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There are people in the world who have a gift for seeing other people – really seeing them.

I was recently in the presence of one such person. I will call him Jim.  We were at a large church gathering.  I waited for a chance to talk to him.  He was speaking to two other people, and I could tell that they just didn’t want to stop being with him.  When Jim finally turned to speak to me, I could see why.

Immediately as he looked at me I felt that there was no one in the world at that moment but me.  There was no place else he wanted to be, and nothing else that he was thinking about.  He was totally available to me, and he wanted nothing from me.  He was completely open to me, and I wanted to open completely to him, particularly because of the way he saw me – not just the way he looked at me, but the way he saw me.

It was as if he could really see me, that is, that he could see the real me.  Whatever it was of myself that I had meant to present to him, whatever the face is that I habitually put on to meet the people that I meet, he didn’t even look at that.  I could feel the mask dropping from my face, and it was as if my face started to glow slightly, perhaps to reflect the light and warmth coming from his face.
Clearly, what he saw in me was beautiful, because that was what he was looking for.  He peered in through all the layers of my accumulated self and saw the beautiful ‘me’ that was there from the beginning.  That was the ‘me’ that he was interested in, and, as I sensed that to be true, that became the ‘me’ that I wanted to show to him.  It was easy for me to do because I trusted him, and I trusted him because I could see that he was seeing the real me.

There are other people in my life that have seen me that way, some in the church and some in my family.  My grandmother used to see me, see the beautiful me, that way, particularly toward the end of her life.  Even now I can picture the way her face lit up when she turned to me.  Just thinking of that makes me feel better about myself.
Science is beginning to teach us something that we have always known: that our identity is formed by the way people see us, or rather, by the way we see people seeing us.  Our brains are wired with mirror reflexes.  Infants at the breast form a sense of themselves as they see their mothers or caregivers seeing them.  They are fed not only by mothers’ milk but by the love in their mother’s faces.  As they look into eyes that look on them with love, they come to see themselves as beloved.  Infants deprived of this kind of nurturing face-time do not thrive, either physically or emotionally. 

Later in life this mirroring process takes another form.  What we think of as adolescent self-consciousness is actually a growing awareness and sensitivity to the way that people in the world see us.  Not every pair of eyes is looking for the beauty deep within us.  Authority figures evaluate us in order to reward or punish us.  Peers compare themselves with us; they may conform to us or compete with us, depending upon whether they see us as insider or outsider.  In any case, what we see people see in us becomes what we see in ourselves.  Inevitably we fashion an outward adult self, a persona or mask to show to the world in order to elicit the response that we seek in the faces that we meet.
This explains why Nicodemus comes to Jesus by night.  He has a certain position in the society; he is seen by the world in a particular way.  He would be seen quite differently if he were seen seeing Jesus.  In order to avoid being seen, he comes in darkness.  By contrast, in the story told immediately following in John’s gospel, the Samaritan woman is not afraid to be seen with Jesus at the well in the full light of the noonday sun.  What has she got to lose?  Precisely because of her social poverty she stands to be richly blessed: she is able to see Jesus seeing her, really seeing her.  She then invites others to share the experience.  “Come and see,” she tells her neighbors.  

It’s more complicated for Nicodemus.  He is caught on the horns of a dilemma.  

Something within him feels drawn to Jesus, but he can’t come to Jesus openly.  He recognizes an authority in Jesus, whom he calls Rabbi, but this rabbi’s teachings have challenged the status of religious insiders, including Nicodemus himself.
He comes, then, with ambivalence, and he is met with a riddle; he comes in darkness, and Jesus confronts him with his blindness. “Very truly I tell you,” Jesus says, “no one can see the kingdom of God without being born from above.”

Nicodemus gropes in the dark for some insight into this curious saying:  “How can anyone be born after having grown old?  Can one enter a second time into the mother’s womb and be born?”
There is a pun at work in the Greek that goes to the root of Nicodemus’ confusion: Jesus’ description of a birth anothen can be understood either as birth “again” or birth “from above.”  But the ambiguity carries the message.  There is one sort of birth and growth that Nicodemus knows very well, as we all do: a coming into identity through the eyes of this world; eyes that see the outside of us; eyes that divide and categorize, reward and punish, include and exclude.  These eyes have approved and elevated Nicodemus, though their approval is never secure and the elevation is always precarious.  As long as Nicodemus sees himself through these eyes, he will remain blind to the kingdom of God.
That kingdom gives life and identity in a different way.  Those who are born “from above” see themselves in eyes that look on them with unfailing love – the eyes of a mother, or of a motherly father – eyes “from above.”  These eyes look deep within us and see the beautiful divine image indelibly impressed there.
Is it possible for those of us who, like Nicodemus, know ourselves primarily through the eyes of the world, to come to know ourselves anew through these eyes of love?  Is it possible for us to be born again, but born this time from above?  Is it possible for us who walk in the darkness of this world to see the kingdom of God, not after we die, but here and now?
We can draw some encouragement from Nick, himself.  As hopelessly perplexed as he may have been when he left Jesus that night, he did not remain so.  As hostility to Jesus subsequently grew among the Pharisees, Nicodemus encouraged his peers to “give him a hearing” before condemning him.  In the end we find Nicodemus, in a humble act of mercy, coming forward with a hundred pounds of myrrh and aloes to prepare the body of Jesus for burial.  I picture him there.  Could it be that he looked on Jesus then with eyes of love?  Could it be that he really saw Jesus then?
Let this be our clue to the riddle Jesus posed to him that first night.  If we wish to be born again; if we wish to be born from above; if we wish to see the kingdom of God; let us begin by seeing, really seeing, one another; that is, let us see one another with eyes of love.  Amen.
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