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Here we are in the Second Sunday of Lent  

and this is the second of three sermons on the shifts  
churches can make to fit the context we find ourselves in  

in the 21st century. 
Last week the focus was on the intense desire  

felt today for authentic personal experiences,  
and how that has arisen over of the last couple of decades      

  out a distrust of institutions. 
Not many people look for a church today 

based on its denominational affiliation.  
What matters is personal experience 

and authentic relationships with each other and with God. 
 Although you’d think that is what churches would always be 
  for lots of reasons we talked about last week, they’re not.  

 
This seismic shift in what people are seeking in a church 

is good news for the Church of the 21st century. 
Because it means that today churches must focus on  

helping people grow as disciples of Jesus Christ,  
not simply be names on a membership list.  

 
This second sermon was planned to look  

at the second of the shifts required by our new context,  
the shift from being individual disciples  

to being true communities of Christ,   
gathered disciples who uphold and support each other  

lovingly in everything we do.   
That, at least, was the decision made months ago 

as we decided to introduce the SHIFT process during Lent, 
long before anyone had looked at the scriptures.  

So once again I am astounded by the Holy Spirit  
who is indeed always ahead of us, even when  

or perhaps especially when we think we are calling the shots. 
 
Because today we have two scriptures about people  

facing major shifts in their world view and their way of being. 
In one story, Abram, makes the shift  

from his former life almost effortlessly, 
along with his nephew Lot and both of their households. 

In the other story, Nicodemus is so thrown by his encounter with Jesus 
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he is left speechless, all his certainties in shambles.   
 
The harder story, for me at any rate, is Abram’s. 

This is the very first time in scripture that we meet him. 
All we know about him is that he is from Ur, 

and that he came with his father Terahi and nephew Lot 
from Ur to Haran and settled there, 

and that Haran is where his father died and is buried. 
We also know the Hebrew meaning of his name: 

Abram means “father of height,” or “high father.” 
 A few chapters on from now God will change his name 
  to Abraham, which means “father of a multitude.”ii 

And that is it. That’s all we know about Abram 
until Abram hears God’s voice: 

 “Leave your country and your home place  
your extended family and your daddy’s burying ground, 

in short, all the things you know and understand, 
and go to a place that I will show you,” says God 

—and Abram goes. 
For whatever reason, Abram knows who is talking to him. 
 He trusts the speaker. He believes the speech, 

even though no evidence has been presented  
to go with God’s astounding promise  

that Abram will be a blessing 
and that others will be blessed through him.  

   We know from the rest of Genesis 
         that Abraham is no paper saint. 
  He will have moments of fear and deception-- 
               he will treat his wife horribly and hand her around as his sister 
                    to save his own skin. 
     In this crucial moment, though,  

Abram is silent, decisive, obedient, and faithful, 
   and for this he will be known as the father of faith  

 as well as the father of a multitude. 
 

How was he able to trust God so completely? 
 The truth is that the story has absolutely no interest in that       
  psychological aspect of things. It’s just not going to help us. 
But it’s worth noting that he does not place his trust in God  
 all by himself. Abram has a community with him, 
  his own family and laborers and those that belong to Lot. 
Whatever risks Abram takes  

to embrace the newness he hears in God’s voice, 
 and they are real risks, mind you,  

   he is doing so in the company of other people 
who are doing the same thing with him.  
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Nicodemus, on the other hand, is on his own. 
 He is a leader of the Jews and a Pharisee, 
  meaning he’s one of the religious elites in Jerusalem, 
   but he steps away from that one dark night  
    to go check out this rabbi Jesus he’s heard so much about. 
The darkness matters.  
 It suggests that he doesn’t necessarily  
  want his other circles to know what he’s doing, 
   and that he chooses to do what he does in isolation. 
But he’s heard a lot about this Jesus,  
 enough that he’s confident  
  that Jesus’ extraordinary gifts mean 
   Jesus has been sent from God. 
  It’s an accurate deduction,  
   and his urge to check it out is moving and spirit filled and good,  
    until the conversation goes in directions that he’s mentally    
     unprepared for,  and quite frankly, we’re not prepared for it either. 
 
The story of Nicodemus has words in it that have become slogans 
    catch phrases for Christianity: "Born again" 
            And, of course, it contains the beautiful and familiar John 3:16,  
   "For God so loved the world that God gave the only begotten son, 
           that whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life." 
The chapter and verse numbers John 3:16 have themselves become 
     an abbreviation for Christian faith. 
  But even if there were no slogans in this story 
        that mislead us into thinking that we, like Nicodemus, 
     already know exactly what's going on, 
     even if there were no slogans it really isn't possible  
      to comprehend this story fully in English. 
Jesus’ conversation with Nicodemus  
 is packed with Greek words that have double meanings. 
         You can't hear it in English and get any of the wordplay! 
   We can't over hear the nuance or the poetry 
    of the meeting between Jesus and Nicodemus 
          in the middle of the night. 
The best we can do is hear an explanation 
 that the word in Greek that means born from above, 
  or born into life in the Spirit of God,  
   also means born over again, which hangs Nicodemus up 
    as he tries to sort out the impossible biology. 
[It’s worth pausing to name the wonderful reality 
 that the term “born again" still causes problems today!] 
 
Jesus has a long conversation with Nicodemus. 
 He explains the mysterious workings of God in the human heart 
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  and the life that opens up to those who are willing  
   to shift their point of view, but Nicodemus is a sophisticated,  
    rational man, and he stumbles on his own certainties. 
He started out with all kinds of words  
 about who Jesus is and what Jesus was up to,  
  and he was not wrong as far as he could go,  
   but Nicodemus hits an intellectual barrier that he can’t navigate past.  
    He goes from lots of words to being confused and silenced. 
It matters greatly that Jesus, though frustrated,  
 is not in any way unkind. 
  Perhaps he knows that the best way to help Nicodemus 
   is to muddle him, to leave him in a state  
    where his preconceived ideas of who Jesus is fall short 
     of what Jesus is really offering. 
In the end Nicodemus, like Abram, is silent, before God, 
 which to me signals great hope. 
In my life, at least, when I am silenced by misunderstanding or confusion,   
 that’s when new thoughts and understandings can finally begin, 
  much like the oft told story of the guru on the mountaintop 
   who pours tea into a talky know-it-all’s cup 
    until it spills over the rim and runs into his lap. 
     There is no point in seeking to learn something new 
      if you are already overflowing with your own assumptions. 
 
Abram was able to make the shift, 
 to rely on God wholeheartedly the moment he heard God’s voice. 
Nicodemus can’t shift toward God 
 and he goes home silenced. 
The primary difference as I’ve already pointed out 
 is that one came in darkness alone,  
  the other had a community. 
 
I think I may have shared with you before 
 about my friend Barbara Gifford 
  who founded a ministry to women in prison Georgia. 
She tells a story about a woman serving time  
 in the big penitentiary in Milledgeville. 
        I don't know what her crime was.  I'll call her Sharon. 
Sharon's faith helped her survive her prison term. 
    Her faithfulness was so evident that other prisoners  
        often sought her out when they needed help. 
Sharon herself found support from a minister from an Atlanta church, 
    who felt a special calling to visit prisoners. 
As long as Sharon was in prison 
    he came to see her, counsel her and pray with her. 
When Sharon got out of prison her expectations were high. 
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    She was free, and with the help of God  
         she was determined to start her life over. 
 
But she had trouble finding a job. 
   She was reunited with her children 
       but the transition to being a full-time parent again 
          was harder than she expected. 
Her faith, which had been so strong in prison was faltering. 
    So, one day, when she knew she was way down, 
       she called the minister who had given her so much help. 
Sharon started to tell him what was going on 
    but he cut her short. 
        His comment was shockingly brief and to the point: 
"I can't help you now," he said, and hung up on her. 
     It was clear to her what "now" meant: 
         It meant that helping Sharon was suddenly too risky-- 
             she was not safe behind bars.iii 
The minister could not move out of prison, 
     he could not move into new territory in faith.  
I’ve known this story for a long time, 
 But it just now occurred to me what really happened. 
  I am guessing that minister was doing prison ministry alone, 
   not as part of a team from his church. 
    It was probably his thing, not a congregational commitment. 
If it had been, he may not have been so afraid 
 of offering help to Sharon once she was free. 
  But he was alone, so he was the one who was imprisoned. 
 
 A few months ago I went onto the board of the only  
 historically Black seminary in the PCUSA, Johnson C. Smith.  
  I was surprised to be invited  
   and wondered what someone like me could possibly bring to Smith  
    until I went to my first Board meeting and learned  
     about their commitment to having a diverse board  
      of men and women, clergy and lay people, of every ethnicity 
       from all parts of the U.S. 
I also learned that Smith Seminary, as the school is now called, 
 has started a program to help congregations assist 
  those who are coming out of prison  
   as they transition in to new lives.           
 With 30% of African-American men in the United States spending time in prison,  
  the black community in particular wants to be there to help them transition.  
Bringing grace and new life to people who have been incarcerated  
 is not something to be done alone, it takes a community. 
  Had the pastor Barbara told me about all those years ago  
   had support, he might not have been imprisoned by fear. 



6 
 

 
Beloved, if the future of the church lies in being disciples of Jesus    
 instead of church members, then it also depends on our being disciples  
  together, who together can hear and respond to God’s voice     
   without fear and life each other up and give each other help. 

The gospel is a journey from old securities to new gifts. 
 “Abram heard and went, destined for utter,  
  dangerous, wondrous newness.”iv Nicodemus did too. 
We know from the end of John’s gospel that Nicodemus 
    appeared at Jesus tomb in full daylight 
  with a hundred pounds of spices, 
   a risky and public gesture of love  
    for a man who was already dead. 
Nothing is said about it, but I am guessing Nicodemus made that shift 
 with the support of others who also loved Jesus 
  with whom he could talk and listen and grow in trust and faith.  
That’s what happens when  
 we leave the security of what we once knew  
           and move into the future together with God. AMEN. 
 
 
 
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

i Genesis 11:24 
ii Abram means Father of height or high father; Abraham means Father of a multitude. 
https://www.biblegateway.com/resources/all-men-bible/Abram-Abraham 
iii My Thanks to Barbara Gifford, founder of Prison Ministries with Women, for the true story of "Sharon."   
iv Walter Brueggemann et al, Texts for Preaching, a Lectionary Commentary Based on the NRSV, Year A, p.194. 

                                                 


