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“Life as Worship: Learning Moments” 

Texts: Genesis 12:1-4 and John 3:1-17 

 

This morning we continue our Lenten sermon series related to the ways our Sunday morning 

worship impacts our weekly activities.  Part of worship is intended to be a learning experience.  

Again this week I am reminded of how we join together to pray the Lord’s Prayer each Sunday.  

That prayer was Jesus’ response to the disciples recognizing the significance of prayer in Jesus’ 

life and wanting that same experience in their lives.  The disciples said, “Lord, teach us to pray.”  

And so he gave them those words.  It is not the only way to pray, but it is a model intended to 

guide us in our own individual prayers.  Saying that prayer teaches us how to pray.  There are 

other teachable moments in our worship service.  One might argue that singing hymns together is 

a model for how to unite our voices in praise.  Doing so reminds us how powerful we can be 

together when we work together.  The sermon and children’s sermons are teachable moments, 

opening new insights into the scriptures and helping to interpret them both in their original 

context but also in light of our modern circumstances.  What we learn on Sunday morning 

enlarges our faith to continue to be open to where the Holy Spirit guides our lives.  So, this 

morning, let us explore these facets of our Sunday morning worship and how they impact our 

daily lives. 

 

Let us begin with a prayer:  Loving God, we come before you with the humility of lifelong 

learners.  We delight in practicing our faith and sharing what we have learned through the 

years.  We are humbled and grateful that there are folks who look to us as a mentor or 

example.  But we are also students.  There is much we do not know, much yet to be learned.  

So teach us here today and throughout this week.  Open our hearts and minds to the 

wisdom that is hidden in every experience and the opportunities we have to learn and grow 

emotionally and spiritually.  Amen. 

 

30 years ago, Child Psychologist Robert Coles wrote the powerful book, “The Spiritual Life of 

Children.”  In it, he interviewed children from various cultures and religious backgrounds to 

explore their faith.  He found that their questions were profound and their concerns were 

thought-provoking.  One of the things I appreciate about the book is that Coles lets the children 

ask their questions without having to provide an answer. 

 

In one interview with several children present, they were talking about church.  They expressed 

important thoughts like not understanding what was going on, feeling tired during the service, 

wondering why they had to be there each week.  One of the children responded that he thought it 

made God happy when we came to church.  This led the children to question what makes God 

happy.  They sat together in silence pondering the question.  They never really answered the 

question by acknowledging that they didn’t know, but concluded that if God could be happy then 



God might also be sad.  And this led to further reflection pondering what makes God happy and 

what makes God sad.   

 

These are the profound questions that we wrestle with throughout our lives.  These are the kinds 

of questions we pursue throughout our lives.  In most cases we will not find certainty, but we 

will find a mixture of faith and mystery.  We will come to the conclusion that it is good to keep 

asking questions, but we don’t have to have all the answers. 

 

We might like the certainty of the little girl who was drawing a picture in Sunday School.  When 

her teacher asked what she was drawing, the girl replied, “It is a picture of God.”  The teacher 

gently said, “But no one knows what God looks like.” 

 

Looking up from her drawing the little girl said confidently, “They will when I’m done.” 

 

I appreciate that confidence.  More often than not, I find myself like the children asking the deep 

questions and sitting in silence continuing to ponder the answers.  And I have become 

comfortable with mystery that leaves room for both understanding and uncertainty.  It allows me 

to keep digging deeper, to continue to ask questions, to believe that there are new insights to be 

gained from every moment of life. 

 

While working as a chaplain at a nursing home, I remember the feeling inadequate to position of 

leadership I had been given.  I questioned what I could possibly offer to these wonderful folks.  

How many times had they heard a sermon on the 23rd psalm and what more could I possibly add?  

How many sermons had they heard on John 3:16?  And more deeply than those questions, I felt 

like it would be better for me to be still and listen for their wisdom than to try to offer something 

into the profound silence.   

 

At that time, I learned to trust that God speaks and works through each of us.  Though I might 

not know what I had to offer, I had to accept that I had something.  Likewise, I learned that it 

was appropriate to listen with that same humility for everyone I met had something to teach me 

as well.  Each and every day, God has something new to teach us. 

 

I think this is one of the things I find appealing about the reading from John’s gospel. It says that 

Nicodemus, a Pharisee, came to Jesus at night.  Some have speculated that he did this so that no 

one would see him or know that he had consulted Jesus.  There was something subversive about 

a Pharisee coming inconspicuously. 

 

But commentaries will note that the night was a time for learning.  It was a time when the hectic 

pace of life slowed down and one could ask questions, listen and learn without distractions.  I 

prefer to think this is the reason Nicodemus came at night.  He could ask honest and sincere 

questions and learn from the one he called teacher.   

 

In the same way, we step away from our busy schedules to be present with God in this holy 

place.  For a brief time, we let go of all the busy calendar of events and listen for the things God 

would teach us.  And, like Nicodemus, we discover that wisdom in many forms.  We learn 

through sermons that both comfort and challenge.  We learn through prayers that guide our 



spirits and open our hearts to the new directions God has for us.  We learn through children’s 

sermons and getting to overhear the gospel through their insights. 

 

It is possible that we might take it for granted when the children pray, but I think that is 

incredibly powerful.  How often have you been in a meeting or at an event where someone says, 

“Would someone like to lead us in prayer?”  No sooner are those words spoken than most folks 

are looking down at their shoes hoping that they are not called upon.  But what we experience 

through the children’s sermon is the reminder that prayers don’t have to be filled with deep 

theological jargon.  “Thank you God for this day and for my friends and family” may say it all 

perfectly.  What we are learning each Sunday is that praying is something we can all do and it is 

the children who model this for us. 

 

Nicodemus sat down with Jesus, likely with others present as well listening and learning.  Part of 

their conversation surrounded a phrase that can have several different meanings.  Jesus said that 

we must be born again, or born anew, or born from above.  Any of these understandings are 

correct.  Speaking to a Pharisee, this would have been a profound phrase and Nicodemus will 

question what he means by this.   

 

Jesus responds by talking about the work of the Spirit.  For those who may have seen the video 

devotion this week, the word for spirit can also mean wind.  God’s Spirit is always at work in our 

lives, unseen like the wind, but shaping and guiding our lives.  To be born anew or born again is 

to be constantly changing, growing.  It is to be open to new directions, new insights.  What Jesus 

is describing is a faith that doesn’t presume to have everything figured out, but a faith that 

changes and grows every day. 

 

That sounds so easy, until you have to put it into practice.  When we are open to the Spirit of 

God, we have to be prepared for the possibility that God will call us into unexpected places.  

This was the case in our other reading about the couple we will come to know as Abraham and 

Sarah.   

 

Abraham and Sarah were living in the relative comfort of their homeland, Haran.  They were 

surrounded by family and friends, likely to follow in the footsteps of their ancestors as they lived 

and worked and played in this place they had called home. 

 

But Abraham heard a voice saying, “I want you to leave this place and go to a land that I will 

show you.”  In that brief statement there are several things that jump out.  The first is the 

omission of any questions on the part of Abraham.  He didn’t ask God to be more specific.  He 

didn’t ask what they would do when they got to this unnamed place.  And he didn’t ask to see a 

map of where they were going, although he was a man, so perhaps this is not too surprising. 

 

Bruce Feiler, author of a book about Abraham says that the request by God is extraordinary for 

anyone, but “it’s made even more profound by the fact that he’s aging, that his wife is barren, 

and that he doesn’t even know where he’s going.” 

 

More impressive, I believe, is the fact that Sarah didn’t hear the voice but agreed to leave 

everything behind.  What an incredible faith!  Together they will leave behind the comfort of 



family and friends, the safety of people who know them and venture into the mystery that God 

has placed before them. 

 

It reminds me of a quote from Charles Dubois who once said, “The important thing is to be able 

at any moment to sacrifice what we are for what we might become.”  That is what Abraham and 

Sarah are doing.  They are putting it all on the line.  Succeed or fail, they are stepping out in faith 

trusting that God will continue to guide them. 

 

Along with the hymns we sing and the prayers we pray, part of worship is about learning 

together.  We hear those familiar stories of Abraham and Sarah, of Nicodemus and the disciples.  

And we come to understand that their story is not unlike our own.  We are called to step out in 

faith, each in our own way.  God is always guiding and challenging us, inviting us to new 

adventures and showing us new possibilities.   

 

You will recall the story of the Israelites as they fled slavery in Egypt.  They had not gone far 

before they encountered what seemed like an insurmountable obstacle.  They had the pursuing 

Egyptian army on one side and the Red Sea on the other.  And based upon the story, we are told 

that they crossed safely through the waters.  But Jewish Midrash offers some explanation of how 

that happened. 

 

It is said that that waters didn’t just part at the command of Moses.  Instead, Jewish teaching 

suggests that the waters didn’t part until one person was brave enough to step into the waters.  

Only then did the waters move to the side.  It took someone willing to risk stepping into the 

unknown, trusting that God would provide a way, before the waters separated. 

 

In worship, we hear these stories only to be reminded that there is a bit of Nicodemus and 

Abraham and Sarah within us all.  These are our spiritual ancestors.  Their faith inspires our 

faith.  They were willing to listen and learn, to sit at Jesus’ feet and discover that God’s Spirit is 

invitational, calling us to new endeavors.  This is true for us as individuals and it is true for us as 

a church. 

 

And there is a bit of Abraham and Sarah within us that finds the courage to take those scary steps 

into the unknown, trusting that God will be there to guide us.  Together we listen, we learn and 

we live that faith in profound ways together. 


