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[6 Easter A: Acts 17:22-31; Psalm 66:7-18; 1 Peter 3:13-22; John 14:15-21] 

 

 

 

When I was twelve, I came in contact with a group 

of born-again “Jesus people.” This was in 1972. 

Some of them were part of the staff of a vacation-

Bible-school-type-thing for junior high aged kids 

that was, in fact, held at my home church, Trinity 

Episcopal in Sonoma. These people were not 

Episcopalians. But something about them people 

and the way they presented the Gospel really 

connected with me. Before long, I was hanging out 

with them more and more, and had my own “born 

again” experience, which was indeed very profound 

for me. 

 

Looking back, I’m struck that my parents didn’t 

more thoroughly vet these folks, who I continued to 

hang out with until I finished high school. But this 

was the 70s, another time, and the parenting was 

pretty easy-going compared to nowadays. I think 

about that lack of vetting because this turned out to 

be a pretty unhealthy and unmoored group of 

people, with cult-like features and a measure of 

manipulation and abuse just under the surface. I 

began to experience that toxic side, yet at the same 

time there were intense spiritual experiences, and a 

sense of belonging, of being included and paid 

attention to. The Christianity presented was rather 

literalist and fundamentalist, to the chagrin of my 

Episcopal priest dad and psychiatrist mom, but that 

was my teenage rebellion. 

 

As soon as I went to college, I began, haltingly at 

first, to put distance between myself and that group 

of folks, and that theology—and the fear and 

anxiety that always seemed to run through it—

though in fact it was hard to disentangle from it. In 

fact, in 1983, after I got to seminary, I came to a 

point of letting go of the idea that I was a Christian 

at all. I stayed on in school, because I really valued 

the academic study of theology and the Bible, and 

that—and the friendship of some fellow students—

helped me find my way back to a renewed, if 

cautious, willingness to identify as Christian, do the 

Church thing, try walking with Jesus. 

 

I’m sharing this bit of my story for two reasons, I 

suppose. One is that it’s my experience that there 

are virtually always, in a congregation like this, who 

have some background in a more fundamentalist 

Christianity. Usually not without its good points—

that’s what makes it complicated!—but a version of 

“faith” that was rigid at best, often fear-based, and 

toxic at worst. And yet, here we are, somehow, still 

on this journey, still finding meaning in Jesus and 

the Church.  

 

That more rigid Christianity tends to emphasize that 

everyone who doesn’t believe right is going to hell, 

and to make a big deal of the divide between 

believers and “the world.” And that kind of dualism 

is one of the things many of us have come to reject. 

We come to find that people of other faiths, 

sometimes people of no explicitly religious 

orientation, can be profoundly decent and loving 

and good people, and we reject the idea that a God 

of love would damn them over a technicality.  We 

come to see truth and beauty in traditions other than 

our own. And I think a lot of what I’m saying here 

goes not only for survivors of fundamentalism, but 

for others who might just find it offensive. Perhaps 

we might decide that there’s really no difference 

between one religion and another, or between faith 

and unbelief. 

 

And the second reason I’m touching on all this is 

that some of this comes up in the readings today. 

Jesus speaks of “the world” in negative terms, and 

paints a stark divide between his followers and “the 

world”: 

 

If you love me, you will keep my commandments. 

And I will ask the Father, and he will give you 

another Advocate, to be with you forever. This is the 

Spirit of truth, whom the world cannot receive, 
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because it neither sees him nor knows him. You 

know him, because he abides with you, and he will 

be in you. … In a little while the world will no 

longer see me, but you will see me; because I live, 

you also will live. 

 

Language like this can make us uncomfortable. We 

may not like the idea of this kind of divide, setting 

us off against “the world.” That word “world” in the 

New Testament is the Greek word kosmos, from 

which we get “cosmos.” Usually it’s used in a 

negative way, as in Jesus’s words in the Gospel 

today. This refers to the world closed in on itself, as 

a self-enclosed “system” shot through with injustice 

and hatred, the world having lost its intimacy with 

God and its transparency to God. We know that 

world. We are in it, and it is in us, and it and we, 

left to ourselves, are doomed to self-destruction.  

 

But then there is the world as in “God so loved [and 

loves!] the world.” There is hope for the world. 

 

What I want to offer from my own experience is 

that as I’ve continued on the journey, including a 

commitment to solitary prayer, and continued to 

study, that Scripture has become incredibly alive for 

me again. The reality of Jesus, the teachings of 

Jesus, and the uniqueness of Jesus, crucified and 

risen and coming again, have become more and 

more real for me.  This doesn’t mean I don’t 

appreciate the wisdom and beauty of other 

traditions, but it also makes it impossible for me to 

say that “all religions really just say the same thing” 

or “all religions are equally true.” I don’t have any 

idea how anyone could even know that. 

 

Paul, today in the reading from Acts, speaks to 

Greek philosophers in Athens. He compliments 

them on their religiosity, shows some appreciation 

for their practices, including especially the altar “to 

an unknown god,” and quotes approvingly from 

their poets, but then goes on to offer his witness to 

the transcending revelation of God’s character and 

God’s justice in “a man whom he has appointed, 

and of this he has given assurance to all by raising 

him from the dead.” So ends our reading today, but 

Acts continues immediately, “When they heard of 

the resurrection of the dead, some scoffed, but 

others said, ‘We will hear you again about this.’” In 

some there is the stirring of possible faith, in others, 

not. 

 

I guess what I’m wanting to say, and what I suppose 

I try to say in many of my sermons, is, let’s not let 

our reactivity towards fundamentalism, whether or 

not we have it in our personal history—the reactive 

impulse that we don’t want to be “like that”—let’s 

not let that get in the way of our hearing and 

discovering and being transformed by the unique 

truth and beauty and power of the Gospel.  God 

loves this world and is working its salvation in 

Christ, and we are being invited into that 

transforming love. This is the gift of the Spirit. 

 

In today’s Gospel, Jesus is beginning to describe the 

promise of the Holy Spirit, the Advocate, who he 

says, is already with them, and yet will be given 

them more manifestly, more powerfully, to be in 

them. “The world” as such, “the system” or “the 

crowd” cannot perceive or receive the Spirit. Only 

people can, people in relationship, people loving as 

Jesus loves us, people responding to the love of 

Christ in the depths of their hearts. Human beings, 

restored to intimacy with God, begin to make the 

world once again transparent to the presence of 

God: justice, generosity, love, gratitude. This is the 

gift of the Holy Spirit, and the world’s only true 

hope. 

 

If you love me, you will keep my commandments. 

And I will ask the Father, and he will give you 

another Advocate, to be with you forever. 

 

I’m glad this translation says “keep” his 

commandments. It’s not just “obey,” though it’s 

certainly that. It’s also, hold on to, preserve, ponder, 

treasure, don’t let go. And Jesus’s commandment is, 

“Love one another as I have loved you.”  This 

requires us to be always moving outward in love for 

others, but also and equally importantly, to be 

moving within, to rediscover continually the 

transforming and infinitely intimate love of Christ 

within us. 

 

It’s in this dynamic—loving others, loving one 

another, as Christ loves us—that God pours out 

upon us and into us the Holy Spirit. The world 

cannot see or know or receive the Spirit, but it can 

see and know and receive you and me. Or, reject us. 
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The reading from First Peter today is in part about 

that rejection and the suffering it entails. Again, in 

Acts, some welcome Paul’s witness, some not. 

 

But today, now, this morning, we can open our 

hearts, minds, ourselves, to this gift of the Spirit, the 

gift of making visible in this world the goodness 

and love of God, this love that calls us out to love 

others, and calls us within to receive ever more 

deeply Christ’s love within ourselves. 

 

What Jesus is talking about today is our 

participation in God’s activity of saving the world. 

We are in the world and the world is in us, but there 

is a greater truth: 

 

On that day you will know that I am in my Father, 

and you in me, and I in you. They who have my 

commandments and keep them are those who love 

me; and those who love me will be loved by my 

Father, and I will love them and reveal myself to 

them. 

 

Here, now, today. Come, Lord Jesus, Come, Holy 

Spirit. 


