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God is not safe.  God is not predictable. 
 
God comes to Abram, a herdsman in Haran, in what is now Iraq, and says, “OK, Abram, time to go.  Get 
all your family, all your stuff, all your herds and head on out of here.”  And Abram says, “Umm, God?  
Where are we going?”  And God says, “Can’t tell you that.”  “Umm, God, how long will we be 
travelling?”  “Can’t tell you that either.”  “Umm, God, what’s the weather going to be like where we’re 
going?  Should we pack swimsuits or winter coats?”  And God said, “You’ll know when you get there.”   
 
Would you follow a God like that, who throws your life into utter confusion and doesn’t even give you a 
clue where you’re going to end up? 
 
Nicodemus also encounters this God who is not safe or predictable.  Nicodemus is a high-powered 
official in the Jewish government, a member of the Sanhedrin or Council.  He has been following the 
buzz around Jesus the miracle-worker.  He has heard the amazing stories of water into wine and 
healings, and he also is aware of the mounting opposition from Jewish authorities.  (Check it out—two 
chapters into John’s Gospel, Jesus is already making enemies).   Jesus has the marks of God—and marks 
of danger—written all over him.  He is dynamite, ready to blow people’s minds and blow up their 
comfortable lives.  
 
Nicodemus is intrigued.  So much so that he goes to visit Jesus.  But since he knows that Jesus is not 
safe, he goes at night.  If other leaders were to find out, this could end his career as one of the 
Sanhedrin.  But he wants to know—We see the signs you do--are you the real thing?  Is God really 
behind all this?   
 
Jesus’ answer is about as clear as God’s to Abram—“hmm, well, you can’t see the Kingdom of God 
unless you are born from above.”  When Nicodemus says, “What?!  How can this be?” Jesus “clarifies” 
by saying, “You have to be born of water and the Spirit to see things of the Spirit, and you’ll be blown 
wherever the Spirit blows you.”  I think he is both affirming Nicodemus and challenging him.  “Yes, 
Nicodemus, you are right.  You see that I am from God, but at the same time, you are afraid and want 
to remain in control.  If you are going to follow me and the living God, our Spirit will not only blow your 
mind, we will blow your life to smithereens.  It’s not safe to follow me, but it is the way to the Kingdom, 
the way to eternal life.”  The implied question is, Will you follow me openly and risk security and 
stature, or will you play it safe and miss out? 

 
Would you follow this kind of God, this kind of Jesus?  The one who promises to lead you into unknown 
territory, to turn your life upside-down, to give you over to be threatened, beaten, betrayed, left for 
dead if you follow him/her.  Sound good?  Are you ready?   
 
The truth is, safety is highly overrated.  Certain segments of American society have, for the last 50 or 75 
years, been fed the idea that life should be safe and easy.  Certainly that has driven a lot of consumer 
products that promise you less work or fewer germs or better ways to deter robbers.   White fear of 
black bodies has led to red-lining, highly segregated communities, and Black deaths at the hands of 
police.  Chemical manufacturers have capitalized on a fear of vermin, insects, and infectious diseases 
and surrounded us with chemicals that promise to keep us safe from all those bad critters.  Now, I want 
a certain level of safety in my life—that is, I want to know that the car I’m driving isn’t going to fall apart 
at 65 mph or that the subway car isn’t going to catch fire en route— 



but the quest for safety and predictability in the US has led us down a dark path. 
 
Our dependence on cars has led to physical inactivity and contributed to the warming of the planet.  
Now that so many of us lead “safe” sedentary lives, we’re at risk for heart disease, diabetes and 
anxiety.   The continued separation and oppression of Black and brown people does not make any of us 
safer, and it has only heightened fears and resentments.  The chemicals that are in our household 
products or in our cleaners, on our food, and in our yards are highly toxic and not safe at all.  And the 
government agencies that we’ve assumed are keeping dangerous products out of our homes and 
schools and workplaces—have not done their job, by a long shot. 
 
And these are just not safe times.  Our daily lives of relative ease—staying warm in winter, cool in 
summer, driving and flying, having foods to eat from all over the world—these lives are based on 
consuming fuels that are driving us towards extinction.  The effects of global warming are happening 
now, every day.  Sixty-degree weather in New England in February, terrible storms and floods in 
California followed by feet of snow.  There will be more droughts, more floods, more tornados, more 
food shortages.  What was reliable and predictable is no more.   
 
It’s time to turn away from the idol of safety.  We need to acknowledge that we are not in control—
stop even pretending that we are-- and face the reality that life is not safe.   If we give up thinking that 
life SHOULD be safe, we may have to do some grieving.  But then we can live where we actually are.  
And be open to the not-very-safe God and the things she has in mind for us.  What we might do, 
instead of worrying about our own personal safety. 
 
I sometimes get rather despairing about the state of the world.  If you are paying attention, it’s easy to 
do.  Everything I know about climate change and pollution says that we’re heading over the cliff to 
disaster.  And instead of governments making these priority and coming up with positive solutions, 
there is just more of the same, driven by greed and corporations pressing on the gas pedal.  Literally.  
And I am not in control.  What I do pretty much doesn’t make any difference.    And yet . . .  
 
On Wednesday in Arlington, where I live, there was a death.  An entirely preventable death.  The 
deceased was MK, a bald eagle that nested in our town.  She and her mate were the first and only pair 
of bald eagles to nest in Arlington since DDT wiped out the population 50 years ago.   She died from 
ingesting animals that had consumed rat poison.  In addition, owls, hawks, foxes and pets have died 
here for the same reason.  The rat poison has also killed children nationwide and was banned from 
retail sale, but is allowed for use by exterminator companies.  You know, in those black boxes that are 
behind stores and apartment buildings.  All over the country, wildlife is being killed by these toxic 
chemicals; the very predators that keep rat populations down are being decimated.   Telling, isn’t it?  
Our national symbol killed by our desire to keep safe from rats in the “easiest” way. . .   
 
And guess what?  Your town or city cannot ban the use of these chemicals.  Only the state can or the 
federal government.  Take about not having control and not feeling safe. 
 
But I witnessed something powerful and beautiful.  A few citizens in Arlington decided that, in the face 
of these losses and this sense of powerlessness, they would do something.   They called for a vigil for 
MK.  People brought candles and photos of the eagle and stories of the delight that they had had 
watching her.  She had been present in the town for years, somewhat of a local celebrity.  People had 
watched her and her mate raise an eaglet, who also died.  We stood in silence, mourning the early and 
unnecessary death of God’s magnificent creatures.   
   
 



And then, the organizer of the rally spoke.  She was passionate about the need to change our habits 
and our laws.  There are two bills before the Massachusetts State House—one to track the use of 
SGAR’s—these particular rodenticides—in the state, and the other to return the right to control or ban 
pesticide use to local municipalities.  And she emphasized that other municipalities and other states 
were following this issue, so that the few hundred people in Arlington who cared could actually bring 
about changes far beyond the town.  Both state representatives from the area were on hand to support 
this legislation, and they encouraged everyone to speak out, contact their legislators, let people know.    
(For more information, go to https://savearlingtonwildlife.org).  
 
So what does this have to do with the God of Abram and Sarai or the God of Jesus and Nicodemus?  We 
are invited to give up the pretense of control—both in life and with God.  AND in that place, we are 
invited to look for the working of the resurrecting power of Jesus.  While no one at the rally for MK 
spoke about religion or God, more than one person mentioned the desire to make sure that this death 
was not in vain—while it was a shame, still the hope is that something good and positive and life-giving 
can come out of it.  That sounds like resurrection.  Stemming from the love that people had for this 
creature and the recognition that all life is precious and connected.  And that we must act. 
 
Where do we need to let go of control?  From knowing who the next priest will be, for one thing.  From 
knowing how this church will change or what will happen to it down the road.  From having any 
certainty what lies ahead in terms of climate and society.   
 
And yet.  If life is unpredictable, so is God.  Who will show up when we least expect.  Who will give us 
new hope and new possibility when we think all is over.  Who will surprise and delight unexpectedly.  
So thank God for that.  This is the way.  Let us pray.  Amen.  
 
 
 
 


