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Based on Acts 17:22-31, John 14:15-21 

 

After that first Easter, Jesus’ disciples slowly spread out around the edge of the 

Mediterranean.  They carried with them a memory of Jesus, his work, and his words.  

And wherever they settled, they tried to blend in.  Over time, they developed their own 

faith traditions, forms of worship, and moral convictions, much like New North Church 

or any other faith community today.  Each group faced its own challenges from both 

within and without, depending on their location. 

One problem for John’s congregation might have been the pressure of simply 

being a Christ follower.  Outside the group were the non-believers, what John calls ‘the 

world.’  On top of that, the religious leaders in the synagogue didn’t speak well about 

those who followed a convicted criminal, and their pagan neighbors might have been 

offended that John’s group wouldn’t join them in the local cult worship.  All things 

considered it wasn’t easy for John’s congregation to keep Jesus’ teachings in focus. 

As for the apostle Paul, when he visited Athens and found himself surrounded by 

a culture that worshipped many gods, one of whom was even ‘an unknown god,’ he knew 

he was swimming upstream. 

When I was in about the fourth grade, I remember learning about the various 

Greek gods, and about the gods that the Romans borrowed from the Greeks: Aphrodite 

became Venus, for example.  Zeus became Jupiter.  Which reminds me that many Roman 

gods lent their names to several planets in our solar system. 

Centuries later came the Norse gods, who eventually lent their names to several 

days of the week.  Thursday, for example. 

In Paul’s day, there were many gods in every culture, and they were all kind of 

the same: there was always a king and a queen; a goddess of love; gods and goddesses of 

music, medicine, wisdom, and war, often created by violent and bloody origin stories. 
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The point is, our culture is familiar with these gods too, just as the people of 

Athens were familiar with the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, the God of Israel.  The 

difference is that, for Paul and for Christians, this singular God who made the world and 

everything in it, is, was, and will forever be the one God, who was revealed to us in the 

form of Jesus of Nazareth, the Christ. 

Today’s Gospel reading is part of what is called Jesus’ Farewell Discourse, which 

covers about four chapters.  Running through it is the theme of going in order to come 

back.  You can’t return if you never leave.  Last week, Jesus said, ‘I go to prepare a place 

for you.  And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again.’  Today, Jesus says, 

‘I will not leave you orphaned; I am coming to you.’ 

Notice that when Jesus says he’s going, he always adds that he’s coming back, 

and while he’s gone, we won’t be left alone. 

By saying God will send ‘another Advocate,’ Jesus implies that there was an 

advocate before this new one, and in his first letter, John makes it clear that that first 

advocate was Christ himself.  In today’s reading, John says the Advocate is ‘the Spirit of 

truth.’  We know from last week’s reading that Jesus is the way, the truth, and the life.  

So, the Spirit of truth is intimately connected with Jesus Christ.  We can trust this. 

The Spirit of God is an idea as old as the first chapter in Genesis, where a wind 

from God swept over the face of the deep.  In the Gospels, the Spirit of God became the 

Holy Spirit which descended upon Jesus at his baptism, and it is the Holy Spirit Jesus 

breathes on the disciples the night he visited them in a locked room. 

It’s not a stretch to say that the Spirit is all over the Bible and that John took an 

old idea and made of it something new.  This is how John bolstered his community: 

‘Chin up,’ he wrote, ‘Jesus may be gone but we have the Holy Spirit to guide us.’ 

John tried hard to save his congregation and he did it not by exhorting his people 

to work harder, or to go and do mission, although that is very much a part of church life.  

He did it by simply reminding them of God’s continuing presence among them. 

As we grope our way through this uncertain time with the pandemic very much in 

our thoughts, do we feel God’s presence among us?  If not the Holy Spirit, what guides us 

today?  If not God, what the heck do we worship?  Not money, although we know that 

the love of money is the root of all evil. 
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We need money – we have rents and mortgages and bills to pay; we need to eat – 

but we don’t worship money.  These days, I think it’s something else, and if I’m right, 

it’s something of a paradox. 

People are generally social animals.  We like to be together and enjoy each 

other’s company; any excuse to keep from mowing the lawn.  But we also want our 

spacious place, that land of liberation and free movement described in Psalm 66, a place 

that belongs to each of us alone. 

At the beginning of our self-quarantine time, there was social resistance against 

wearing face masks in public.  I walked into a bank wearing mine and it just felt wrong, 

although they did give me the money I asked for, no questions asked. 

Now, we’re seeing a backlash against those who do not wear a mask in public.  

Now, we expect to see people wearing masks everywhere, even those just out for a run or 

playing golf by themselves on a deserted fairway. 

There’s a disconnect between the way the world is and the way we imagine it to 

be.  We want to be safe, but we also want to do what we want, when we want to do it, 

despite the perceived risk to our health and the health of those around us. 

This pandemic has affected millions of lives; it has put the brakes on our economy 

and industries; and it has changed the way we go about our daily business.  But it has also 

done something more fundamental: we may have forgotten that we live always in the 

presence of our neighbors, but now we are hyper-aware of those around us, and we 

respect the space between us.  Think of the supermarkets that now use one-way aisles and 

six-foot-long boxes at the check-out lanes.  We’re on it; those spacious places might be 

small, but they are ours, at least for a moment. 

It makes perfect sense to me that Jesus would say that he’s not leaving us 

orphaned.  In the reading from Acts, Paul, through Luke the author, reminds us that we 

are God’s offspring, God’s children, made in the image of God.  We don’t serve and 

worship an ‘unknown God;’ we serve and worship the Father of us all, who would never 

abandon us; God’s love is not limited to us alone – it’s for all people. 

We are also reminded that God does not live in shrines made from human hands, 

but that God’s dwelling place is the world and everything in it. 
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John’s intent in the Gospel is to assure his community of God’s abiding presence, 

that God is always in the background, and that the Holy Spirit brings Jesus into the 

thoughts and activities of the community. 

So, when Jesus said, twice, ‘If you love me, you will keep my commandments,’  

he meant only two: to love the Lord our God with all our heart, mind, strength, and soul, 

and to love our neighbors as we love ourselves. 

In other words, by offering our thanks and praise to God and by serving God’s 

purposes for us by treating our neighbors the way we want to be treated ourselves. 

Speaking only for myself, I don’t mind wearing a face mask if it puts the people 

around me at ease. 

More than that, let us lift each other up: If you can, support your favorite local 

restaurant if they have adapted to curb-side pickup.  Help them stay afloat.  Food pantries 

and other non-profit organizations that provide social services still need our support.  

Operating costs haven’t gone away, and people still need to eat.  With more people out of 

work, these supports are more necessary now than ever. 

Being aware of our neighbor’s needs and then taking steps to help fill them is a 

big part of living into Jesus’ two commandments.  If we can do this, then we will begin to 

see the Spirit of truth at work among us, an Advocate who abides with us and in us, alive 

and at work in us, now and always, building the Kingdom here on earth.  And when we 

look back at our handiwork, we will again be reminded that God is always with us, 

revealed by love. 

Amen. 


