
Lent 2 

Faith. 

What is it? How does it relate to your daily life? Or reason? Does faith just set up a parallel 
universe to what we might call reality? Isn’t this what Jesus was talking about with 
Nicodemus when he  says,  Nicodemus  did not know heavenly things – only earthly things. 
What are these heavenly and earthly things, and where and how do the two intersect? 

And what of Abraham and Sarah – at this stage called Abram and Sarai. What is this faith 
that led them to leave from Haran and move to a yet unspecified place which the Lord 
would eventually show them; and there be a great nation. As Saint Paul says of this move by 
Abraham – his faith was reckoned to him as righteousness. Paul uses Abraham as an 
illustration that faith, and not works – if you like earthly things – is that which is required in 
having a relationship with God. 

For Jesus and Paul these heavenly things are seen to be more significant than earthly 
things? Is this what faith is about? 

Let us imagine a different situation. 

Somewhere in northern Syria today, near the border with Turkey, Mohammed and his 
family live – or try to live. (Haran, where Abram and Sarai lived, is actually located in this 
part of the world.) You cannot imagine the horror and terror Mohammed and his family 
endure living in this location. This place is on a vital route for the millions, as I understand it, 
of Syrians seeking or have sought, refuge in Turkey. It is today a place of contention, battle 
and death between the Assad regime and the various opposition forces.  In fact Mohammed 
himself has been a part of this opposition and already close relations have been killed in the 
conflict because of his families’ political alignment.  It is a dire situation. 

Mohammed, with nothing, decides that he needs to seek a different life, a new life – he 
wishes to start again with his wife and family. They leave this latter day Haran seeking 
refuge. He knows not where, but let us say, he has heard of opportunities to settle in 
Australia. 

By all accounts Abram and Sarai were not fleeing persecution. Indeed they were probably 
quite prosperous. They had a good and established life in Haran. They had migrated before. 
They had come up from Ur, a famous centre on the lower Euphrates River –  downstream 
from Babylon.  Still it would have been a wrench, a huge wrench for Abram and his family to 
move. Yet there is in the biblical account simply the command, the word, “Go from your 
country and your father’s house and your country to a land I will show you.” And he and 
Sarai go.  It is like God has spoken, yet again, in this book of beginnings, this book of Genesis 
– that there will be a new beginning – after the various problems with Adam and Eve, the 
issues leading up to the flood and then the disaster with the tower of Babel.  As our opening 
hymn, morning has broken said, here again is the possibility of a new creation, a new 
morning “springing fresh from the word”. The word of God is: ‘go!’ 

And to this word Abram responds. 



Why? Was it that he would get a new land, his name would be great that he would be the 
founder of a mighty nation which in turn would be a blessing to all of the families of the 
earth.  Was Abram going because he was responding, as if to a tawdry advertisment on TV 
holding out all sorts of promises of fame and greatness if one bought a particular 
product? Or he had done the business case: and it looked good. Or was he going to go – 
anyway, because first and foremost he needed to respond to God’s word, and that these 
things that were said – new land, founder of a great nation fame etc etc were 
not  incentives, but  seemingly farfetched consequences of  his simple faithfulness? 

And consider Mohammed. Does he seek to leave his home – because he seeks, fame and 
fortune in far off Australia – or is his faith, his response to a sense of call to leave his war 
torn land, more basic: life and survival, and being a new creation. 

It comes back to my opening questions about faith. Does faith relate just to heavenly things 
(using the Jesus/Nicodemus categories)  – or does it relate to earthly things, like establishing 
a great nation, or having new life away from a war torn country; and if so how?  How does 
faith relate to a flourishing life, or wealth, or fortune and good health? 

A couple of years ago,  Miroslav Volf – a Croatian born theologian, currently at the Yale 
Divinity School, was in Melbourne.  He was exploring how religion – all religions, at least all 
world religions, like the Abrahamic faiths of Judaism, Christianity and Islam and Hinduism, 
Buddhism and so on, were relevant, and were treated, within our connected globalised 
world. So he sets out what are the common features of these “world religions”, function if 
you like, and then intriguingly he put forward ways in which these world religions 
malfunction (and as result cause problems for our interconnected, globalised life). 

Now I am not going to re-run all of this – but one observation he had about world religions 
generally, has enormous relevance to our understanding  these two very familiar passages 
of  Jesus and Nicodemus and the call of Abraham. 

His first factor in his typology of world religions was that they all seem to operate in two 
worlds – a transcendent world, heavenly world  (to use Jesus’ categories) and  then 
everyday reality, an earthly world. There is a world of God, the divine, the transcendent, and 
there is the world of the mundane, the daily grind or the seen and the known.  These two 
worlds – across the all the great religions – inter act and intersect; however, for religion it is 
always the transcendent world which is primary – that is where the main game takes place. 
Indeed just as a side comment, this becomes the great critique of religion by atheists, like 
the German philosopher Nietzsche. He also saw that religion operated in these two spheres. 
The trouble for him was that the heavenly sphere avoided the reality of the earthly sphere 
(the daily grind if you like). So to avoid that problem , Nietzsche simply suggested  one 
needed to live as if there was in fact no God, no heavenly sphere . . .   God is quietly killed 
off. God is dead. 

Now as a Christian one can provide a response – true, out of our faith – why faith still is an 
important reality for us. However, why God is not dead is not really what I want to talk 
about; but how our faith relates to our daily life. Volf suggests that these two worlds are in 
fact very much related – and here he speaks particularly from his Christian perspective. The 
heavenly world is not a point of escape from this world (although it might be for some world 
religions like Buddhism); rather the relevance of the heavenly world is in having an ordinary 



life that flourishes; the mundane life  may be lived well; we have a purpose, a hope, a 
reason to get out of bed in the morning . . . and it is inspired by our faith. 

However, Volf suggests that religion can malfunction – his word actually. There is a failure of 
practice – and it does not take much imagine what he is talking about. However, the failure 
of practice can be subtle.  So, instead of faith informing a full life; all flourishing of life 
including of wealth, fame and fortune arises (or the reverse) because of faith, or not faith. 
So if you do not have the earthly things, it can be said then there is a failure of faith; or good 
health it is a failure of faith and so on.   
 
In other words instead of there being a transcendent realm which is primary, the earthly 
realm becomes primary, and the transcendent world just serves the earthly world. This  is 
his religious malfunction.  
 
And perhaps this was also the problem for Nicodemus – for him his God was called in, just 
to reinforce his place as a leader of the Jews in his earthly life. What was primary for him 
were the earthly things (authority, his status etc) – not the transcendent, the matters of the 
spirit, the Spirit which would blow where it would will, within this earthly life of ours. 

The classic illustration Volf offered was the story of Job. 

Job for all intents and purposes in this earthly life was a good and happy man. He was 
prosperous – very prosperous.  And so in a story setting debate in the heavenly court, the 
issue was, at the prompting of Satan  –  would this good man Job only maintain his faith 
because he had power,  a wonderful family, wealth and prestige; or if Job went without all 
of this, would he still relate with God. Or as Satan challenged: would Job ever curse God?  

As we know from the story, all of Job’s earthly possessions and wealth and power were 
removed. He was left with nothing. And did he curse God? No – but he engaged in a 
vigorous and heated contention with God. His faith was sorely tested  – and God did not 
budge from a position that we might say – “God is God”.  And yet Job still did not curse God. 

In other words, here is a story that indicates faith, true faith, rises above the circumstances 
of the world – even the seeming impossibility of one’s own situation. Job maintained a 
sense of balance and perspective on what is happening, even if that was all pretty 
dreadful.  Then right at the end of the story of Job, there has always been for me what I 
have considered a jarring note. Job seems to get rewarded with wealth and power and a 
new family even more wonderful than what he originally had. Doesn’t this wash away all of 
the meaning of the story by seeming to imply that with faith you get wealth and good 
things. However, as Volf suggests, no that was not the case. The importance of God, faith, 
when he has nothing, was paramount  – and that does not mean he has “earthly things” as a 
reward, rather a good life can be a consequence of our faith. 

And isn’t this the story of Abram and Sarai. Faith in this word ‘go’, is not because of some 
promise of fame and riches  – improbable as it may seem given their age and stage of life. 
Faith is just one’s response to a word from the Lord. And I think it is possibly true for 
Mohammed and his family, too. His move from modern day Haran arises at the level of faith 
and hope – true as a good Muslim.  It is about taking an enormous step – trusting that it will 
mean that there will be a move from a situation where there is no life, to a situation where 



there is life. His transcendent world view I suspect informs  his decision more that some of 
the calculus we in Australia might apply to purely earthly matters like:  he is as a 
refugee  seeking to exploit Australia’s social security system; he deliberately wants to take 
jobs from Australians, or wants to set up system of sharia law in our land (which by the way 
is one of Volf’s religious malfunctions.) 

The thing about faith, and its intersection with our daily reality, is that it provides a 
criteria, indeed the primary criteria, to critique and inform what is happening in our 
earthly existence. Faith is the source of our values, principles and hopes. Faith brings 
“heavenly insights” to things and behaviours which are base, earthly calculations and not 
about life and the fullness of humanity. 

So what is faith, and how does it relate to daily life? 

Faith begins with that sense of God’s presence and goodness – a sense of transcendence; a 
yearning for God. It is however, a transcendence which reaches into daily life in often 
strange and inexplicable ways. It is like the wind that blows in unknown ways and it blows  
into surprising places.  Faith may cause you to pack up move – it may cause you to just see 
life differently, and live life in a different way: say change career, move house 
whatever.  Faith transcends the difficult, seemingly impossible situations. It keeps you 
getting up each day. Faith as Jesus says offers the fullness of life. 

  

 


