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A. J. Jacobs is a secular Jew and popular author. His “M. O.”, or his method of writing, is to take a particular practice and to immerse himself in it, then to write about the experience. For example, one time he decided he would do nothing but tell the truth – tell the truth about everything, to everyone, and in every situation. The article he wrote about the experience was called, I Think You’re Fat. The title alone pretty much tells you how that year went. 

As I said, Jacobs is Jewish, but he describes himself as a Jew much the same way that Olive Garden is an Italian restaurant – that is, he is Jewish in name only. But he decided to try to live by the law of Moses, every bit of it, literally, every day for a year and then write a book. He was determined not to pick and choose those rules which fit him, but to live by every one of them. He’d live by the whole thing. The book he wrote, A Year of Living Biblically, is fascinating, funny, outrageous, and even poignant. Almost in spite of himself, in the midst of trying to live by all 637 Old Testament laws—an unkempt beard, no mixed fabrics in his clothes, tassels on his coat, pebbles in his hand to throw at the shoes of anyone the law said should be stoned but he didn’t want to hurt anyone—he begins to get it: begins not to appreciate his own religious tradition, begins to wonder if he’s been missing something important about being human.

In an interview with Matt Lauer, Jacobs said that he discovered the Bible to be an incredibly rich and complex book. He said that he could easily devote his entire life to this project, and still not get it all. He also said that he had a wonderful network of advisors – rabbis, ministers, and priests – who helped him along the way. He said that, no matter how rigorously he tried to follow all the rules, he was astounded at how often he sinned… especially when it came to gossiping or coveting. 

Now, his reason for doing this was not simply to write a book. He had recently had a child, and since his own upbringing had not included much in the way of religious education, he wanted to know what might be important to be able to pass on to his own son. So, in a real sense, it was an exercise in intentional faith development… a rather extreme one, to be sure, but intentional faith development nonetheless.

In his encounter with Nicodemus, Jesus was encouraging intentional faith development. Nicodemus was a man who had been intentional about his faith development all his life. His approach was that of A.J. Jacobs – to follow all the rules all the time, as faithfully as he possibly could. Yet, he must have sensed that this was somehow not enough, for he saw in Jesus – what he said and what he did – another dimension that he, Nicodemus, seemed to be missing. Nicodemus told Jesus that he knew that Jesus was a teacher straight from God, because nobody could do all the God-revealing things he did unless God was in it somehow. What Nicodemus saw in Jesus was a closeness to God, a relationship with God, that all of Nicodemus’ rule-following hadn’t brought him.

And Jesus told Nicodemus he was absolutely right. He said no one could enter the kingdom, no one could have that kind of relationship with God, without being “born from above.” Literalist that Nicodemus was, he didn’t understand what Jesus was saying: “How can a man be born when he is old?” Jesus said, “Flesh gives birth to flesh, but Spirit gives birth to spirit.” That is, what you see of a person is flesh – one who grows, who eats, who works, who sleeps, who behaves in this way or in that. But the force that works within, giving that person life, shaping that person into who he or she was created to be, that’s the Spirit, that’s God. It’s not something you can get your arms around. It’s not something you can control. All you can do is to open yourself to its presence and influence. It’s like the wind, which blows where it will. Let the wind of the Spirit guide you, give yourself over to it, and you will have the same relationship with God that I have, that I came to give to all.

What John Wesley came to realize that Nicodemus did not (at least, not right away), was that there were three ways the Spirit works within us to bring us into relationship with God and to help us grow in that relationship. These are three movements of grace, which Wesley identified as Prevenient Grace, Justifying Grace, and Sanctifying Grace. The first is the work of the Spirit within us before we’re even aware of any desire for God in our lives. The second is that work of the Spirit that brings us in line with God, that establishes the first bonds of relationship. And the third is that work of the Spirit that enables us to grow in that relationship. 

And Wesley recognized that these movements of the Spirit were going on all the time. He recognized that people didn’t move smoothly from step one to step two to step three, but that the Spirit was working in us all the time, in all three ways, bringing us to new birth, to new life from above. 

And Wesley recognized one other thing about these movements of the Spirit: that they were easy to ignore. He saw that it was so very easy for each of us to want to take control of the process ourselves, to in effect tame the process. The result was to try to force God to grow in relationship to us rather than us in relationship to God. So the question for Wesley, and for Nicodemus, was: How can these things be? How can we be intentional in our faith development, and at the same time relinquish control over it?

Remember the three things A.J. Jacobs said that he learned from his year of living biblically? He said he learned that he could do that his entire life and still not get it completely covered. He said that he learned that he really needed a network of advisors, others who were on the same quest, although perhaps not in quite the same way. And he said he learned that no matter how much he tried to avoid it, he still sinned appallingly frequently. I think those three insights can be extremely helpful to all of us when it comes to our own intentional faith development.

First of all, intentional faith development is a lifetime endeavor. There is no four-year degree program that will grant you a PhD in faith. There is no course of study that will turn you into a spiritually fully developed human being. No matter how far you progress, there is still more to learn, to discover, to enjoy. It takes a lifetime, and then some. 

So many people have treated this story of Jesus and Nicodemus as if there is a point where it all comes together. They latch on to the phrase “born again” as if it were some kind of once-and-for-all event. “Are you born again?” they will ask. “When did it happen?” “What were the circumstances?” But being born again isn’t the destination of faith, nor is it a once in a lifetime experience. By the way, John Wesley came to understand this, too. He never asked, “Are you perfect?” Instead, he would ask, again and again, “Are you going on to perfection?” 

In the novel, The Shack, the central character, Mackenzie, is having a conversation with the Holy Spirit. Mackenzie is about to go back home, back to his normal life, and he wonders if he will continue to be able to see and talk with the Spirit as he has been doing that weekend at the shack. The Spirit answers: “Of course. You might see me in a piece of art, or music, or silence, or through people, of in Creation, or in your joy or sorrow. My ability to communicate is limitless, living and transforming…. And you will hear and see me in the Bible in fresh ways. Just don’t look for rules or principles; look for relationship – a way of coming to be with us.” Being born again, or born from above, is opening yourself to the presence and leading of the Spirit in your life; and it is a life-long adventure.

Secondly, intentional faith development is not intended to be a solitary enterprise. Since the goal of faith development is a richer relationship with God, it is best undertaken in a web of relationships with others. 

Elaine Pagels writes in her book, Beyond Belief, of going for a run one day through the streets of her community. The run was not just for exercise, but it was to give her a chance to get away and deal with her grief over her son’s terminal illness. As she ran, she felt completely inadequate to the task of dealing with what was happening and what would eventually happen. She passed a church, and felt herself drawn to stop and go inside. Though not a particularly churchy person herself, she was captivated by the service going on before her as she stood in the door. Then it struck her. She was so captivated because she was witnessing a community that, in her words, knew how to deal with death. And she felt a sudden hunger to belong there, to be known there, and to be supported there.

Intentional faith development is best practiced within a community of people who are looking for the same things we are – a closer and richer relationship with God. It’s not that any faith community has all the answers, or that it offers a commodity that will satisfy our hungers, like a fast-food restaurant. I pass a church almost everyday that has a banner out front that reads: Low on Faith? Come in for a Fill Up. That’s just not how it works. A faith community won’t – can’t – give you what you’re hungry for. What it can do is invite you into relationship, and through that relationship you can learn better how to be in relationship with God.

Finally, no amount of rebirth experiences is going to keep you from slipping and falling. You can have a string of Sunday school pins from your lapel to your knees, and that will give you no immunity from sin. You will be appalled by what you do and what you are capable of. You will be discouraged, because, you will think, “I have come so far, how could I have done such a thing or said such a thing?” It will leave you feeling that all of your growth in faith has meant nothing. 

So my final word to you this morning about intentional faith development is, don’t be so hard on yourself. Do you know why God arranged things so that we have to forgive others before we can be forgiven? It’s not just one more rule for us to have to follow. No. We have to forgive others so that we can allow ourselves to be forgiven. We have to really see that we’re no better or worse than anyone else. 

You can’t quite grasp this “born again” stuff? Well, don’t worry about it, because it’s not up to you anyway. Are you worried that you just don’t seem to have the faith you see in others, or that you’re not making the progress you think you ought to be making? God is far more patient with us than we are with ourselves.

