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A few years ago I read The Testament by John 
Grisham and was struck by its insight into the 
nature of faith and life. Its central character, Nate 
O’Riley, is a high priced lawyer who treated 
women like trophies and saw the courtroom as an 
arena in which to destroy people’s lives, but we 
soon discover it is his own life which has gone over 
the brink of destruction. The pressure of the 
courtroom drove him deep into the bottle from 
which high-priced rehab centers couldn’t extricate 
him. His failed marriages and bad relations with 
his children couldn’t do it. His boss, Josh, gives him 
one last chance. He sends him deep into the heart 
of Brazil into the Pantanal to find Rachel Lane, a 
missionary who has inherited billions of dollars. 
The Pantanal is a swamp the size of Colorado, 
untouched by the juggernaut of modern 
civilization and no one really knows where she is. 
It is through his harrowing experiences there that 
he comes to sobriety, forgiveness, and a simple 
grateful faith. 

God has been using such wilderness 
experiences for centuries to bring people into a 
better, happier existence. God uses hardship and 
sacrifice as a means to make us let go of those 
supports we use as a substitute for His support. 
God tells Abraham to leave his home, leave his 
roots and routine, to pack his bags, and go to a 
land which no one knows anything about. Through 
his willingness to make this journey, to take this 
courageous leap, he grows to become, according 
to Hebrews, one of the great heroes of faith. 

Faith, in Abraham’s and Nate’s situations, is 
very different than how we often understand faith 
today. Neither had much understanding of the 
tenets of belief, neither were particularly highly 
moral people to begin with, but both went 
through the wilderness and came out with very 

deep connections to God. Both had the courage to 
leave behind that which they knew. 

First, take Abraham. He knew almost nothing 
of doctrine. There was no doctrine back then, no 
Bible. He didn’t even know God’s name. He called 
God, El Elyon, the name of a pagan Canaanite 
deity, but he had the sense to respond to the 
tugging of God within his soul. God used Abraham’s 
willingness, not doctrinal understanding, to shape 
him into a great person of the faith. Nate had the 
same experience. He knew only a smattering of 
Christian truth, from the yearly visit to church on 
Christmas Eve, but he ventured into the 
wilderness and he was changed forever. 

Faith is not agreeing that there is a God, but 
living in relation to that God. 

Faith is not agreeing that Jesus rose from the 
dead, but trusting in His resurrecting power. 

Faith is not coming to church, but becoming 
church. 

Faith is not paying only a tithe, but giving of 
your whole self. 

Second, Abraham’s morals were about on par 
with today’s politicians. He had sexual relations 
with his wife’s servant and, when she bore a child, 
he sent them both into the desert. When he came 
across a king that he feared, he pretended Sarah 
was his sister, content to let the king have 
relations with his wife if it meant saving his own 
skin.  Nate was no better. He was convicted of tax 
fraud, treated women as trophies, and neglected 
his wife and children to the point of driving them 
away. Despite multiple attempts to be morally 
good, he didn’t stop chasing women, chasing the 
bottle, and running from his children. 

The Bible teaches us that faith focused on 
moral purity will always fail miserably. No one is 
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righteous. The Pharisees saw faith as a list of do’s 
and don’ts – the more obedience the greater the 
faith. But in this type of faith, the rules quickly 
usurp the spirit of love, thus the Pharisees’ 
laughable condemnation of Jesus for healing on 
the Sabbath. 

John Calvin taught us that our wills are utterly 
corrupt. Any attempt to simply be good is always a 
charade and will only lead to self-torture. Trying to 
force ourselves to be morally pure is akin to going 
on a diet and spending every waking hour thinking 
about how you’re not going to eat chocolate cake. 

Faith is not sinless-ness, but faithfulness. 

Faith is not guilt, but gratitude. 

Faith is not following rules, but following a 
Lord. 

Since neither knowing doctrine nor trying to 
force ourselves to be morally pure will give us a 
strong faith, life interjects the wilderness. It forces 
us to go through a trial in which we must release 
our normal means of support. I imagine, as 
Abraham no longer had his father for advice, he 
had to turn to God. As Abraham encountered 
rough weather or suspicious characters, he didn’t 
have the normal means to cope. As he entered a 
new land, he didn’t have the network of business 
contacts so he had to rely on contacts sent by 
God. 

Nate’s adventures in the Pantanal nearly cost 
him his life. His plane crashed and he contracted 
dengue fever. But even more than that was the 
complete change in his daily routine. In the states 
he lived deadline-to-deadline, a life determined by 
the clock, but in the Pantanal there were no 
clocks. He was forced to eat rice and beans for 
practically every meal and to sleep in a hammock 
without air conditioning. These privations led him 
to find satisfaction from a different source. The 
hunger that the bottle fed began to go away. 

We have all encountered these trials of faith, 
times when the assumptions we based our life on 
proved no longer to be valid, times when we 

discovered our neatly packaged understanding of 
how the world and God worked no longer proved 
tenable. Perhaps it occurred when your parents 
divorced. Maybe when you went to college or 
when your children refused to talk to you or you 
lost your job or when your mother died. Whatever 
the trial, when it comes at first it’s nothing but 
pain, anguish, and “why, why must this happen?” 

Abraham must have tortured over this 
question, as he made his way up the mountain 
with knife in hand and his son by his side. The son 
whom God had promised. The son for whom he 
had waited 100 years. The son who asked him, 
“Where is the sacrifice?” That was Abraham’s 
darkest hour and the test of faith that must have 
shattered everything he thought he knew. Nate’s 
world was also shattered. 

When Nate finally found Rachel in the 
wilderness, he was shocked to discover that she 
didn’t want the money, nor would she sign any 
document! He had come thousands of miles and 
nearly died twice to find her for no reason. Her 
refusal of billions of dollars simply didn’t fit in his 
understanding of the world. He was forced to see 
reality in a new way. His previous understanding 
that money moved the world was destroyed. 

As Abraham held the knife aloft ready to strike 
down his beloved child, he knew it had to be this 
way. Abraham knew that the gods required 
sacrifice. That’s what the world taught him. As his 
hand shook and his heart exploded he began to 
thrust...when suddenly he heard a rustle in the 
bushes and a voice from above that told him this 
God will not murder innocent children. 

For the past few days Nate had been 
semiconscious from Dengue fever. Now he was 
scouring the streets of Corumba, looking for 
Rachel, his fever finally broken. During the worst 
night Rachel had come in from the Pantanal to be 
at his bedside to soothe his fiery body, but she had 
disappeared. Was she really there? He passed a 
small chapel and something tugged at him to go 
in, perhaps Rachel would be there? 
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He sat in the pew and took in his surroundings, 
a bare, simple chapel with a few people scattered 
around, some guitar player strumming out Latin 
hymns. As his listened to the unintelligible sermon 
in Portuguese, suddenly he clasped his hands and 
prayed. Nate was not one to pray, but right then 
he laid himself bare. As Grisham put it,  

He unloaded enough burdens to crush any 
three men and when he finally finished Nate 
had tears in his eyes. “I’m sorry,” he 
whispered to God. “Please help me.” As 
quickly as the fever left his body the baggage 
left his soul...He heard the guitar again. He 
opened his eyes and wiped his cheeks. 
Instead of seeing the young man on the 
pulpit, Nate saw the face of Christ, in agony, 
in pain.... 

As painful as the wilderness is, the courage we 
show brings us to a stronger and purer faith; the 
courage to go where we are called without 
understanding, without assurances that we know 
what will happen; the courage to follow God 
wherever we are led is the essence of faith. This 
was the faith of the apostles who dropped 
everything to follow Jesus; it was the faith of 
Abraham. As we make it through the wilderness, 
God will give us a gift; a gift of release, a gift of 
redemption, a gift of acceptance and peace, the 
gift of faith. 

Faith – it’s not about what you know. It’s not 
about how good you are. It’s about trusting, 
trusting God. Amen. 

 


