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In these two stories today we meet Abram and Nicodemus, 

both of whom are being called by God into something new.  

 

Sound familiar? 

 

Now I’m assuming there is a back story untold here about 

Abram’s relationship with God before this call. I’m assuming Abram 

has been a faithful, spiritually deep guy. I know he comes from a 

courageous family, because his father had set out in response to a 

call years ago, but stopped along the way to settle down. The 

author Bruce Feiler describes Abram as someone who had “the 

courage to go to a new place and make himself a stranger.” When I 

read that I thought about the refugees and their courage.  

 

But Abram wasn’t a refugee; he was a pilgrim. The key to 

Abram, in Feiler’s words, is that “He doesn’t believe in God, he 

believes God.” (repeat). When God promises blessings that Abram 

has no sign of, he believes. And so we get this remarkable little 

phrase “So Abram went, as the Lord had told him.” Sarai and Lot 

and their servants went, too, and heaven knows what they thought 

about all this. They had not had this conversation with God, and I’m 

sure there were interesting bedtime chats between Sarai and 

Abram. It wasn’t as easy as “Abram went,” but in the end, they 

trusted Abram, who believed God, and they went. Eventually, and 

that’s a long eventually that takes up most of the book of Genesis, 

they did find amazing blessings, as God had promised. 

 

Nicodemus, on the other hand, is a scholar. Some of you out 

there know that scene. Apparently, he has heard Jesus speak and 

felt something powerful happening in and through him. A faithful 

man, a religious leader, a student and teacher of the scriptures, 

Nicodemus felt something powerful but didn’t trust that feeling. Jesus 



knew the scriptures, but his interpretations do not sound like the party 

line. He wants to dismiss this young upstart, but the wind of the Spirit 

blows through him and he has to know more. 

 

They meet by night, because Nicodemus didn’t want the word 

to spread that he supported this controversial fellow. They begin to 

have a scholarly discussion, but Jesus keeps calling him to expand 

his horizons, not to be afraid of moving with the wind of the Spirit, to 

take the risky journey that all the prophets took, of responding to 

God’s call to lead the people beyond themselves and their desires 

and habits into something that looked more like heaven, the 

kingdom of God not the place we go after death, more like heaven 

than earth. Nicodemus was a teacher; did he not know these stories 

and understand the call to come out of one’s limited thinking and 

into something fresh? New birth? To stop arguing so much about 

what we are to believe in, and let all those things we study move us 

to believe. 

 

All the books in the library up on the hill at YDS or in your phone 

or tablet, all the great teachers and preachers at seminaries and 

churches, have the task of preparing us to recognize the wind of the 

Spirit when it blows, so that we seize the day and go with her! The 

point of all the reading and preaching is to open the boundaries of 

our hearts and minds so that we recognize what Nicodemus 

recognized in Jesus when it crosses our path, and then, believing, we 

go.  

 

This is particularly challenging because God does not usually 

give GPS coordinates for our destination. God says to Abram “Go 

from your country, and your kindred, and your parent’s house, to the 

land that I will show you.” You can almost hear Sarai saying to him 

“For goodness sake don’t be such a guy and just ask for directions!” 

Jesus says to Nicodemus “The wind blows where it chooses, and you 

hear the sound of it, but you do not know where it comes from or 

where it goes. So it is with everyone who is born of the Spirit.” 

Nicodemus says “How can these things be?” 

 



I confess to you that right now in my life I want to be like Abram. 

I want to be like the one who is born of the Spirit and trusts the wind 

to blow me somewhere with blessings, but more often, I am like my 

imagined Sarai. I am like Nicodemus.  

 

I know that many of you struggle the same way about this 

possibility of Redeemer and United coming together in a new 

congregation. Some of you, on the other hand, are more like 

Abram, more ready to blow with the wind.  

 

Do you see how Abram and Sarai and Lot loved one another 

even when the destination, which was called “blessing,” was 

unclear? Do you see how Jesus loved Nicodemus and how 

Nicodemus opened himself as far as he could at first, and how Jesus 

told Nicodemus that God utterly loved the world and sought to save 

the world. The places God leads us are not meant to be places of 

suffering and woe, but places of blessing. The suffering and woe 

come to us most often when we take ourselves outside the Gulf 

Stream of God’s Spirit and end up in shallows and eddies and 

stagnant wind and water.  

 

Whether you are feeling more like Abram or Nicodemus, Sarai 

or Jesus today, here’s what I think we need to be up to. We need to 

listen for God in everything, everywhere, intentionally. We need to 

be praying regularly and with some passion. We need to be facing 

our own fears and each other’s fears. We need to be holding each 

other in such love and compassion. We need to be working less on 

believing in and more on believing, which looks a lot like trusting. We 

need to be searching for the blessings God promised us in Jesus, 

everywhere, anywhere, and not only in the boxes we expect to find 

blessings. 

 

Gavin and I are going to get on a plane tonight and go to 

England to see Cheryl Doss and Doug Gollin, members of this church 

who now teach at Oxford. We will be reminded of the last time 

Gavin and I were in England together, almost 30 years ago when we 

were both a bit younger. Our mothers were with us. Gavin and I like 



to have a destination in mind when we travel, but we also like 

following side roads that might lead somewhere interesting. The day I 

remember, Gavin was driving on one of the large highways, when 

suddenly I saw a sign that said “East Coker.” I shouted it out, and 

Gavin immediately swerved off the exit, terrifying our mothers. As we 

drove down a narrow, hedge-lined road, our mothers kept saying 

“Where are we going.” I just said “T.S. Eliot” and kept watching for a 

church. We found it, pulled into the car park nearby, and then 

explained to the mothers that T. S. Eliot had written a poem called 

East Coker and we thought he was buried there. We love T. S. Eliot. 

Confused but willing to play, they followed us into a 12th century little 

church with beautiful wood carvings where we found the plaque 

noting that Eliot’s ashes were interred in the church building itself. We 

found the guest book where people had written lovely notes and 

pieces of Eliot’s poetry. That quiet, peaceful place to which we 

detoured remains one of my fondest memories of that trip, a blessing 

unexpected and unplanned.  

 

When I take time to remember, that has often been the case in 

my life under God’s guidance. I had a destination in mind, and the 

wind blew where it would and the detour turned out to be a 

blessing. Has that ever happened to you? 

 

Abram went, believing. Sarai went, maybe a bit like our 

mothers on the East Coker detour. And you know, we learn later that 

Nicodemus went, too. He is mentioned twice more in John’s gospel, 

as a secret follower of Jesus. Secret. Still tentative, still a bit afraid of 

what might happen to his reputation, still not wanting to anger the 

establishment. But follower, too. I like to think he became one of 

those many mentioned on Pentecost who discovered exactly what 

Jesus meant by the wind blowing where it will!  

 

Together, then, this Lent, let’s work on discerning the wind of 

the Spirit. Let’s work on believing the one who loves us so. Amen. 

 

 

 


