerners.	Some	years	ago,	a	friend	

sent	me	a	book	of	recollections	of	his	teachings,	compiled	by	his	Western	students.	

This	is	my	one	of	my	favourites:		

‘a	student	repeated	something	that	Suzuki	Roshi	had	said	in	a	lecture.		

Suzuki	shook	his	head.		

“No?”	the	student	asked,	“but	you	said	…”.		

“When	I	said	it,	it	was	true”,	Suzuki	answered.	“When	you	said	it,	it	was	false”.1		

	

It	seems	to	me	this	exchange	expresses	something	essential	about	the	nature	of	

spiritual	truth	and	its	transmission.	It’s	what	I	think	is	at	issue	in	the	exchange	

between	Jesus	and	Nicodemus	in	today’s	gospel,	and	it’s	of	vital	significance	for	us	

all.	Let	me	have	a	go	at	saying	how!		

Philosopher	Raimond	Gaita	wrote:	‘We	say	of	some	people	that	they	“have	

something	to	say”	on	moral	or	spiritual	matters,	but	we	do	not	mean	that	they	have	

information	to	impart	or	a	theory	to	propound’.2	It’s	more	that	we	recognise	in	them	

a	kind	of	wisdom	or	insight,	a	depth	and	a	knowing.	People	we	trust	in	such	matters	

don’t	just	give	the	‘right’	answers	or	repeat	as	if	by	rote	the	orthodox	formulations.	

They	speak	with	the	authority	of	personal	realisation.	Somehow,	they	communicate	

or	make	present	the	deeper	reality	in	which	their	own	being	and	understanding	is	

sourced.	

																																																								
1	To	Shine	One	Corner	of	the	World:	moments	with	Shunryu	Suzuki,	ed.	David	Chadwick	(New	York:	Broadway	
Books,	2001),	p.45.	
2	Raimond	Gaita,	Good	and	Evil:	An	Absolute	Conception,	revised	second	edition	(London:	Routledge,	2004),	
p.268.	
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Notice,	this	kind	of	authority	isn’t	just	a	matter	of	sincerity.	Someone	can	be	

perfectly	sincere	in	what	they	say,	earnestly	committed	to	practising	what	they	

preach,	and	yet	still	their	words	are	somehow	derivative	or	‘second-hand’.	This	was	

what	Suzuki	Roshi	picked	up	in	his	student.	This	guy	was	trying	hard,	he	meant	well,	

he’d	learnt	the	words	and	believed	them,	but	the	reality	was	lacking.	There	was	

sincerity,	but	no	truth	and	therefore	no	power	in	him.	‘When	you	said	it,	it	was	false’.	

And	I	wonder	if	you	know	this	experience	for	yourself?	In	words	you’ve	said,	which	

you	know	have	rung	hollow.	In	words	spoken	to	you.	Maybe	it	was	a	time	of	crisis	in	

your	life,	when	well-meaning	friends	offered	platitudes	or	truisms	you	couldn’t	argue	

with,	but	that	seemed	empty,	lifeless,	‘mere	words’.	

How	then	do	we	come	to	have	something	to	say	in	spiritual	matters?	How	do	

we	realise	‘the	truths	of	our	faith’	and	learn	to	share	them	in	our	own	voice?	We	

know	it’s	not	enough	to	be	taught	a	catechism	or	Creed	or	set	of	norms.	Eastern	

traditions	speak	of	the	necessity	of	a	living	‘transmission’.	They	recognise	that	a	true	

spiritual	teacher	is	one	who	has	realised	(or	begun	to	realise)	truth	in	and	for	

themselves,	and	who	can	expand	a	student’s	capacity	to	do	likewise.	A	true	teacher	

is	a	living	witness	who	inspires	commitment	and	opens	the	way	to	transformation.	

When	there	is	no	transmission,	a	student	or	disciple	may	learn	the	right	doctrine	and	

perform	the	right	actions,	but	they	will	fail	to	connect	with	the	reality.	And	if	a	

tradition	as	a	whole	lacks	such	teachers,	it	risks	gradually	losing	access	to	its	own	

testimony,	its	own	wisdom.	The	language	goes	dead.	

This	is	what	the	great	German	theologian	Dietrich	Bonhoeffer	thought	had	

happened	to	European	Christianity	–	or	at	least	the	German	church	of	his	day.	‘Our	

church’,	he	wrote,	‘which	has	been	fighting	in	these	years	for	its	self-preservation	…	

is	incapable	of	taking	the	word	of	reconciliation	and	redemption	to	humankind	and	

the	world.	Our	earlier	words	are	therefore	bound	to	lose	their	force	and	cease’.3	

Likewise,	Rowan	Williams	speaks	of	‘how	easily	the	words	of	proclamation	become	

																																																								
3	Dietrich	Bonhoeffer,	Letters	and	Papers	from	Prison	(London:	SCM	Press,	2017).	
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godless,	powerless	to	transform’.4	And	perhaps	many	of	us	have	had	experiences	of	

this	in	religious	contexts.	The	authorised	words	are	said,	but	they	effect	nothing;	

they	fail	to	make	present	the	reality	to	which	they	purportedly	testify.		

The	perennial	challenge,	then,	for	any	spiritual	tradition	is	to	realise	and	

communicate	living	truth	–	the	reality	of	God	who,	in	the	words	of	poet	Les	Murray,	

is	‘caught’	but	never	‘imprisoned’	by	religious	form.5	This	is	what	Jesus’	conversation	

with	Nicodemus	is	about.		

Nicodemus,	as	we’ve	heard,	was	a	Pharisee,	one	of	the	leaders	of	the	Jewish	

people.	‘He	came	to	Jesus	by	night	and	said	to	him,	“Rabbi,	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”’.	These	words	suggest	Nicodemus	is	on	the	way,	capable	

of	recognising	truth	when	he	encounters	it.	Even	though	Jesus	seems	

unconventional,	a	theologically	uncredentialled	outsider,	Nicodemus	recognises	his	

authority.	He	acknowledges	him	as	a	teacher.	In	response,	Jesus	affirms	Nicodemus.	

The	very	fact	of	his	recognition	reveals	that	Nicodemus	himself	has	attained	some	

level	of	spiritual	awakening	or	insight:	‘Very	truly,	I	tell	you’,	Jesus	says	to	him,	‘no	

one	can	see	the	kingdom	of	God	without	being	born	from	above’.		

It's	a	promising	start.	Yet	from	here,	the	conversation	unravels	pretty	quickly.	

Nicodemus	seems	to	get	stuck	on	the	metaphor	Jesus	uses,	and	for	the	writer	of	

John’s	gospel,	this	literary	obtuseness	is	always	a	sign	of	spiritual	obtuseness.	It’s	a	

sign	that	someone	is	trying	to	grasp	Jesus’	words	at	the	wrong	level,	out	of	the	

wrong	‘mind’	or	consciousness.	Jesus	does	his	best	to	signal	the	shift	required.	When	

I	say	you	must	be	‘born	from	above’	or	born	anew,	I	don’t	mean	you	have	to	enter	

into	your	mother’s	womb	a	second	time	–	d’uh	–	I	mean	that	you	must	come	alive	in	

a	different	way.	Something	must	be	quickened	in	you;	your	life	must	come	to	you	not	

only	biologically,	but	from	the	realm	of	spirit,	from	mystery,	from	beyond,		

																																																								
4	Rowan	Williams,	On	Christian	Theology	(Oxford:	Blackwell	Publishers,	2000),	p.40.	
5	Les	Murray,	‘Poetry	and	Religion’.	
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Because	to	see	God,	and	to	see	as	God	sees,	isn’t	just	using	your	bodily	vision;	

to	hear	the	word	of	God	isn’t	just	exercising	your	usual	mental	apparatus;	to	do	as	

God	does	isn’t	just	to	act	at	the	material	level	of	cause	and	effect.	What	is	born	of	

the	flesh	is	flesh.	What	is	known	by	the	flesh	is	flesh.	But	what	is	born	of	the	Spirit	is	

spirit.	Do	not	then	be	astonished	that	I	said	to	you,	“You	must	be	born	from	above”,	

Jesus	says.		

We	might	remember	too	Jesus’	exchange	with	Simon	Peter	in	Matthew’s	

gospel.	Jesus	has	asked	his	disciples	who	people	say	he	is.	They	respond	at	the	level	

of	the	flesh:	Some	say	you’re	John	the	Baptist,	others	Elijah,	still	others	Jeremiah	or	

one	of	the	prophets.	Jesus	asks	them:	And	you,	who	do	you	say	that	I	am?	Simon	

Peter	answers,	‘You	are	the	Messiah,	the	Son	of	the	living	God’.	And	Jesus	says,	

‘Blessed	are	you,	Simon	son	of	Jonah!	For	flesh	and	blood	has	not	revealed	this	to	

you,	but	my	Father	in	heaven’	(Matthew	16.13-17).	What	is	born	of	the	flesh	is	flesh.	

What	is	born	of	the	Spirit	is	spirit.	

So	what	makes	possible	this	shift	in	understanding,	this	expansion	of	

consciousness,	this	coming	alive	in	a	different	way	to	the	truth	of	things?	How	do	we	

gain	access	to	a	fuller	realisation,	the	felt	and	transforming	knowledge	of	God?		

I’ve	already	suggested	that	a	spiritual	teacher,	a	living	tradition,	will	offer	

those	who	seek	truth	ways	to	prepare	themselves	to	receive	it.	In	Lent,	we	

remember	especially	practices	such	as	repentance,	truth-telling	and	turning	again	to	

God.	Last	week	Susanna	spoke	of	tending	‘to	what	needs	healing,	moving	towards	

wholeness	and	opening	to	the	call	of	love	in	our	lives’.	Meditation	is	another	

powerful	practice	for	deepening	receptivity	to	the	mind	of	Christ.	We	set	down	the	

agenda	and	demands	that	keep	us	at	the	centre	of	our	own	lives;	gradually	we	learn	

to	quiet	our	agitated,	busy	minds	so	as	to	be	open	to	the	truth	that	lies	beyond	our	

conscious	grasp.		

These	are	things	we	can	and	need	to	do.	But	in	the	end,	spiritual	realisation,	

the	transformation	of	consciousness,	is	gift.	We	cannot	force	it	to	happen	and	we	do	

not	earn	it.	‘The	wind	blows	where	it	chooses’,	Jesus	says	‘but	you	do	not	know	
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where	it	came	from	or	where	it	goes.	So	it	is	with	everyone	who	is	born	of	the	Spirit’.	

Nicodemus	is	astonished	by	his	words.	‘How	can	these	things	be?’,	he	asks.	And	Jesus	

is	astonished	in	his	turn,	‘Are	you	a	teacher	of	Israel,	and	yet	you	do	not	understand	

these	things?’	If	you	do	not	understand	them,	how	will	you	point	others	on	the	way?	

John	Main	once	said	that	Christians	are	not	called	to	be	tour	guides	handing	

out	brochures	to	places	we’ve	never	been.	Rather,	we’re	called	to	be	those	who	can	

share	from	our	own	experience	the	vision	and	truth	of	God	coming	alive	in	us.	Our	

journeys	of	conversion	and	transformation	can,	of	course,	seem	painfully	slow;	our	

realisation	laughably	incomplete.	But	as	John	Main	also	said,	it	doesn’t	matter	how	

long	it	takes;	all	that	matters	is	that	we	are	on	the	way.	So	in	that	spirit,	may	we	

continue	faithful	to	Jesus	our	teacher,	listening	for	his	word,	following	his	call,	so	that	

in	and	through	this	community	too,	God’s	transfiguring	truth	may	be	realised	and	our	

world	renewed.	

	

	

	


