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“Into the Fray: God’s Many Names”
John 3:1-17 March 3, 2019

“We have just enough religion to make us hate,  
but not enough to make us love one another.” 

~Jonathan Swift

For several years now, I’ve been in the habit of rereading a 
classic novel during summer vacation. It’s been wonderful to 
rediscover these literary masterpieces in a new chapter of my 
own life. Last year, I returned to Harper Lee’s novel, To Kill a 
Mockingbird. This time around, I was struck by Miss Maudie 
Atkinson, one of Maycomb County’s unheralded saints. 
Miss Maudie is much maligned in Maycomb by the “foot-
washing literalists”, who believe that her beautiful flower 
garden distracts from her study of scripture. However, the 
town’s children learn by experience that Maudie is the most 
Christian woman in town, living her faith with acts of love 
and especially patience with the kids who play among her 
flowers. When they ask her about the gap between what 
they hear in town and see for themselves, this is what she 
says: “Sometimes the Bible in the hand of one man is worse 
than a whisky bottle in the hand of another... There are just 
some kind of men who - who are so busy worrying about the 
next world they’ve never learned to live in this one, and you 
can look down the street and see the results.” i  

And so we can. Throughout this sermon series, we 
have been diving into the fray, exploring some complex 
topics and how we can faithfully respond to them. As I’ve 
prepared these sermons, a central question has provided the 
foundation for each week’s reflection. The question is: how 
do we live in this time in ways that honor our belief in the 
saving grace of Jesus Christ and our affirmation of God’s 
love for all people?

This morning’s topic is no different. This morning I want 
to explore the message of the gospel in a time of interfaith 
engagement, conflict, and understanding. While many of us 
may have grown up in an exclusively Christian environment 

with little or no exposure to those of other faiths, almost 
no one born today will have that experience. So, how do we 
relate to those who come from other faith traditions? It’s an 
important and timely question for all of us.

Often, this broad topic of interfaith engagement is more 
narrowly expressed as a question of the limits of divine grace. 
Which religion is right? Who will be saved? Of course, it is 
far easier to answer such a question in the abstract. But in 
the new religious America, we speak not of a distant group 
of unconverted pagans, but of our neighbors, our friends, 
our classmates and colleagues, members of our own family. 
How does our Christian witness look in this time?

Let’s start here. No matter your perspective, there are 
scripture passages to support it. The Bible is filled with 
meaningful, complex, deeply intricate encounters between 
human beings and God. It is therefore unfortunate that we 
often drag a single word, phrase, or verse from these rich 
contexts and use it to make our argument. This is perhaps 
most common with a verse in this morning’s passage, John 
3:16, which is lifted out of context to answer the question, 
“Who will be saved?” There are many other passages, of 
course, which address salvation, and it is easy to engage in 
scriptural warfare by countering one text with another, all 
the while missing the context. Whichever “side” we are on, 
the problem with this methodology is that it begins with a 
presupposition and goes in search of Biblical support for 
that already-formed opinion. 

But this morning’s text is not about presuppositions or 
proof texts. It is about an encounter, a relationship. John 
sets the scene as Nicodemus, a Jewish legal expert, comes 
to Jesus under the cover of night. Nicodemus has heard of 
Jesus, both his teachings and the miracles he has performed. 
He wants to know more about the divine source of Jesus’ 
power and message. Jesus speaks of the importance of being 
born again, and Nicodemus is puzzled: how can we be born 
after having grown old? Jesus describes this rebirth as a gift 
from God, not something Nicodemus can ever gain or 
achieve. Finally, Jesus invites his new friend into the heart 
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of the greatest mystery of all, the love of a God who sent his 
Son into the world for salvation, not to condemn the world, 
but so that the world might be saved through him. It is not 
a litmus test moment; to lift this verse from its context is 
to miss the point of this tender and probing encounter 
between these two men under the cover of night. It is the 
encounter that makes the words so powerful. 

What does this have to do with us? How can this passage 
inform how we respond to religious diversity? 

I believe the interaction of Jesus and Nicodemus offers 
us a model of engagement that avoids the extremes of 
judgmental exclusivism (repent or burn in hell) and fuzzy 
syncretism that claims no real difference among distinct 
religious traditions. Both extremes make broad assumptions 
without substantial engagement.

What Jesus offers, I believe is a “third way” that I find 
deeply practical for 21st Century Christians. Reformed 
theologian Douglas John Hall calls it confessionalism. It 
begins not with exclusive claims about salvation but with 
personal words of conviction. It involves sacred storytelling 
about the ways our faith has transformed our lives. For 
Christians, this means sharing the love of Jesus Christ and 
the impact that it has had us. And it means listening as 
others share their testimonies as well. 

Every once in a while someone will ask me, “With all 
the world religions, how did you choose Christianity?” 
For me, the most honest answer is that I did not choose 
Christianity. It chose me. As a child, I learned from my 
parents and Sunday school teachers and other trusted 
adults that Jesus loves me and that God knows my name. I 
saw people live in ways that were loving and compassionate 
and full of joy, and I came to understand these values as 
the heart of the Christian faith. When I encountered so-
called Christian messages that conflicted with these values, 
I was disappointed but not convinced. The core of my faith 
remained that central message of God’s love. And so, when 
I speak of my Christian faith, I use the language of love—
it’s my native tongue. I imagine many of you relate to this 
experience, but I know that not all of you do. 

One of the most formative experiences of my life was the 
opportunity to facilitate a course at Duke, titled simply 
“Interfaith Dialogue.” We met once a week for a semester. 
The title set the tone—the course was about dialogue, not 
just information gathering. The eighteen students in the 

course represented seven different religions and eighteen 
different perspectives. Each week, one of the students was 
responsible for leading the discussion and would assign 
the reading in advance. Then, for two hours on a Thursday 
evening, we would talk and we would listen. We would 
share viewpoints that were radically different and often 
surprisingly similar. It was a confessional dialogue. We 
spoke out of love for our own faith tradition. We did not 
try to downplay or erase real differences. We also did not 
belittle perspectives other than our own.

Late in the semester, a columnist for the Chronicle, our 
student newspaper, wrote a piece entitled “The Divine 
Cruelty.” In it, he cited the atrocities and evils committed 
in the name of religion, concluding that, if there was a 
God, then he must be either impotent or cruel. I copied 
the column and brought it to our Thursday evening class. 
It was my orthodox Jewish classmate who spoke up first, 
explaining that he could not blame God when humans 
used religion for such cruelty. The Hindu student echoed 
that statement, noting that, while none of us believed in 
a God who condoned senseless violence, nevertheless all 
our religions had been used to justify it. The evangelical 
Christian across the room described the sinfulness of 
humanity and our separation from the will of God. Each of 
us, in turn, expressed our frustration with those who would 
dismiss God because of how poorly we humans reflect 
the divine call to love one another. Each of our traditions 
called us to care for those in need, to offer hospitality and 
kindness, to live with compassion and love. And, in each 
tradition, there were painful examples of our failure to live 
out that call. It was a powerful witness to me of what is 
possible when community is built among those of different 
perspectives. We oppose, and must oppose any so-called 
religious perspective that leads to hatred and violence. But 
we oppose them as Jesus would—by offering an alternative 
rooted in God’s love. It can be exceedingly difficult, but it 
is the gospel way. 

Which religion is right? That might be the most 
important question to those who, in Ms. Maudie’s words 
are, “so busy worrying about the next world they’ve never 
learned to live in this one.” Let me suggest another question 
for those of us gathered today to consider. It is a deeply 
Presbyterian question. How can God be glorified?

How are we, as committed followers of Jesus Christ, 
called to live in our diverse neighborhoods and the world? 
We are called to live as Jesus lived, embodying the love of 
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God for all people and telling our stories of encounter and 
transformation. We are called to engage those who are 
different, to give witness to the God we know, and to love 
all of God’s beloved children. In my own life, the voices 
and examples that have been most impactful have been 
those offered with honest conviction and open-minded 
humility. This, I believe, is the witness we are called to give 
in a diverse and divided time.

On Tuesday morning, I had the opportunity to meet with 
the leaders of an extraordinary non-profit based in Chicago—
Interfaith Youth Core. Eboo Patel began this organization 
in 2002 with the goal of making interfaith cooperation a 
social norm. I find their work both inspiring and essential. I 
love how Eboo and his team describe interfaith cooperation: 
prioritizing mutually-enriching relationships over a desire to 
find agreement. It’s about an encounter. 

In John’s story of Jesus and Nicodemus, we are given no 
reason to believe that the two will ever be together again. 
But, at the end of the gospel, they are. It is such a brief and 
passing moment that you hardly notice it as you read the 
nineteenth chapter of John. Jesus has been crucified and 
his body is to be prepared for burial. And then this verse: 
“Nicodemus, who had at first come to Jesus by night, also 
came, bringing a mixture of myrrh and aloes, weighing 
about a hundred pounds.” Was it simple kindness for a 
fellow human? Utter transformation into a disciple? Was 
he motivated by a sense of responsibility, or wonder, or 
faith? All John gives us is an image of the Pharisee, teacher 
of the Jewish law lugging one hundred pounds of burial 
spices up the hill to anoint the one who spoke of a God 
who loved the world enough to send the only Son for its 
salvation, who testified to a gracious God whose will is not 
condemnation but salvation.

In the calendar of the church, today is Transfiguration 
Sunday, the day when we remember the mysterious moment 
when Jesus was transformed in the presence of his disciples. 
They did not have an explanation for what happened, 
there was no way to describe it. All those disciples could 
do was receive it as a gift.  For followers of Jesus Christ, 
this is the nature of faith—it comes as a pure gift. We call 
it grace. So, how can we live in ways that honor the grace 
we receive as a gift from God? Not with fearful anxiety or 
judgmental exclusion, but with bold faith, loving action, 
and passionate testimony. In a new religious America, or 
in the religiously diverse ancient Roman world, Christians 
are called to testify to the love of God in Jesus Christ, 

not with smug superiority or self-righteousness. We are 
called to share our faith in the God whose sovereignty and 
majesty are beyond human comprehension, and whose 
gracious promises extend to all. Amen.    

__________________________
i  Harper Lee, To Kill A Mockingbird.


