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So here’s a story about a 4-year-old named Hannah. She was baptized as an infant—

younger than Emmett whom we baptized last week. Hannah’s parents were formed in 

a tradition outside the Episcopal Church and unlike Emmett, she didn’t receive 

Communion in the moments after her Baptism. Her parents maintained that she should 

wait for Communion until she could understand the sacrament, have a sense of its 

significance. But all around her, Sunday after Sunday, Hannah saw children receiving 

bread and wine. I want some, she insisted—as only a 4-year-old can. Mom and dad were 

hesitant, and eventually talked to their priest. 

 

“Hmm,” the priest said, “Maybe think about the bread and wine as you think about 

other forms of food. Hannah doesn’t understand the process of digestion, doesn’t have 

a clue about how her body transforms food into energy, but you feed her because you 

know it’s necessary. You didn’t wait to feed her until she understood the inner workings 

of her digestive tract. So, I wonder if Hannah would benefit from the bread and wine 

even if she has no idea how God is present to her in the body and blood. 

 

Before long, the congregation watched as one Sunday Hannah fairly danced to the altar 

rail—her little left hand in her Momma’s hand and her little right hand in her Papa’s 

hand—and stood there between them. The congregation could see only her back, and at 

the holy moments of body and blood, saw Hannah’s delight course through her like a 

bolt of pure love. As the little family turned toward the side aisle, Hannah suddenly 

broke free and burst back down the center aisle to the top of the chancel steps, planted 

herself there, hands on her hips, eyes aglow, and proclaimed in her biggest and best 

outdoor voice—“I. Got. Jesus. …” 

 

Hannah’s onto something here, isn’t she? I wonder if the best way to approach the 

mysteries of God is not to try to understand them but is instead to step into them, to let 

them happen, let them wash over you and work in you even if you have no idea what’s 

going on.  

 

You must be born from above, Jesus tells Nicodemus. Nicodemus tries to understand, tries 

to wrap his mind around the mystery Jesus describes as the path to union with God—be 

born again. On that night, on that shadowy street in Jerusalem, I see Nicodemus’s brow 

furrow, his eyes narrow in concentration as he struggles to understand this mystery, this 

essence of God. It’s clear at the end of today’s reading that Nicodemus can’t think his 

way into God; he remains in the dark.  

 

Now, fast forward: many months have passed. It’s the last time we see Nicodemus. We 

call it “Good Friday.” Joseph of Arimathea brings down Jesus’ broken body from the 

cross. Nicodemus bears an extravagant weight of myrrh and aloes, and together with 
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Joseph, tenderly anoints Jesus’ body, and wraps him gently for burial. Is there any 

question that Nicodemus has been born again, has become immersed in the mysteries we 

call God? Somewhere on his own road to the cross Nicodemus has experienced God. It 

no longer matters to Nicodemus if he understands who Jesus is, it matters only that he 

now knows Jesus, allows himself to be immersed in Jesus and Jesus in him—in this 

single dangerous, tender act of anointing our Savior’s body.  

 

You may remember last week in Bishop Marty’s sermon, she reminded us that 

immersion is the best way to learn a new language. This includes the language of love, 

the language of mystery. We can take all the Rosetta Stone classes we want, use every 

dictionary we can find, but until we’re head over heels in love we don’t know the 

language of love, do we? Love’s language is a dialect of the language of mystery we 

share with God, for God is Love. Nicodemus didn’t learn the fullness of God by defining 

God. He experienced God when he became fluent in the God language; he let God 

immerse him.  

 

When we try to define or parse or bound the nature of God, as we do in doctrines and 

dogmas, we immediately get into trouble because we cannot know the nature of God. 

We are not God. We’re human and we’re circumscribed by human understanding, 

human language even as we say words like “love,” and “God.” Human language is 

insufficient to these forces, because as St. Paul tells us, the peace of God, the expanse of 

God, the unboundedness of God surpasses human understanding. Augustine of Hippo, 

that most complex of 4th century North African Bishops preached one morning, these 

words, “If you understand it, it isn’t God.” 

 

We get closest to explicating God, perhaps, by saying, “God is Love.” But what are we 

doing there except defining one mystery with another? No one on earth, in human 

language, can perfectly and completely define God, once for all. The only true and 

complete story we can tell is not who God is but who we are and how we have 

experienced God, how God has happened in us. So Isaiah tells of the year that King Uzziah 

died, when the vision of singing seraphs, acrid smoke, and the Lord on a throne 

happened to him. Isaiah doesn’t try to unpack it theologically—no, he shares his experience 

with us. “This is how God happened to me,” Isaiah says. 

 

One of the hacks I’ve really appreciated finding online is putting together DIY 

furniture. You know—you want to construct a desk and you open the box, dump out 

the pieces, pull out the directions and find unrecognizable pictures of parts and 

hardware, depicted among letters and numbers and circles and arrows going this way 

and that. Mind-boggling. Crazy-making. But I can go online and find that some brilliant 
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and DIY-talented person has put up a YouTube video that details her own experience—

ignoring the printed directions—and *ta-da* light bulb goes on for me.  

 

When I hear someone telling the story of their own hands-on experience, it’s way more 

meaningful than numbers and arrows and directions-written-by-a-person-for-whom-

English-is- not-their-first-language. When a competent Gen-Y person tells me about her 

experience with the task at hand—it makes it more accessible and real. 

 

That’s the gift of sharing stories, sharing personal experience, isn’t it? I can open 

theological tomes and see the Trinity illustrated in letters and arrows, fully labeled—

mostly in Greek with some Latin thrown in just to keep it interesting—and I can go on 

to the definitions and the history of the evolution of various heresies and the church’s 

response to those heresies, but all that doesn’t help me know God in any meaningful, 

transformational way.  

 

Such wordiness can even make God seem more distant, almost irrelevant, an abstract 

construct using terms from Greek philosophy and—surprisingly—Greek drama. No, I 

want to hear the stories. I want to hear about Julian of Norwich’s vision of the hazelnut; 

Richard Rohr describing his descent into Oneness with God when he was at his lowest 

point; I want to hear Hildegard of Bingen’s visions of Divine Love; I want to hear 

Hannah’s story—“I got Jesus.” That’s one of the reasons the Church is so important—

we respect the value, the power of story-telling. 

 

And that’s one of the reasons the Scriptures are so important—because they’re a library 

full of stories about people’s encounters with God—a fugitive at a mysterious burning 

bush in the Egyptian desert, an outcast woman and a mysterious stranger under the 

midday sun at a well in Samaria, or a Pharisee named Nicodemus at the foot of a cross 

on Golgatha, stepping into mystery itself. The stories aren’t all clear, aren’t all to the 

point, are sometimes contradictory or confusing;  they don’t all resonate with our own 

experiences of God, but they all grow out of awe at the mystery, the glory of God. 

They’re told in thrall of immersion in God, up-close-and-personal experiences of God.  

 

This reminds us, too, that our personal experiences of God are not merely for our own 

edification, not for us to wrap in a decorative box and put in the closet of our memory 

labeled “God moment,” cherished in solitude. Our stories of immersion in God are for 

telling and retelling, for strengthening and inspiring one another—across the table at 

coffee hour, on a Wonder-Full Walk, during choir rehearsal, or on the patio at a 

Memorial Day cook-out. 

 



 4 

And we tell of our immersion in God not merely in our words but in the stories enacted in 

our lives, as Isaiah, the woman at the well, and Nicodemus show us. How we live our 

lives is the most powerful and human way that we embody the presence of God to 

others. Madeleine L’Engle famously said, “We draw people to Christ not by loudly 

discrediting what they believe, by telling them how wrong they are and how right we 

are, but by showing them a light that is so lovely that they want with all their hearts to 

know the source of it.” Be that light. That’s how you show fluency in God’s language—

not because you can proffer a textbook definition of the nature of God. I can’t imagine 

God cares about that. But I believe when you let your lovely light shine, God smiles. 

Remember a couple of weeks ago when Deacon Donna called to mind in her 

sermon the words of St. Patrick’s Breastplate, [the portion of today’s opening hymn] that 

situates us in Christ’s presence in all times and all places: Christ above, beneath, before, 

behind, and so on. A breastplate in Patrick’s time was a piece of armor across the chest 

that protected the vulnerable heart and lungs—the breastplate keeps us alive.  

 

For myself, and perhaps for you, when I feel vulnerable, when I feel in need of an 

immediate and deep infusion of God’s presence to guide or strengthen or protect me—

in those times, I don’t immediately jump to the words of the Nicene Creed, or the 

Athanasian Creed—that one’s a doozy—check it out sometime in the historical 

documents in the back of the Prayer Book. In times when I’m wounded or feeling hurt, 

and no less when I’m feeling whole and alive, I don’t intuitively think, “Now what I 

could really use is a good clear explication of the Doctrine of the Trinity.” When I’m 

most aware of my need for God, it’s the presence and protection and companionship of God 

that I seek, that I hunger for—behind, before, above, beneath, and within. In those times 

I want God to happen to me, I want to immerse myself in God—God as my breastplate. 

 

On our pilgrimage together in Jesus’ footsteps, I don’t care how you define God or what 

pronouns you use in speaking of God, or what Creed you proclaim, because I know our 

words for God are always incomplete, insufficient. What I want to hear are the stories of 

how you’ve been immersed in God, how God has happened to you, what God the 

breastplate looks like in your life.  

 

So won’t you come with me now, in this holy place filled with us broken, wounded, 

hope-filled, loving, holy people, and come to Christ’s table, step into this mystery, 

immerse yourself in God, let God happen to you. Let’s “get Jesus” together. And 

afterward, let’s share our stories.  

 

 


