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THE SIXTH SUNDAY OF EASTER

Going and Coming
Acts 16:9-15; John 14:23-29

Tomorrow is Memorial Day but throughout this weekend we have been
remembering and honoring persons who served our nation sacrificially.  There
are other occasions when we offer thanks for the teachers, construction
workers, engineers, manufacturers, farmers, factory workers, medical
professionals, researchers, and leaders who have given of themselves to
build, strengthen, and fortify this country.  On this weekend and tomorrow,
however, we honor those persons who died in service to our country. 

Why did all of those people give of themselves in such a complete way? 
One word: Freedom!  People were drawn to this land because they were free
to explore new opportunities for life that had never before been available. 
People still come here for that reason.  Most of us can trace our ancestry to
people who arrived from Europe seeking freedom, especially religious
freedom.  And somewhere in the tangled branches of our family trees, most
of us have ancestors who served in the military, some who died, defending
our freedom and securing freedom for people the world over.  We are grateful
for their service and sacrifice.

Freedom is a priceless gift and a powerful force in the world. 
Sometimes, however, our perspectives on freedom get crossed up and it
seems that what is freedom to me is a limitation for you and what is freedom
for you is a limitation to me.  Rather than enjoy the freedom that is ours, we
end up facing off about our competing ideas of what freedom is all about. 
Recently, I had an exchange with a friend who had passed along a video clip
he felt revealed a threat to some of our basic beliefs.  The video was of a
news report of a congressional hearing of some sort in which four or five
witnesses were being sworn to provide truthful testimony to the committee. 
The person swearing them in asked, “Do you swear or affirm upon penalty of
perjury that the testimony you are about to give is true and correct to the best
of your knowledge, information, and belief?”  Each one answered in the
affirmative and sat down.  Before the proceedings could move forward, a
member of the committee objected because the traditional phrase, “so help
me God” was omitted.  An exchange among committee members ensued
which boiled down to the fact that forcing someone who may not be religious



to swear an oath by stating “so help me God” may be an infringement on their
freedom while not including a phrase that has been used for over two hundred
years may be an infringement on the freedom of someone else who believes
that tradition is important and should not be discarded.  Such debates keep
us engaged in understanding the dynamics and subtleties of freedom.

What really caught my attention in this video, however, was the banner
beneath it which declared that God was being “deleted” from congressional
hearings.  The commentator went so far as to suggest that this incident meant
“no more God in the people’s house.”

You and I have served on juries and watched many criminal and civil
proceedings on television.  We have observed inquiries and testimonies in
which people have voluntarily–sometimes with their hand on a Bible–sworn 
“to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, so help me, God!”
. . . and then proceeded to lie.  Personally, I think it is a misuse of scripture
and a misunderstanding of God to presume that such an oath will result in
truth because otherwise God will punish the ones who break that oath.

What I think is startling about this story is the presumption that God can
be “deleted” from any aspect of our lives.  Granted, we can choose to ignore
or deny that God has anything at all to do with us, but that does not mean that
God is not present and involved.  I would suggest that, based on scripture and
experience, God cannot be ousted from our lives in any way.

We are approaching the end of the Easter season, this period of fifty
days that is focused on celebrating Christ’s resurrection.  Next Sunday we will
recall Christ’s ascension to heaven and his handing off of his ministry to us. 
The following Sunday, on Pentecost, we will celebrate the gift of the Spirit and
the birth of the Church.

Today we think about what God is up to in the world.  Before his arrest
and crucifixion, before his resurrection and revelation to the disciples, before
his final teachings and his instruction that we should “feed” his lambs, before
his ascension and the gift of the Spirit, Jesus talked candidly and passionately
with his disciples at their last Passover meal together.  Listen in part to what
he told them as written for us by John:
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Jesus answered [Judas (not Iscariot)], "Those who love me
will keep my word, and my Father will love them, and we will come
to them and make our home with them.  Whoever does not love
me does not keep my words; and the word that you hear is not
mine, but is from the Father who sent me.

"I have said these things to you while I am still with you.  But
the Advocate, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my
name, will teach you everything, and remind you of all that I have
said to you.  Peace I leave with you; my peace I give to you.  I do
not give to you as the world gives.  Do not let your hearts be
troubled, and do not let them be afraid.

You heard me say to you, ‘I am going away, and I am
coming to you.'  If you loved me, you would rejoice that I am going
to the Father, because the Father is greater than I.  And now I
have told you this before it occurs, so that when it does occur, you
may believe. John 14:23-29

Most of the time, I brush over at least one of the phrases in what Jesus
said: “You heard me say to you, ‘I am going away, and I am coming to you.'” 
I usually figure it is nothing more than commentary on the earth-shaking
events that are about to take place.  I am not so sure about that today.  In
fact, I think that it is far from a casual comment by Jesus.  In some sense, it
could be considered a trademark for God: “I am going away, and I am coming
to you.” 

Since the beginning, God has been “going and coming.”  God started
this behavior in the Garden when he took casual strolls through his new
creation.  God would leave and return.  Throughout the story of God and his
people, God shows up, teaches, guides, leads, and then steps away into the
background for a while.

God invited Abraham and Sarah to embark on a grand adventure and
then came and went with regularity.  God came to announce the birth of
Isaac, the child of promise and later returned to deliver him from the sacrificial
pyre on the mountain.  God came again and again to Jacob to get him out of
the messes he made for himself and to form from him the nation of Israel. 
God went to Egypt to put Joseph in a place to provide for his family during the
famine.  God seemed to be occupied elsewhere for a while and then came to
Moses to lead his people from bondage.  As the Hebrews trekked through the
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desert, God made his presence known in a cloud by day and a pillar of fire at
night.  As his people began to worship him, a tabernacle symbolized God’s
presence as they moved from place to place.  God was always going and
coming.

It was not until Solomon finished the first temple that people began to
think of God as a deity who “stayed put.”  The temple was an important place
for the Hebrews because it represented the fact that God dwelled with them. 
They were more confident as a people because they had a tangible reminder
that God was in their midst.  When the temple was destroyed and many
people were sent into exile in Babylon, they despaired that God was no longer
with them because they were in a foreign land.  They should have
remembered Solomon’s prayer upon the dedication of the temple when he
said, “But will God indeed reside with mortals on earth?  Even heaven and the
highest heaven cannot contain you, how much less this house that I have
built!” (II Chronicles 6:18).  The prophets, however, did remind the people that
God was still on the move and was with them in Babylon just as much as in
Jerusalem.

Nevertheless, unwittingly, the temple became a place where the people
could “keep” God in place.  Finally, in the person of Jesus, God declared in
the boldest way possible that the people were not alone but that God was in
the midst of them as one of them.  The scribes and Pharisees balked at such
heresy.  The Jesus they saw in the temple courtyard was dangerous to their
faith.  He was a threat to the God they kept in their holy of holies in the
temple.  They attempted one final time to put this renegade God in his
place–in a tomb.  God would have none of that!  No tomb could hold God.  No
death could keep God away.

It took the disciples a while to remember that Jesus had promised, “I am
going away, and I am coming to you.”  Jesus died and returned to life.  He
appeared to the disciples and went away.  He returned in the power of the
Holy Spirit and one day will return at the consummation of the age.

The God we worship is a God who goes and comes.  God is on the
move on our earth and beyond, among us and other people.  This rambling
God is the One we serve.  This restless God who will not be confined or
expelled, who will not be barred from our lives or limited to our desires, is the
One to whom we pledge faith and following.  We cannot fully understand the
goings and comings of God nor can we control them.  The best that we can
do is to pay attention and learn when God is going and coming as it relates
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to us.  But we have to know that our rituals, our traditions, and the walls we
build for worship cannot keep God in or out.

As we discovered a couple of weeks ago when looking at the
conversion of the Apostle Paul, not even the hardness of our hearts and our
vicious agendas can keep God out of our lives.

Paul learned that God goes and comes and invites us to join him. 
Earlier we heard that famous passage from the Book of the Acts of the
Apostles in which Paul dreamed of a Macedonian Man asking him to come
over and share the Gospel with his people.  Paul went, tagging along with his
adventurous God who refused to be hindered in any way.  Arriving in Philippi,
he began sharing the Gospel with the larger world.  On the sabbath, they
joined a group of women in prayer.   One of them, Lydia, welcomed the Good
News and was baptized with all of her family.  She implored Paul and his
companions to come and stay in her home.  Once again, God was on the
move . . . and has not rested since.

We are fortunate to have laws which guarantee freedom for us all and
which protect us from all attempts to limit religious freedom or to have faith
forced on us.  We are grateful for people who have sacrificed in any way to
secure our freedom.  We must remember, however, that neither laws nor
walls, neither traditions nor intemperate agitators, can keep God from being
in our lives, our homes, our schools, or our government.  God will go and
come, giving and securing life for us all.  And God will invite us to go and
come with him in order to share the Good News of his love for all people. 
May we never presume to limit God’s goings and comings . . . so help us,
God!
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May 26, 2019 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

O God who crafted us from the dust of the earth, molded us in your own
image, and built our lives upon your steadfast love and infinite wisdom, our
songs and prayers, our confessions and praises are but feeble attempts at
acknowledging our need for you and our gratitude for your never-failing
mercies.  Too often we look around our world–to money or status, to
education or accomplishment, to other people or even within
ourselves–seeking security and wholeness.  But when we gather in this place, 
we are called to acknowledge, Loving God, our complete dependence upon
your grace.  You call us to welcome you into our lives and to be transformed
into the likeness of Christ, humbling ourselves in service and gratitude.  You
call us to turn to you in faith, and it is because you have been faithful to keep
your promises to us and to your people for generations, that we can find in
you joy that will brighten our weary  hearts, peace that will calm our fearful
minds, and hope that will sustain our wounded souls.  For these and every
good gift which comes from your generous hand, we offer to you our thanks
and praise.

Each day of life, we are reminded that because we have received the
abundance of your gifts to us, we have been called to be faithful stewards of
possessions and talents, of time and energy.  Despite our failings and
limitations, you have entrusted to us the sacred work of sharing your love and
hope in this community and beyond.  For those who lack adequate shelter, we
are called to build.  With those who lack food or clothing or medical care, we
are called to share.  To those who lack companionship and hope, we are
called to be present.   Equip and empower us for these tasks, we pray.  As we
lift our hearts and voices with these our sisters and brothers with whom we
travel this journey of faith, may we find the strength and courage to pattern
our lives after the example of Christ so that  your light and life might be spread
to the dark and dying corners of our world.  In the name of the One who offers
abundant life now and eternal life with you, even Jesus our Lord, we pray. 
Amen.

Elizabeth J. Edwards
Associate Minister


