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In wildness is the preservation of the world. —Thoreau 

 

“And now,” cried Max, “let the wild rumpus start!”  —Maurice Sendak 

 

 

Ancient Witness:  John 3:1-8 

 

I can remember when my older kids, who are now grown and on their own, were young, (and now I get 

to do this again with my little girl, Isa) and one of their favorite books that we read to them was the 

classic by Maurice Sendak, Where The Wild Things Are. 

 

The night Max wore his wolf suit and made mischief of one kind or another his mother called 

him, “WILD THING!” and Max said, “I’LL EAT YOU UP!” so he was sent to bed without 

eating anything. 

 

As the story goes, later that night Max is in his room and takes on a journey to where the wild things are. 

 

And when he came to the place where the wild things are they roared their terrible roars and 

gnashed their terrible teeth and rolled their terrible eyes and showed their terrible claws . . . .  

 

What child – big or small – doesn’t love this story and imagine being made, like Max, King of all wild 

things? 

 

“And now,” cried Max, “let the wild rumpus start!” 

 

Now, I’ve found that I talk a lot about the presence of God.  It’s one of my favorite themes. Jesus, my 

primary spiritual teacher, was someone who was acutely aware of God’s presence.  And Jesus invited 

others to become more aware of God’s presence and to see the world differently. 

 

But if we’re going to catch a fleeting glimpse of this Presence, what are we looking for?  Well, as you 

know, I’ve talked about how the Sacred Presence is gentle not violent, how it persuades from within 

instead of exerting force from outside.  I’ve talked about how the Sacred Reality is not a once-in-awhile, 

mighty act but a constant continual activity within all things.  And today I want to say something else 

that’s very important about God’s presence:  It’s wild. 

 

The Sacred Presence is uncontrollable, unpredictable, untrainable.  It is completely and utterly wild. 

 

How easily we forget this. How often we individuals and faith communities try to capture  this  Spirit,  

running  beautiful  and free.  We think we can put our name on it, tame it, domesticate it, break it in, 

make it work for us and our own agenda. 

 

In our reading today from the Gospel of John, Jesus is speaking with Nicodemus, a Pharisee and a leader 

of the Jews. 
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Now the Gospel of John, the last of the four to be written, often places Jesus on a level that he wouldn’t 

have placed himself.  Many have described it as the most Greek or Hellenistic and the least Jewish of the 

Gospels.  Consequently, “the Jews,” as John refers to them, don’t come off very well in his Gospel. 

 

So it’s no surprise that Nicodemus, even though he is quite accepting of Jesus, turns out to be a mere foil 

to make a point.  Despite his initial positive reception of Jesus, Nicodemus misunderstands.  He’s still in 

the dark. 

 

And John has Jesus using language that he most likely would not have used.  The notion of a sharp 

division between realms of spirit and flesh, light and dark, would have been foreign to Jesus.  But Jesus 

undoubtedly would have understood the point of John’s script about being born anew to see the kingdom 

of God. 

 

And Jesus would have smiled at this statement: 

 

The pneuma (wind or Spirit) blows where it wills, and you hear the sound of it, but you do not 

know whence it comes or whither it goes; so it is with every one who is born of the Spirit (3:8). 

 

The Spirit is wild – it blows where it wills.  You can’t harness it, tame it or predict it.  You don’t know 

whence it comes or whither it goes.   And so it is with every one who is born of the Spirit.  So it was 

with Jesus himself.  Jesus, reading John’s screenplay, would have smiled. 

 

Jesus was radical, a true rebel.  The charge against him was that he “stirred up the people” and that his 

followers were “turning the world upside down” (Acts 17:6)   But we forget this.  Marcus Borg called 

Jesus “a subversive sage, prophet and renewal movement founder.”  Another New Testament scholar, 

John Dominic Crossan, wrote 

 

Consistently, Jesus undermined the world of conventional wisdom with its safe and prudent 

ethos, its notion of reality organized on  the  basis  of  rewards  and punishments,  its oppressive 

hierarchies, its categories of righteous and sinners.   

 

 Jesus was a wild man, King of the wild things! 

 

One of the books I read several years back was by theologian Sallie McFague called, Life Abundant.  

She elaborates on this wild idea of Jesus – “that all are invited to the banquet, that every creature 

deserves a place at the table.”  Listen to what she says: 

 

For us well-off Christians, sin is not principally personal or sexual; rather, it is our refusal to 

acknowledge our terror at the prospect of the systemic economic changes needed for a just and 

sustainable distribution of the world’s goods to all people and other creatures. That is truly 

terrifying for us. (p. 204) 

   

Yes, indeed, Jesus was a wild man, a spirit person.  He shares traits with other wild women and men, 

witches and shaman, healers and radical prophets, dark and shadowy figures of folktale and myth to 

whom the hero must go visit for spiritual guidance.  
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Now I want you to notice that I am not saying that anything goes, that all rebellion and wildness is good.  

No, I am saying that there is a certain kind of wildness upon which life depends.  There is a particular 

kind of wildness in which we find, said Thoreau, “the preservation of the world.” 

 

But our world does not tolerate what is radical and wild.  It sends all wild things to bed without supper.  

Human society domesticates its rebels.  And just as we must become like children to enter God’s 

kingdom, we need to re-learn this part of ourselves to see God’s wild presence.  But because we are 

captivated we cannot see. 

 

One of my favorite religious writers, Anthony De Mello – a wild and free person if there ever was one – 

talks about how our spirits are broken when we are young.  We are brought up to need acceptance, 

approval, appreciation, applause – what is called, “success.” 

 

And all these things that we think we need to be happy keep us on a short leash.  We are indoctrinated 

that without money, success, a good job, a beautiful or handsome partner for life – all those things – we 

just cannot be happy.  We become tame and domesticated, practical and cautious, unable to hear the 

wild call of God.  This is what society calls being well adjusted! 

 

Like a lion who has been chained up, but when the chain has been removed we still keep just pacing 

back and forth as if the chain is still restricting us.  The chain is gone and we don’t see.  We need eyes to 

see that it’s not there!  There’s nothing that’s holding us back from our own magnificence, from our 

majesty, from our true nature! 

 

Or like an eagle who’s been raised with a bunch of chickens—she just walks around all day, pecking at 

the ground, not realizing she is meant to fly and to soar! 

 

But life depends upon some wildness.  De Mello has a great line: 

 

A society that domesticates its rebels has gained its peace.  But it has lost its future. 

 

In our efforts to be careful, safe and secure we lose opportunities for newness and growth.  We lose 

future possibilities when fear replaces freedom. 

 

There’s something else about being domesticated that De Mello points out:  you lose but you think you 

win.  He tells this story: 

 

A big guy walked into the crowded room and yelled, “Is there a fellow by the name of Murphy 

here?”  A little fellow stood up and said, “I’m Murphy.” 

 

The big guy nearly killed him.  He cracked five of his ribs, he broke his nose, he gave him two 

black eyes, he flung him in a heap on the floor. Then he stomped out. 

 

After he had gone we were amazed to see the little fellow chuckling to himself.  “I certainly made 

a fool of that guy,” he was saying to himself.  “I’m not Murphy!  Ha!  Ha!”  

 

Sometimes we think we win, but we lose.  Society tells us that we win when our taste for wildness is 

squeezed out of us, when we learn to grow up and behave. 
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This is true not just of individuals, but of congregations and denominations as well.  There may be signs 

of success and achievement but no wildness. 

 

In his book, The Church Before Christianity, Wes Howard-Brook imagines a more radical and wild kind 

of church than we mostly see today.  He says before what became known as “Christianity,” the idea of 

church didn’t have many of the characteristics we associate with it today. Today, church often is boring, 

patriarchal, homophobic and authoritarian.  People are told what to believe and think by “experts.”  

Today, church seems intolerant of other viewpoints, interested in money and power, and without the 

“guts” to take on the difficult social and economic issues. 

 

But he says it wasn’t always this way and doesn’t need to be that way.  The church can become what he 

calls “a school for going feral.”  It can be a place “for reimagining ourselves as the ‘wild’ creatures of 

our untamed Creator rather than as domesticated subjects of empire.”  (p. 149)   

 

Another preacher and scholar, Robin Meyers, wrote, 

 

What led to the remarkable growth of Christianity for three centuries was not the attraction of 

competing doctrines but a distinctly alternative lifestyle… They went underground from the 

Roman Empire and lived as a self-conscious alternative to its death-dealing ways. (The 

Underground Church: Reclaiming the Subversive Way of Jesus, p. 47) 

 

The true nature of the church is a community of resistance that trains and empowers activists.   

 

I don’t know about you, but these kinds of wild communities and wild people scare me sometimes.  Not 

in a conventional way, but a way that challenges me and calls to me.  Call of the wild!  Sometimes I just 

shut these folks out – Fine for them but not for me, I say. As that Dosteovski quote goes, “Love in 

practice is a harsh and dreadful thing compared to love in dreams.” (Father Zossima in The Brothers 

Karamazov) 

 

Sallie McFague talks this way about one of these wild spirit persons, who like Jesus was intoxicated 

with God’s loving presence.  He was not sensible or moderate at all.  She writes: 

 

John Woolman, eighteenth-century Quaker, sold his grocery business because it was too 

profitable and spent a lifetime traveling on foot (because the post-horses were cruelly treated) 

around eastern United States preaching against slavery, excessive wealth, and the mistreatment 

of Indians.  He was a rather absurd figure, easy to dismiss.  He wore only white clothing because 

the trade in dyes depended on slave labor; he was a walking parable of his beliefs; he was 

excessive and often annoying . . . . 

 

He saw how interrelationship and interdependence worked:  he saw how the intricate network of 

increasing needs and desires resulted in the oppression of others, even to the point of slavery.  

“Every degree of luxury hath some connection with evil . . . .”  After visiting in the homes of the 

wealthy slaveholders, he realized the connections between the desire for luxuries and the 

“necessity” of having slaves.  By “unencumbering” his mind – that is, by simplifying his own 

lifestyle, his needs and desires – he was able to see clearly what was plainly before him: that 

slaves were a rationalization for greed.  (pp. 188, 190) 

        



 

5 

Friends, may Jesus and all his wild followers—and others like them—awaken that wildness within us, 

that untamed Spirit of God.  May we see this Presence which roars its terrible roars and gnashes its 

terrible teeth, rolls its terrible eyes and shows it terrible claws, so that we may say with delight:   

 

“Let the wild rumpus start!” 

 

 

(NOTE: The spoken sermon, also available online, may differ slightly in phrasing and detail 

from this manuscript version.) 


