
 

 

“FAITH’S  AMBIGUITIES” 
John 14:1-14 

Easter V                     5/22/11 
Shepherd by the Sea, Gualala 

 
I knew a lot more when I was a teen-ager than I do now . . . then I was really smart . . . however,  
along the way of my journey in faith . . . something happened to all that brilliance . . . it got lost 
in the shuffling that goes on in life . . . those concepts which at one time seemed absolute and 
absolutely essential lost the luster of certainty and came to be more confusing than comforting . . 
. and so it is that through the years I have come to believe fewer and fewer of the original 
foundations of my faith . . . those facets of my growing up in the church, growing into Scripture, 
and in the living-out of the faith of my forefathers and foremothers . . . however in that loss of 
childhood arrogance I now believe more deeply those truths which are left.  They are the 
residue of testing reality against theological pronouncements . . . the result of casting out the 
long-held, and cherished, beliefs of my childhood in favor of a more critical examination of life 
lived in both the asked-for, and the unasked-for, presence of God . . . that experience of the 
Hound of Heaven in the secret places of my soul together with the not-so-secret corners in the 
blackness of my heart and the convoluted labyrinth of my mind. 
 
I’ surprised to see you here this morning.  The world was to have ended yesterday.  It said so 
on the billboard, in bold type, impossible to miss:  “JUDGMENT DAY:  MAY 21.”   
(Harold Camping) 
 
For a brief moment I thought if someone wanted to pay a lot of money to warn me, I really ought 
to take it seriously.  But I didn’t.   That person or those persons are a lot more certain than I 
am, of things of which we can’t be certain. 
 
Nevertheless . . . arrogance and certainty are hard to put aside . . . and not every person either 
wishes to do so or can do so. 
 
While it would be much simpler to rest on the unquestioned and unexamined foundation of 
yesterday, it would also be intellectually dishonest and, at the worst, unfaithful to the faith.  If 
questions had not been asked, we’d not have had a Martin Luther, a Charles Wesley, a Fanny 
Crosby . . . nor would we have had that great reformer of the Roman Catholic Church, (Pope) 
John Paul, II.  Nor would we have the ancient method of rabbinical discourse.  We’d not have 
the creeds we use in our liturgy . . . . 
 
We’d not have the parables of Jesus either . . . most of which were told in response to a question 
or two asked of Jesus to test, to clarify, or to challenge. 
 
So, today, we face this question, “What are we to do with the Gospel of John and with what it 
has given us?” 
 
What can we say about, and what can we make of, verses such as: 
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If in my name you ask me for anything, I will do it (Jn 14:14). 

Very truly, I tell you, the one who believes in me will also do the works that I do and, in 
fact, will do greater works than these (12). 

Whoever has seen me has seen the Father (9). 
Lord, show us the Father and we will be satisfied (8). 

I am the way, the truth and the life.  No one comes to the Father except through me (6). 
Do not let your hearts be troubled.  Believe in God, believe also in me . . . I will come 
again and will take you to myself, so that where I am, there you may be also (1, 3). 

 
Annie Dillard wrote (Teaching a Stone to Talk) that we ought to wear crash helmets while sitting 
in the pew listening to words like these. 
 
Just what is the truth we ought to seek when reading these words . . . and, for that matter, all of 
Scripture? 
 
Growing up cradled in Swedish Lutheran piety, the hottest and heaviest arguments we had about 
our faith included: 
  
Is extemporaneous prayer more prayer-ful than a written one? 

Does God hear silent prayer more clearly than a spoken one? 
Is infant baptism effective, or is adult baptism by immersion the only way to do it faithfully? 
 
Then there were the legalistic fights we carried on with great passion: 
 
Is dancing by its very nature sinful? 

Is it a sin to go to a movie on Sunday? 
If drinking alcohol is a sin, why do we serve wine in church? 
 
While these were the emphases of our fights then, they have carried over into the church today 
with inter- and intra- church warfare over homosexuality, abortion and how our nation’s leaders 
did, or do, justify their decisions by their pointed use of Scripture. 
 
What do we emphasize . . . . 
 

“Ask me for anything” or “The one who believes in me will do greater works?” 
Do we emphasize “Show us the Father” or “Whoever has seen me has seen the Father?” 

Do we emphasize “In my father’s house are many dwelling places” or “Where I am you 
may be also?” 

 
Lastly . . . do we emphasize “I am the way, the truth and the life” or do we with stubborn and 
telling tenacity, hammer people with “No one comes to the Father except through me?” 
 
I suspect that the truly great arguments and fights in the church come down to the question of 
which words and truths we select as the words and the truths . . .  
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Back in 1960 when the articles were being debated and formed which would become the 
foundation of the then-new Lutheran Church in America, the central core of the fight rested on 
these two phrases: 

The Bible IS the Word of God . . .  
The Bible CONTAINS the Word of God. 

 
The billboard people would plead the first . . . they are the IS people. 
 
I’m betting my life on the second . . . CONTAINS. 
 
You will remember about four years ago when Jeremiah Wright was front-page news . . . for his 
hard preaching about the sins of America.  He was pastor at Trinity United Church of Christ for 
36 years, and, at that time, pastor to then-Senator Barack Obama.  The new pastor of Trinity, 
Otis Moss, III, calculated in retrospect that on Sunday mornings alone Pastor Wright had spoken 
for 207,792 minutes.  The video clips that were shown endlessly on YouTube at that time 
represented 15 to 20 seconds of Wright’s preaching.  [That’s about 0.0000012 per cent] . . . 
that’s .12 billionths of one percent of his preaching ministry. . . it’s one tiny drop of oil in a 55 
gallon drum  
. . . it’s one grain of sand on a ten-mile beach . . . and for that minuscule sample he, and those 
who followed him, were being judged mercilessly and harshly.  While those who judged him 
may not have chosen the words Wright chose . . . neither have those who judged him grew a 
congregation in the ghetto area of Chicago from 87 members to 8,000. 
 
I personally hold no brief for Wright or his preaching . . . however it would have been well for 
his detractors to have recognized that Wright’s parish included hundreds of boarded-up 
buildings, thousands of people living in abject poverty, and whose parishioners faced the deadly 
downpour of racism on a daily – a minute-by-minute - basis.  His people lived with 
awful-quality education, if they had any at all, and the health care they got was from nothing to 
zero.   
 
Wright found his voice each week, and he preached from Psalm 106 on Easter Sundays:  “O 
give thanks to the Lord, for he is good, his love endures forever.”  Jeremiah Wright spoke in the 
context of his people, and he spoke to the context in which his people existed. 
 
Context is overlooked by the IS people. 
 
That’s what got the prophets of old into deep trouble as well . . . they spoke to their people in the 
context of their world. 
 
It truly is a matter of where one places the emphasis . . . and each of us, by tradition and by habit, 
knowingly, and unknowingly, places the emphasis where it serves us best. 
 
Is it short-sightedness . . . that minimal vision with which we are afflicted by birth . . . that 
myopia gleaned from those who have taught us . . . as well as our own by the prejudices with 



 

 

which we blind our own eyes . . . is this a part of whatever is original sin? 
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It is as easy as it is destructive to pick and choose our way through the words of Scripture in 
order to prove a cherished and favored point. 
  
So we spend time trying to decide who is in and who is out (no one comes to the Father but by 
me) instead of investing our time, our energy and our faith following the One who is The Way. 
 
Would there be enough time to wonder what our room furnishings will be like in heaven if we 
decided instead to enjoy, and deepen, our walk with the Savior, day by day.  Is it our task to 
serve as God’s gatekeeper or is our call to do the Will of God? 
 
If God is present in all of Creation how much time ought we spend trying to prove how God 
pulled it all off?  And if God is, indeed, present in all of creation . . . if God is present in all of 
the daily miracles of human love and expressions of compassion . . . if God is present in the 
hopes and aspirations of all who seek after God . . . even those not like us . . . can we look at 
these things . . . and in them see God? 
 
“Have I been with you all this time and still you do not know me?”  This may be as good as it 
gets . . . and it may be all we are going to get as far as the miracles of faith are concerned. 
 
If we dare to back off on the exclusivity thing . . . if we dare to back off on believing we are the 
deciders in chief on God’s behalf . . . if we dare to back off on arguing about written or 
extemporaneous prayer . . . if we dare to back away from the details of baptism . . . if we dare to 
back off from those miniscule YouTube spots which constipate the airways of our faith . . . if we 
dare to back off from the shouting exclamation points and the screaming spectaculars . . . if we 
dare to back away from our judgmentalism and get rid of the logs in our eyes . . . if we dared to 
quit putting up billboards of self-righteousness and arrogance . . . then we might have enough 
time, and we might have enough courage, to see God in the boarded-up buildings of our life . . . 
to see God in the beggar’s sign on the freeway exit. 
 
Nevertheless we then get slammed with “If you ask anything in my name . . .”  However there’s 
more . . . but only if we decide to quit the “Poor me” lament . . . and hear the rest of the story:   
“greater works than these.” 
 
And that greater work?  “Love one another as I have loved you.” 
 
Possibly impossible . . . or . . . maybe . . . impossibly possible. 
 
Wright’s message, in context, spoke for itself . . .  
 
Your message . . . and mine . . . in the context of living out our call . . . also speaks for itself. 
  
In many churches this morning, as we did here, will be read the 31

st
 Psalm:   
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“In you, O Lord, I take refuge . . . into your hands I commend my spirit . . . take me out 
of the net (my foes) have set for me . . . my times are in your hand . . .” 

 
Spoken prayer of faith . . . silent prayer of the soul . . .  
 
Following that reading comes the one from I Peter: 

“You are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own people in order that 
you may proclaim the acts of him who called you out of darkness into his marvelous 
light.  Once you were not a people, but now you are God’s people; once you had not 
received mercy, but now you have received mercy.” 

 
Spoken prayer of faith.  Silent gift of grace. 
 
Our call is to proclaim the Good News . . . no one is ever argued and arm-wrestled into the 
Kingdom by angry words . . . no one is battered and badgered into the kingdom by a shouting 
billboard . . .  
 
And so . . . if you were to ask me what it is I’ve discarded and what I’ve kept . . . it’d be really 
difficult to remember all the stuff I’ve thrown out . . . there’s a huge rubbish pile of exceptionally 
important and truly irrelevant thoughts out in the backyard of my faith . . . and it’s simple enough 
to speak of what I’ve kept . . . and what I have kept is the first four words of Scripture:  “In the 
beginning, God”. 
 
My sin is that I dare to conclude that everything after that . . . all of Scripture . . . and all of life  
. . . become commentary upon the great and absolute cry of faith confessed in those four words. 
The living Word of the Living God . . . contained in Scripture: 
 

In the beginning . . . God.   
 
In the beginning, the Alpha . . . with the Omega, for each of us still yet here, the Omega is yet to 
come . . . it is at that time we will then see less darkly . . . and, maybe, even less argumentatively 
and less arrogantly . . . at that time with final certainty . . . we shall see even face to face.  Until 
that time the only certainty we have as God at the beginning and God at the end.  The middle 
ground is filled with delightful, faithing, ambiguity. 
 
Somewhere along my journey of life and faith I decided I ought not to remain stuck as a real 
smart teen-ager . . . I decided that I don’t hold the truth . . . I decided I can only seek after the 
truth . . .  
 
Amen . . .  
 
(Some seed thoughts for this message came from William Brosend, Episcopal Priest and 



 

 

Professor of Homiletics.  Christian Century, 4/8/08, page 21). 


