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Both of our texts this morning deal with abandonment issues, and both end with the blessing of God’s peace.  In Isaiah, God is speaking to Israel after they had been defeated as a nation and scattered into a shameful period of exile.  But God’s anger at the people has ended, and with steadfast love God is gathering them back together and returning them to Jerusalem.  For a moment divine anger made God turn away from the people, and they felt God’s absence acutely.  But now God recommits to the covenant of peace that is God’s promise of faithfulness.

In John, the disciples are trying to sort out their reactions to being told by Jesus that he is going to die.  This is a real crisis for them.  They believed in Jesus as the Messiah and they are now confronted by the reality of his death.  They believed that Jesus spoke the words of eternal life (John 6:68), but now they are faced with his death.  How can these two things be held together?  Is the death of Jesus proof that the claims he has made are not true?  For John, the key claim about Jesus is that he is the incarnation of God among us, or as he put it at the beginning of his gospel, “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God…  What has come into being in him was life, and the life was the light of all people.  The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it.” (John 1: 1ff)  But now the followers of Jesus are wondering whether the darkness will in fact overcome the light of the incarnation.  Jesus assures them that this is not true and tells them he will ask God to send the Spirit of Truth to be with them.

In the Bible, God sends the Spirit as a gift of power that enables those who receive the Spirit to accomplish particular tasks. It is always a sign pointing to the manifestation of a new era of God’s activity in the world.  It is the breaking in of God’s power for a purpose that changes human history.  At Pentecost the Spirit commissions the disciples and gives them courage to witness to Christ throughout the world.  That day in Jerusalem, the Spirit enlivened those who knew Jesus when he was alive.  The gift of the Spirit of Truth in John is to enable those who can never know Jesus in the flesh to hear and believe throughout history.

This is the distinctive characteristic of the Spirit God in John’s theology.  John’s answer to the problem of Jesus’ death is the Spirit of Truth, sent by God to provide the ongoing presence of Jesus into the future of the church.  Just as God sent Jesus into the world to witness God’s love, God sends the Spirit to the church to continue that witness after Jesus’ death, resurrection and ascension.  There is an intimacy here that is very touching, with Jesus calling his followers “Little children.”  He assures them that they will not be left as orphans. The head of their family is not abandoning them.

It is important to note that God sends the Spirit not to individuals who are believers, but to the community of believers.  The Spirit is known in community.  Its power is in its presence among us, in-between us.  Each person is affected by the Spirit, but John never presents the Spirit as a private possession or an interior experience of one person.  John says of the Spirit “You know him, because he abides with you, and he will be among you.”  The “you”s here are plural not singular. 

Before he leaves, Jesus gives the community directions, “I give you a new commandment, that you love one another.  Just as I have loved you, you should love one another.” (13: 34)  Belonging to Jesus means following his words.  And for Christians, following Jesus establishes one’s relationship with God.  Jesus tells us, “Those who love me will be loved by my Father.” (14:21) The disciples come to a new relationship with God through their powerful attachment to Jesus.

He says, “If you love me, keep my commandments,” and he gives them and us a summary of his commandments.  If you love me this is what you will do: “ ‘You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind.’ This is the greatest and first commandment.  And a second is like it, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself’.  On these two commandments hang all the law and the prophets.” (Matthew 22:37-40)  

The disciples Jesus was talking to in our passage were physically with him, hearing his message directly from the teacher.  But we are so far away from Jesus.  How can we hear his words today?  This is our good question, “Is God With Us?”  Jesus tells us, “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.” The Spirit will represent the teachings of Jesus, working within the church to guide us in interpreting the Gospel in new times in new circumstances.   In every age, the church has to work to understand the teachings of Jesus so they can address the particular issues of the time.  We need to hear the words of Jesus as they would speak to our times.

This is much of what preaching is all about.  Guided by the Holy Spirit, the preacher stands within a community of people and speaks his or her understanding of the meaning of God’s word as it applies to their life together. 

The church, the agent of the Spirit, continues to speak the teachings of Jesus and helps us apply what we hear to our complex modern world 2000 years after they were spoken.  As Christians we tell each other the stories of faith, and the stories become a part of us.  The church continues to interpret the teachings for our age.  We do not develop new teachings, but interpret Jesus’ teachings for new times.  For two centuries, the church has worked together through its study, teaching, preaching and its acting in the world to understand as a community what God’s will for us is in own times.  We believe that the Spirit of God is leading us in our life together, prompting our teaching, preaching, study and action and most of all our loving.  The power of the Spirit in community is the basis for the Peace of God that passes all understanding.  Jesus gives his disciples peace as his parting gift to them, not the peace the world can know, but a peace that relieves fear and doubt.  It is a peace that keeps our hearts from being troubled and calms our fears. Our “Yes” to the question of “Is God With Us?” is the basis for our peace that provides a total sense of wholeness.

In John, the coming of the Spirit results from special action by God at Jesus’ request.  With the Spirit present in the community of believers, each one is the communicator of the Spirit to the others, binding the community together and directing it for mission and witness.  You can’t actually see the Spirit.  But with the eyes of faith, you can see the difference it makes in how we live our life together, and how we live in the world.

  The members of the community become agents of God through the Spirit.  This is how the church makes its witness to God’s power to the world.  The current Book of Order, the Constitution of the Presbyterian Church USA makes the bold assertion that “The Church of Jesus Christ is the provisional demonstration of what God intends for all humanity…The Church is called to be a sign in and for the world of the new reality which God has made available to people in Jesus Christ.” (G-3.0200)
Demonstrating this reality is particularly important right now.  Love for one another is not the primary value in our public life these days.  The disparities that divide our cities, suburbs, rural communities are growing larger and larger.  The gaps of income and wealth between the richest and the poorest in our county continue to grow and are profoundly affected by race and ethnicity.  Trust in public institutions is at historically low levels.  Our military is involved in conflicts around the world, but the reality is that last year more service members died by suicide that in combat.  In Minnesota, the percentage of people living in poverty is rising.  So is the number of people without health insurance and the percentage of renters who are paying more than 50% of their income on housing costs.  There are more homeless children in Minnesota today than the state’s entire homeless population 15 years ago.  One in ten students in the Minneapolis Public Schools is homeless.

Politics in a democracy is supposed to be a reasoned process of moral deliberation about who we are as a people and how we live together in community.  Today, however, the tone of political debate on all sides has developed into yelling matches invoking party doctrines that have harden into purity codes.  In his recent Town Hall Forum presentation, Walter Mondale Town Hall said, “We are substituting for civil debate the anger that can arise when issues are seen as good vs. evil; we are converting political issues into religious issues…Our country is slipping because of the inability of government to make decisions through compromise.”   He added, looking at current campaign practices, “If I had children who were behaving like that I would worry about them.”

Over a year ago, Westminster’s session formed a task force to develop a vision for the world.  We have our Westminster Mission Statement that says who we are and what we do as a church, but there has been no statement of what we think the world would look like if the love and justice of God were realized.  At its last meeting, the session approved a part of the report of this task force that is a statement of Westminster’s Hope for the World.   The final report will come out this fall and can be used by all areas of the church to guide us as we shape our life together by the decisions we make.  There are five key words that make up our statement of what we hope to see in the world: justice, love, joy, sustainability and peace. 

We envision a just community. Justice is God’s abundant love made active in the world. We believe that all people are created in God’s image.  Therefore we stand with those who suffer and strive for a just world in which all people thrive in every aspect of life.   

We envision a loving community.  God’s two great commandments to us are to love God and to love our neighbors.  We believe that God has created the peoples of the world to be one universal family.  In a loving community people practice hospitality toward friend, stranger and enemy alike and seek to reconcile people divided from each other.

We envision a joyful community.  God rejoices when human beings live together in harmony.  We find joy in worshiping God and in celebrating the deep connections within the human family.  A joyful community calls people together, embracing differences and affirming commonalities.

We envision a sustainable community.  God created the world good and calls humans to be stewards of creation.  We exercise that responsibility by showing care for natural, human and economic resources, and living as mutual partners in the global community.  

We envision a peaceful community.  Peace is a gift of God entrusted to the human community.   We are called as peacemakers to love our enemies, to pursue justice, to love kindness and to grant mercy.  

These five values can establish a framework to guide how we shape our world, as we nurture our children and teach our adults, as we worship together and care for each other’s needs.  Because we know that the Spirit of God is among us, guiding and sustaining us, we can give a bold “Yes” to the question of “Is God With Us?”  Our task now is to listen to the Spirit and to each other to live out the commands to love God and to love neighbor in this time and this place.

Prayers of the People, Daniel Franklin

Good and Gracious God,

We have heard that if we but love one another we will be counted disciples of Christ.  For it is only with love, in love and through love that we truly reflect the grace of our lord Jesus, in whom we live and move and have our being.

We pray, then, that you will grant us the courage to express love to our neighbors as we work to bring about a community that reflects your will for the benefit of all your people.  And we give thanks for the compassion with which you have gathered us together to do this work, secure in the knowledge that it is only in a community founded on love for one another that we are able to build joy, bring peace and pursue justice.

Lord, let your healing spirit come upon the leaders of our state in the hope that meaningful compromise can be reached and a budget enacted that remembers the least of Jesus’ family, while seeking to maintain fiscal discipline for the sake of Minnesota’s future.  It is not enough for those of one side or the other to declare that they have the answers and thus the victory belongs to them.  For if the entire community does not benefit, declarations of triumph ring hollow and do not demonstrate the love you have commanded us to share with our neighbors.  

We pray for the people of Minot, North Dakota, displaced from their homes as a result of flooding in that city, and for all people affected by continuing severe weather and weather-related events.  We pray especially for the people of North Minneapolis as they work to rebuild their neighborhoods, their homes and their lives.  We confess that “we do not know why the rivers overflow their banks…but standing in a rain storm, we believe”.  We believe that our best hope for recovery lies in trusting our God, and the people that our God has inspired, to come to the aid of those in need.

We pray for the safety and security of all those affected by violent conflict around the world and for those whose work it is to bring about peaceful solutions.  We have seen that conducting war consumes resources that could be directed to those in need at home and abroad and we pray that the leaders of these wars will recognize that peace is your gift to us, and we pray that conflict will be resolved through empathy, dialogue and forgiveness.

We remember all those participating in mission trips, both near and far, and we ask you to keep their going out and their coming in, as they carry your spirit into the world.  Lord, we ask that you look with compassion on the Mukete family as they mourn the loss of Joseph’s sister, Mrs. Epie.  We pray also that you will comfort all those dealing with illness, job loss and difficulties in relationships.  And we share your joy in new life, in the person of Elizabeth Anne, born to Westminster staff member Sandy Wilson and her husband Marc.  

Loving God, please watch over this congregation and the community it serves, as we work to be living examples of your steadfast love.

And now Lord, please hear us as we are bold to pray as Jesus taught us, saying…

“Is God With Us?”   


Isaiah 54:7-10; John 13:33-35; 14:15-27


Douglas Mitchell
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