
Living With the Wind 

Read: John 3:1-17 

 I met Jean in high school.  On one of our dates, we, along with several other 

friends, went to the Schuylkill River and rented a Sunfish, which for all you 

landlubbers is a very small sailboat.  I’d never sailed before but I knew the theory 

that to go against the wind you did something called tacking.  The theory is that if 

you face into the wind at a 45 degree angle (if I remember correctly) you’ll make 

headway and get where you want to go.  So on that very breezy day we zoomed 

across the water with the wind, great sailors one and all.  Then it came time to 

return, against the wind.  We were tacking reasonably successfully until someone 

built a huge stone abutment supporting an even more huge bridge.  Every time 

we tried to clear it we’d run into it instead.  I don’t remember how we ever got 

back to the dock, but obviously we did because here I am today fifty years later to 

tell you about it.  

 I’ve been on other sailboats since, but my only other time being the captain 

was on a very windy day as our family was vacationing in Fenwick Island, 

Delaware.  We rented a catamaran and launched out across the Little Assawoman 

Bay.  Things were going swimmingly until we made a turn and the boat flipped, 

dumping us all in the water at which point things were going even more 

swimmingly.  Fortunately, the bay is fairly shallow so we drank some fetid bay 

water but did not drown.  Unfortunately, the bay is fairly shallow, so the wind 

relentlessly drove our capsized craft along causing the top of the mast to be 

buried deeper and deeper into the sand.  We clung to our boat.  We had been 

instructed by the dockhands how to raise it in the unlikely event that it capsized.  

So we grabbed a line, stood on the upper pontoon and leaned back with all our 

weight, finally managing to right our sunken ship.  Then we high tailed it back to 

shore.  The dock hands congratulated us and said, “We were just about to come 

rescue you but you pulled it out.  Nice going.” 

 The old romantic pop song, “Sailing,” by Christopher Cross, croons: “Sailing 

takes me away to where I always heard it could be; just a dream and the wind to 

carry me and soon I will be free. Fantasy, it gets the best of me when I’m sailing; 



all caught up in the reverie, every word is a symphony would you believe me?” 

Nice sentiment for Christopher; for me, not so much. After my harrowing 

experiences out on the water, I guess I’m not a believer. 

 In one of my favorite scenes from the now old TV mini-series, “Jesus of 

Nazareth,” Jesus is having his famous nighttime encounter with the influential 

Pharisee named Nicodemus.  Jesus is trying to explain the ways of the Holy Spirit 

to this inquisitive but very literal minded Jewish teacher, but the teacher’s 

incomprehension is painfully evident to Jesus.  In the film there is a steady wind 

rustling the leaves of the olive trees whose branches arch overhead.  Jesus says, 

“The Spirit is like the wind Nicodemus; you hear the sound of it, but you don’t 

know where it comes from or where it goes.”  Unlike being wind whipped at sea, 

the wind can sometimes be a kindly instructor on land. 

 The central and basic confession of our Christian faith is “Jesus is Lord.”  It is 

simple, profound, and powerful, so much so that the Apostle Paul said, “no one 

can say Jesus is Lord but by the Holy Spirit.” And because our faith is Trinitarian, 

when we say Jesus is Lord we imply a shared lordship among Father, Son, and 

Holy Spirit.   

As I have sought repeatedly to remind us all, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit 

are one in intention, in heart and mind, in plan and purpose, in their ways with us, 

and in their character and demeanor toward us.  All three are good, all the time.  

All three are kind, compassionate, and gracious, all the time.  All three are 

perfectly and infinitely holy, all the time.  All three are obsessed with saving and 

redeeming their people, all the time, even when our failings and flaws and our 

behavior call for anything but saving grace.  All three are relentlessly good to the 

ungodly and ungrateful (the Bible’s words, not mine). They together, Father, Son, 

and Holy Spirit, have entered boldly into places where even angels fear to tread.  

They have invaded the heart of darkness and sin and rebellion and death and led 

a host of captives into freedom and life eternal.  

 To really begin to fathom any of this Jesus said, “You must be born again, 

born anew, born from above;” without a new heart, a renewed mind, and 

heaven-opened eyes, you and I cannot see the kingdom of God.  We cannot with 



eyes of flesh understand or appreciate the ways of God, their origin or their 

destination.  We hear a sound but we cannot interpret its meaning.  This Jesus 

said is how it is between the movement of the Holy Spirit and non-regenerate 

people.   

The Lord knows how difficult spiritual discernment is even among those 

who are living in the new life of the Kingdom.  After we come to Christ we enter 

into a life-long training in learning to appreciate and respond to the voice of God.  

We have to learn to notice the divine amid the ordinary.  We slowly are taught to 

perceive the holiness of each hour and each day, and month, and year.  Only 

through the eyes of faith is time infected with eternity.  Like Nicodemus, many 

hear the sound but don’t know to what they are listening. In the words of the old 

rock anthem, “There’s something happening here; what it is ain’t exactly clear.”  

How shall we ever learn that all life is sacred, that the whole world is destined to 

be made new, if we don’t begin inside our own skin? 

When pagans ancient and modern seek to worship creation within and 

around them without first experiencing a deep inner transformation, what they 

end up with is simply idolatry which the Bible uniformly condemns across many 

millennia and numerous generations.  

 Sometimes our idolatry is nothing but Narcissism.  Like Narcissis in the 

ancient myth, we gaze at our own reflection in a pool of still water or in a mirror 

that reflects only what we think is important.  We specialize in what TV preacher 

Joyce Meyer encapsulated in the human version of the trinity: I want, I think, I 

feel. We become captivated by a vision no larger than the one we dream up for 

ourselves.  But egocentric life is incapable of expanding into the kind of abundant 

life Jesus promised and the Holy Spirit comes to deliver straight from the heart of 

both Father and Son.  God has gifts to give us. 

At other times our idolatry is not much different than a crude animism that 

ascribes divine attributes to some aspect of creation while denying that behind 

each one and undergirding each one stands a divine creator. It is true that 

mountains, rivers, and seas, everything from eagles to butterflies, mighty storms 

with winds of hurricane force to gentle zephyrs, and so much else can generate 



within us the sense of the numinous, of the Holy.  For people of faith, we learn to 

hear the whole creation telling the glory of God as it says in Psalm 8.   

Without faith we may be impressed, even powerfully and profoundly 

influenced, but the depth of transformation will not be deep enough.  For that 

Jesus said, we must be born again.  We must not only hear the sound to the Spirit, 

we must not only see the external signs of God’s working; we are called to 

become personally and intimately involved in the ways and works of God’s 

Kingdom.  And to do that we must learn to ride with the wind and sometimes we 

must learn how to tack against the winds hurled in our faces by the ways and 

worst that the world has to throw at us.  And we must come to know and learn 

how to hold on to the confidence that God’s ways are higher than our ways and 

that the wind of God’s Spirit is strong enough to prevail against all the winds of 

war that blow in the spiritual combat into which we are born and against which 

we must persevere. 

Tomorrow is Memorial Day, a day our civil government has set aside to 

remember and honor all those who have given their lives in service to our 

country.  Whether or not the motives of our leaders who have commanded 

people into battle are noble or altruistic, or godly, or whether the behind the 

scenes decisions were based on motives of a lesser sort is not the issue.  People 

have given of themselves, mostly not for personal glory, or fortune, or fame.  

They have laid down their lives because what motivated their gift of themselves 

to serve was rooted in a higher sense of purpose than merely “I want, I think, I 

feel.”  Their sails were filled with a wind that carried something worth living for 

and even something worth dying for, ideals like freedom, righteousness, and 

justice. 

Now if I may tack into the wind and bring this tiny ship to shore, I’d like to 

invite you to think about things like this: 

When I hear the sound of the Holy Spirit wind, what is my first response?  

Do I hoist the sail of my life and try to catch it and move with it, or do I frantically 

haul it down, fold it up, and lash it to the yardarm of my own comfort zone?  Am I 

willing to step out of the boat like Peter into the choppy waves, to take a risk and 



exercise my faith, or am I accustomed to playing it safe when it comes to 

discipleship?  Whose will do I value most and serve most, my own or God’s? 

With what kind of spiritual sails is the boat of my life rigged.  What spiritual 

equipment helps me most or makes the most sense to me given my own unique 

make-up in God?  Are my sails woven of prayer, of worship, of generosity, of 

service?  In other words, what is the call of God upon you?  One of the major 

tenets of the Protestant Reformation is the belief in the priesthood of all 

believers.  How do you exercise the priestly function in your life of presenting 

people to God and God to people? 

How do you tack against your fears?  What about the life of faith makes you 

anxious or uncertain?  Are you afraid to pray boldly because you don’t know how 

you will handle a seemingly unanswered prayer?  Are you afraid to worship freely 

because you fear what others will think of you if you do?  Are you afraid to be 

generous because you fear you won’t have enough for yourself after you give?  

Are you afraid to serve because you fear that God will not supply your need for 

skill and wisdom and you will fall on your face in failure? 

Always remember what the Apostle John said: perfect love casts out fear.  

It is because you are loved that you can face into your fears and overcome them.  

If you would take some time this week and in a quiet place, if you can for a few 

moments escape from your frantic pace and distractions, ask the Holy Spirit to 

blow upon you, to catch you up, and teach you how to sail, to live your life with 

the wind.  And if you forget these questions, ask your own or you can look them 

up online.  This sermon will be posted on our website by Monday morning. 

 


