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Back in 2014, the Archbishop of Canterbury, the Most Rev. Justin Welby, made headlines 

around the world when he acknowledged he sometimes doubts that God exists.  The International 

Business Times called it “the doubt of the century” saying Archbishop Welby’s admission had 

not just “raised a few eyebrows,” but “sparked concerns if the leader of the Church of England 

would one day renounce Christianity or spirituality as a whole.” Meanwhile, atheists jumped for 

joy.  The Australian atheist columnist Peter FitzSimons tweeted, “VICTORY!” While another 

wrote “Atheism is on the rise and it appears as though even those at the top of the church are 

beginning to have doubts.”  Even The Daily Show chimed in saying, “Archbishop of Canterbury 

admits doubts about existence of God. ‘But atheism doesn’t pay them bills, sooo ...”’ 

 

This response from the media left me both perplexed and saddened at the time.  Why 

shouldn’t a person of faith - even the leader of 80 million Anglicans - have doubts?  Why does 

acknowledging doubt suggest he might renounce Christianity entirely? 

 

Thinking about this more recently, I remembered the number of people I’ve spoken with 

over the years who were embarrassed or ashamed to acknowledge their doubts.  Somewhere along 

the way, we began to believe that doubting is bad.  That a person who doubts has weak faith. No 

wonder doubt can leave us feeling unmoored and isolated, anxious and defensive. 

 

 We are in the second week of our Lenten sermon series about journeying through the 

wilderness as Jesus did.  Last week, we talked about entering the wilderness to begin the forty 

days of Lent by intentionally looking within to see what stands between us and a life-giving 

relationship with God. I suspect for many people the first thing they might encounter is doubt and 

that their doubt unnerves them.  What if I don’t believe and, in the end, I discover I should have?  

Or what if I do believe and, in the end, I discover I was wrong? 

 

 The odd thing about this idea that you can’t be a person of faith and have doubts is that 

when we look to scripture it becomes very clear that doubt and faith are not mutually exclusive.  

Some of the most compelling people in the Bible were doubters. 

 

• Abraham and Sarah doubted God’s promise of a child.  They actually laughed at it. 

• Job doubted God’s goodness. 

• Moses doubted God could use him to lead Israel out of Egypt. 

• Once Moses did, the people of Israel were constantly doubting. 

• Thomas, Jesus’ disciple, doubted Jesus rose from the dead. 

 

But of all the doubters in the Bible, I think the one I relate to most is Nicodemus.  

Nicodemus is an educated man and he is a religious man.  He is a Pharisee and a leader among the 

people.  The Pharisees were strict adherents to the Jewish law.  They were also among those who 

wanted to catch Jesus breaking the law so they could arrest him. 
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So, it’s interesting that Nicodemus comes to see Jesus at all and not surprising that he 

comes under the darkness of night.  He doesn’t want to be seen with Jesus, but he recognizes 

something different about him.  Their conversation is fascinating. 

 

Nicodemus starts with a factual statement backed up with evidence. “Rabbi, we know that 

you are a teacher who has come from God; for no one can do these signs that you do apart from 

the presence of God.”   And Jesus’ answer seems to come out of left field, “Very truly, I tell you, 

no one can see the kingdom of God without being born from above.” 

 

Now, poor Nicodemus is just stumped. “How can anyone be born after having grown old? 

Can one enter a second time into the mother’s womb and be born?” Jesus answers, “Very truly, I 

tell you, no one can enter the kingdom of God without being born of water and Spirit.  What is 

born of the flesh is flesh, and what is born of the Spirit is spirit.  Do not be astonished that I said 

to you, ‘You must be born from above.’ The wind blows where it chooses, and you hear the sound 

of it, but you do not know where it comes from or where it goes. So it is with everyone who is 

born of the Spirit.”  

 

And Nicodemus asks the question I think we all ask from time to time: “How can these 

things be?” 

 

What I find so interesting about this conversation is that Nicodemus seems to know that 

Jesus has something valuable to say, but he is stuck.  He knows what the law is.  He is certain of 

what he believes.  So, when Jesus gives answers that are not based on the law or answers that are 

not factual and concrete, Nicodemus is just baffled. 

 

I think a lot of us feel like Nicodemus at times.  We live in a time and a culture that values 

logic, science, evidence, and proof.  Many of us have learned and enjoy rational and analytical 

thinking.   But, the journey of faith, for the most part, exists outside of that kind of thinking.  And 

I think that’s why we doubt.  The existence of God can’t be proven in a logical proof - though 

people for centuries have tried.  The idea of a virgin birth or resurrection from the dead is not 

scientifically plausible.  And yet, we can’t help but feel there is something there. 

 

What I wonder is if we can embrace doubt as part of the journey.  Some of you may be 

familiar with the great Christian blogger and author Rachel Held Evans who wrote books like “A 

Year of Biblical Womanhood” and “Inspired”.  She put to words what many of us feel.  Here is a 

clip of Mike Slaughter interviewing her. 

 

I love how candidly she just says “My doubts are a pretty consistent part of my faith”.  

What if we quit fighting doubt and worry about doubt and feeling ashamed about doubt?  What if, 

instead, we understand that God created us to be thinking, analytical, inquisitive people and that 

means we ask questions and try to understand - and that’s good.  What if we saw faith and doubt 

not as opposites but as companions to each other and to us on the journey?  And, perhaps the 

hardest of all, what if we just embrace the mystery? 

 

That is, of course, what Jesus invites Nicodemus to do.  “The wind blows where it 

chooses, and you hear the sound of it, but you do not know where it comes from or where it goes. 

So it is with everyone who is born of the Spirit.”   In fact, Jesus is saying that to enter into the 
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Kingdom of God and to live the abundant life in God’s love that we call eternal life, the mysteries 

of faith are just part of the journey.  In fact, they are necessary to the journey. 

 

Author Anne LaMott once said, “The opposite of faith is not doubt, but certainty. 

Certainty is missing the point entirely.”  And I would add that I think certainty is dangerous.  

Certainty has led slave owners to use the Bible to justify slavery.  Certainty has led to LGBT and 

Q  people to be excluded from full engagement in the church.  And it certainty led to the 

crucifixion of Christ. 

 

This brings me back to Nicodemus.  We don’t get to hear his response to all of what Jesus 

teaches him.  We assume he left the encounter still scratching his head.  Yet, remember that when 

Jesus is crucified, it is Nicodemus who joins Joseph of Arimathea in caring for Jesus’ body, 

wrapping it with spices in linen cloths and burying it in a new tomb. 

 

Something of Jesus’ mysterious words touched Nicodemus way down deep where doubt 

makes it home and brought him closer to birth from above to becoming a person born of the 

Spirit. 

 

So, I say God bless the Most Reverend Justin Welby, the Archbishop of Canterbury, for 

acknowledging his doubts and, thereby, giving us permission to acknowledge ours.  And I’ll give 

the final word to Rachel Held Evans.   

 

May we learn to walk in the Spirit, embracing what we cannot know as mystery both 

beautiful and sublime.  Amen. 


