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The season of Lent calls us to be intentional about our spiritual lives: to spend 

time in prayer, in reading the scriptures, and in self-examination and reflection. 

One could say that Lent calls us to deepen our trust in God.  

 

The theme for this week of Lent is trust, drawn from our readings for today.  

 

In his letter to the Romans, Paul argues that Abraham was justified – made 

right with God – not by anything he did, but by having faith – by trusting 

God’s promise to him. In making this argument, Paul is commenting on a 

passage from Genesis, chapter 15, just a few chapters after our reading from 

the Hebrew Bible for today. Chapter 15 includes the famous scene where God 

shows Abraham a vision – that his descendants will be as numerous as the stars 

in the sky – and after that vision, the scripture tells us that “[Abraham] believed 

the Lord; and the Lord reckoned it to him as righteousness” (Genesis 15:6). 

Paul builds his argument for justification by faith on this line from Genesis. He 

points out that Abraham was considered “righteous” before God officially 

made the covenant with Abraham, so Abraham’s righteousness did not come 

through the law, which was given later, but through his simple trusting in the 

word he heard from God.  

 

In our Gospel passage, Jesus encounters a prominent leader of Israel named 

Nicodemus. Nicodemus goes to visit Jesus by night – perhaps because he does 

not want to be seen associating with this “rabble rouser” in the light of day – 

but the fact that he goes to him at all shows that he is drawn to him in some 

way. He acknowledges that Jesus is “a teacher who has come from God,” 

showing that he does not entirely reject Jesus and his teachings. But Jesus 

doesn’t give Nicodemus any gold stars for acknowledging him as a teacher. 

Instead, he launches into a statement about the importance of being “born from 

above” in order to “see the kingdom of God” (John 3:3).  

 

Jesus can tell that Nicodemus has not yet “gotten it,” so to speak. Perhaps his 

concern with observance of the law has gotten in the way of his understanding 

the deeper spiritual message; we don’t know. But Jesus is not impressed with 

Nicodemus’s tentative praise of him. The passage concludes with one of the 
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most famous lines in Scripture – John 3:16 – “for God so loved the world that 

he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not perish but 

may have eternal life.” Again, we are brought back to the importance of trust – 

everyone who trusts in God will have eternal life, just as Abraham trusted God 

and it was reckoned to him as righteousness. 

 

So, the call to us is to have faith, to believe, to trust God. In Christian circles, 

this idea is often presented as much easier than “earning” our way into 

salvation by our works: “What great news – we are saved by faith alone! All 

we have to do is believe!” But as anyone who has ever struggled with serious 

doubts knows, it is often much easier to do “good works” than it is to believe in 

what are some pretty incredible statements that the church holds up as true. 

This is why plenty of people can go out and feed the hungry and advocate for 

justice but can’t bring themselves to say the Nicene Creed. It is often easier to 

do something than it is to believe something. 

 

I’m very interested in why it is that certain people find it easy to have faith and 

to trust God, while other people find themselves stuck, unable to move past 

their doubt and skepticism to surrender to the life of faith. What made Peter, 

Andrew, James, and John willing to drop everything and follow Jesus when he 

called their names, while Nicodemus was drawn to Jesus, but not willing to 

leave everything to follow him? Why are you all here week after week, active 

in the life of the church, while you may have friends or family members who 

were raised with the same exposure to the church and the Christian faith, who 

are not active in church, and perhaps even skeptical about religion in general? 

What makes it possible for us to trust in God? 

 

I used to believe that faith or trusting in God was entirely a choice: God has 

created us with free will, so we have the freedom to choose faith or to choose 

unbelief. From this perspective, the burden of action is entirely ours. God has 

already acted in history, through the resurrection of Jesus; now it is our choice 

whether we accept or reject that gift of life. 

 

But as my faith developed, I began to question the notion that my faith was 

entirely my choice. Yes, I did choose to follow Jesus when I was a teenager 

and have continued to try to follow him, but why was I drawn to pursue a 

spiritual path at all? I no more chose my natural inclination toward thinking 

theologically than I chose my affinity for strawberries or for the color purple. 

Those things were planted in me from the beginning, it seems, part of my 

personality, something I did nothing to create.  
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So I began to think that perhaps the ability to have faith and trust God at all is a 

gift from God. One commentator on this passage from John points out that just 

as babies do not choose to be born, so we cannot choose to be “born again”1 – 

such an experience is a gift from God that is bestowed on us. 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” (John 3:8). Just as we cannot control the 

wind, we cannot control how God’s Spirit moves in our lives and in the lives of 

others. 

 

Looking at it this way allows us to let go of feeling like the burden is all on us 

– to have faith and to lead others to have faith. A friend who was going through 

a difficult time once told me that she had to believe that God chooses her, 

rather than the other way around. “I CANNOT choose faith right now,” she 

said. “So I have to trust that God chooses me.” From that theological 

perspective, the burden of action is entirely God’s. If we trust God, it is only 

because God has created and planted faith in us. 

 

But that idea is not entirely satisfactory, either, for it runs the risk of falling 

into fatalism and making a mockery of human choice, making us into puppets 

stripped of any kind of real freedom. 

 

Perhaps the truth is somewhere in between those two viewpoints. As good 

Episcopalians, we always look for the via media, a "middle way," between the 

extremes. Maybe trusting in God isn’t entirely our choice or entirely a gift, 

maybe it’s both – somehow both a choice we make and a gift from God.  

 

The problem with the other two scenarios is that in both of them, there is only 

one active party in the equation: either trust is entirely up to us, or trust is 

entirely up to God. But trusting God is a relationship, and a relationship 

requires action by both parties. For a life of faith to flourish, both we and God 

need to act. The key is remembering that we control only our side of the 

relationship.  

 

We can smile and act friendly toward someone, but that does not guarantee that 

that person will become our friend. We cannot control how the other person 

will respond to us. The same is true in our relationship with God. We can pray 

 
1 Dick Donovan, Sermon Writer (www.sermonwriter.com).  

http://www.sermonwriter.com/
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and come to Eucharist and say all the right words and do all the right things, 

but that does not guarantee that in our heart of hearts, we will truly trust and 

feel close to God. We still have to wait for God to show up, for God to act on 

God’s side of the relationship. Despite what our liturgies sometimes lead us to 

believe, we cannot MAKE God show up by saying certain magic words or 

making certain gestures with our hands. God is not a robot or a vending 

machine. We cannot force God’s action in our lives, and we cannot force 

ourselves to trust God. 

 

So perhaps what we are called to do during Lent is not to deepen our trust in 

God, but to deepen our spiritual practice. What we can control is our actions 

and choices on our side of the relationship. We can choose to show up 

wherever it is that we feel most likely to encounter God – in the church, out in 

nature, in the midst of our family and friends – and wait. This might mean we 

spend more time in silence, more time listening rather than speaking in our 

prayer life. But whatever the practices that work best for us, we can do them 

with a posture of openness – perhaps literally, praying with open hands, open 

palms, or metaphorically, opening our hearts – so that we become more 

receptive to God’s presence and action within and around us, so that we are 

primed and prepped to notice when God does choose to show up.  

 

Jesus told 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” (John 3:8). In our life of spiritual 

practice, we are building ourselves a wind turbine, so that when God’s Spirit 

does blow in our lives, we have the mechanism ready to capture its energy and 

allow it to fuel us. 

 

This is what spiritual practice is all about – it is quite literally a practice to 

prepare ourselves to be ready for those moments when we receive a vision, or a 

strong inner sense of God’s call, or a deep abiding sense of God’s love and 

comfort – all of which are pure gifts of grace. We cannot make those 

experiences happen, but we can keep the lines of communication open. And 

that’s all we are asked to do on the spiritual path – to show up, to be open – and 

to leave the rest to God. 

 


