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Jean Vanier – died earlier this year. He was a Canadian philosopher, theologian and 
humanitarian… Founder of L’Arche – communities for those with disabilities and those who 
assist them. He wrote this book, Drawn into the Mystery of Jesus through the Gospel of John… 
the girls who have professed their faith will be reading pieces of Vanier’s comments on John 3. 
 
 There is something about young people making a public profession of faith that is a 

milestone in their independence. In this case, for these young people, it is a time that they say, 

this faith isn’t just my parents’ faith. This faith is my faith. I don’t only have a relationship to 

Jesus because my parents have a relationship to Jesus. I have my own relationship to Jesus. I 

am not just a recipient of the covenant promises I received in my baptism; I embrace those 



promises and commit to being an active part of the covenant community. There is something 

important and necessary about this independence.  

 Jean Vanier writes:  

“Ever since we were young, we have been taught to be autonomous 
And to work towards independence. 
We have been taught to be competent 
And to plan our way through life, 
Sometimes with clear moral and religious certitudes. 
Such certitude gives security. 
We are encouraged to take control of things 
And have power over our lives, 
And this is both important and necessary” (76). 
 
 Nicodemus is someone who had been taught, ever since he was very young, to follow 

the law. And he followed it so well, that he became a part of the Jewish ruling council – or what 

was called the Sanhedrin. The Great Sanhedrin was a group of 71 rabbis and priests who were 

kind of a like a supreme court. They knew all the rules. Nicodemus knew all the rules. He knew 

all the right kinds of things – all the clear moral and religious certitudes – things you could be 

certain about. He came at night to Jesus and after addressing Jesus with the title, Rabbi, his first 

words were about what he knew. “We know that you are a teacher that has come from God” 

(John 3:2). 

 Nicodemus also knew something about human biology and about how we only come 

through the birth canal once in our lifetimes and it is before we have any capacity to remember 

it.  

 Nicodemus knew things. He even knew true things. And he held tightly to knowing these 

true things. After all, knowledge is power. After all, the truth sets you free.  

Unfortunately, though, it doesn’t seem like Nicodemus’s knowledge was getting him 

where he needed to go, and the truth he knew was smaller than the truth that Jesus had for 

him. Jesus knows that Nicodemus is one of a group of people who, at this point, do not seem to 

be able to get beyond a certain understanding of truth. “You are Israel’s teacher,” said 

Jesus, “and do you not understand these things?  Very truly I tell you, we speak of what we 

know, and we testify to what we have seen, but still you people do not accept our testimony. I 



have spoken to you of earthly things and you do not believe; how then will you believe if I 

speak of heavenly things” (John 3:10-12). 

This reminds me of my friend and former colleague, Kathy. Kathy is a church order / 

church polity expert… so whenever anyone at Synod has a question about church order or 

church polity, they look to Kathy… sometimes Kathy has to explain things over and over again… 

kind of like Jesus explained things over and over again. Out of love for Kathy and admission of 

the complexities of church polity, someone made this meme: “I can explain it to you again, if 

you like, but I cannot understand it for you.”  

 
Jesus may have felt this way about Nicodemus and the other Pharisees… I can explain it to you 

again and again… but I cannot understand it for you…  

And you cannot understand it either, if you rely on your own understanding and your 

own certainty and your own narrow interpretation of the laws. 

 Again, Jean Vanier: 

“Certitudes and law can … close us up in ourselves 
In the self-satisfaction of knowledge, 
Of feeling righteous and superior. 
They can prevent us from listening to people, 
And being open to new ways of God. 
They can wound the childlike attitudes of wonderment 
And stifle the longing for the Spirit. 
Those who live only out of certitudes and the law, 
Who hide behind the law, 



Tend to control others…  
Certitudes and power are seductive. 
They give security and a feeling of existing, even an identity; 
We are someone if we have certitudes and power” (79). 
 
 I ran across a note written by someone who knew a lot of things. A woman received this 

note anonymously in the mail.1  

 
This unnamed neighbour knows some things. He or she knows what trash does to property 

values. He or she knows how much effort it would take for them to clean up the yard. He or she 

also correctly spelled affecting, which is, I admit, pretty impressive. This neighbor knows things. 

They even know true things. 

 But here’s the thing – what this person knows seems to be closing them in on 

themselves. What this person knows seems to be placing them in a position of righteous 

superiority. We see here some powerful language and an obvious attempt to control others. 

 
1 https://themighty.com/2019/08/note-clean-up-house-randa-ragland-cancer/ 



 When we notice something that bothers us or we don’t understand, we could run to 

what we know – we could run to the law… We could use the things that we know as weapons 

to attempt to put people in their place or control their behaviour…   

But what if, when we encounter something that we don’t understand or that bothers us, 

what if we adopt a posture of not knowing – a posture of being curious and compassionate 

about what might be going on. This posture would have been appropriate for Nicodemus, and if 

we read further in Scripture – and read that he helped Joseph of Arimathea bury Jesus, we may 

even conclude that he did open himself up to the bigger truth that Jesus was trying to teach 

him. Perhaps his question, “How can this be?” (v. 9) carried the seed of the tone of Mary’s 

wonderment when she asked Gabriel about her conceiving Jesus. “How can this by, since I am a 

virgin” (Luke 1:34)? We don’t know. 

 But, this neighbour - - if this neighbour had adopted a posture of curiosity and 

compassion… a posture of not being so certain – a posture of not knowing, they might have 

learned that the woman who lived in this house, Randa, and her husband, have five children 

and that their youngest son, Jaxen, is 3 years old, is autistic, nonverbal and now has stage 4 

neuroblastoma. He’s been hospitalized 20 times and had 7 surgeries. 

 
 Randa ended up posting this note online and saying, “A year ago, I would have been so 

angry from this note. But I truly don’t have the energy for that kind of negativity. Try being kind 



to your neighbor or the stranger you let in when there’s traffic. Say hello to people. Just 

kindness.” 

 This post caught the attention of people in her community – people who didn’t know 

her, but decided to help. They called themselves Jaxen’s Army and they cleaned up her yard 

and a set up a fundraiser for household and school supplies.  

 
 Jean Vanier:  

 “In the face of the certitudes, the ‘we know’ of Nicodemus, 
Jesus proposes another way: 
The way of ‘not knowing,’ 
Of being born from ‘above.’ 
That means becoming like a child again, a child of God, 
A new person, 
Listening to the Spirit of God and letting ourselves be guided by the Spirit” (75). 
 
 This group of people listened to the Spirit and let themselves be guided by the Spirit. In 

fact, Randa said, “My husband is actually getting his faith back in God from all this.”  

 This the wind blowing wherever it pleases. This is a heavenly thing. This is Spirit giving 

birth to Spirit.  

 So, there is a kind of knowing and certainty that is a problem – and Jesus calls us away 

from that to a vulnerable and childlike uncertainty and unknowing. 



 But I want to finish with the kind of certainty that Jesus does call us to.  There is a kind of 

knowing and a kind of belief that Jesus invites us to. He starts it off in the strangest way when 

he says, “Just as Moses lifted up the snake in the wilderness, so the Son of Man must be lifted 

up, that everyone who believes may have eternal life in him” (John 3:15). Jesus reminds and all 

of us of the story from the book of Numbers (ch. 21) when, in the midst of a plague of snakes 

biting and killing people, the Lord asked Moses to put a snake on a pole and said that the 

people who turned their eyes on that snake would live… So, also, Jesus is inviting us to turn our 

eyes to him on the cross, to look our deepest and scariest fears straight in the face and in 

looking at him, find life beyond death. 

 “For God so loved the world, Jesus says, that he gave his one and only Son, that 

whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life. For God did not send his Son into 

the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through him” (John 3:16-17). 

 Now, there is a lot that we can unpack in these verses. But, today I want you to notice 

something rather simple. Our life – our eternal life that begins already now – is not wrapped up 

in us believing the right things – in us knowing with certainty the right doctrines and the right 

catechism questions and answers – as helpful as those things are… no, the belief that God 

grows in us is a belief IN JESUS… a trust in Jesus. Sometimes we think profession of faith is 

about knowing the right things… a believing THAT… It’s partly that… Do you believe that Jesus is 

the son of God sent to redeem the world. Do you believe that the Bible is the Word of God 

revealing Christ… but don’t miss what I would say is the most important thing, the thing that 

reflects John 3:16 best: “Do you love and trust Jesus and do you embrace him as Lord of your 

life?” Do you embrace him as the one who sees the messiness of your life and instead of saying, 

“Who would want to buy a house near you and look at that daily?”, he says, “I am the letter – 

the word – that is going to become flesh and move right into your neighbourhood… and I’m not 

just going to come and fix your mess, I am going to be with you forever.” Your profession of 

faith is publicly saying that you are in a relationship with Jesus, and you are committed to one 

another. 

 Jean Vanier: 

 



“This gospel is about growing in trust, 
Growing in a relationship of love with Jesus. 
Belief is not trusting and adhering to an abstract doctrine, 
It is believing and trusting in the person of Jesus and in his words… 
This is the gift of God, the gift of new life, 
Given to us as a tiny seed when we are baptized, 
Cleansed by water and the Spirit. 
This seed needs to be nourished in order to grow gradually, 
Often through pain, 
Into an unconditional surrender to God” (84). 
 
 The belief and trust happens only in community. God so loved THE WORLD… living in the 

light means living in community… and looking for the light of God in others. A community of 

people that looks at each other and says, “Hey, what can we do together to make life better 

and easier for Randa and Jaxen and her other kids and her husband.” If strangers can do this 

together what else, what next can we do together in relationship with the Father, Son, and Holy 

Spirit? 

 

Video story of Randa, Jaxen and Jaxen’s army: 

https://www.cbs42.com/news/local/pinson-woman-who-received-nasty-note-inundated-with-
support-from-around-the-world/ 
 
 
 
 
 


