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“Community Spirit” based on Hebrews 12:1-2 and John 14:15-21 
A sermon preached by The Rev. Elizabeth Smith-Bartlett  

at The Larchmont Avenue Church 
 
I. 

There are times during the week when I come here, into the sanctuary, when 
I need a change of pace.  I sit in the pews, [on the lectern side about a third of the 
way back] because that’s where three generations of the Smith family sat in my 
home church when I was growing up.  (It’s funny how attached we get to particular 
spots, isn’t it?) 
 

Sometimes I come in here to pray—for you, for me, for our world.  When I 
have my act together, I start the workday in here, praying that God will let my spirit 
rise that day like the sun rises over all of creation, and that I might be ready to greet 
God however and in whomever God is present that day.  Sometimes I come in here 
to have some quiet—when I just need a few minutes to breathe deeply, or when I’ve 
got writer’s block, or need to think through a plan or idea. 
 

It took me several months of coming in here during the week, but eventually I 
saw them.  And now that I’ve seen them, I can’t help but see them every time I’m in 
here.  (I did my best with Google, but came up short, so if any of you are well versed 
in Gothic architectural vocabulary, please let me know.) 
 

What I saw was a shape that is prevalent in the woodwork (they are probably 
easiest to see up here because they are against the wall).  It’s a shape that looks like 
a simple silhouette of head and shoulders—a simple silhouette of a person.  There 
are four of them up there at the top point, and then two more on either side as the 
ceiling line angles down.  It’s the same on the back wall (four at the top point and 
two on each side).  And then, if you look closely, you’ll see this same silhouette 
mirrored in the rafters—in the top points and also on the sides in the supports. 
 

This is our great cloud of witnesses that surrounds us here in this place.  I 
don’t know if this was the plan as the sanctuary was being designed or if it was just a 
coincidence, but nevertheless, it is a powerful visual reminder each and every time 
we gather here that we do not go this journey alone. 
 

We are surrounded by those pillars of faith in Scripture whose stories 
continue to guide us—Abraham, Moses, David, Sarah, Miriam, Ruth.  Mary and 
Joseph.  Jesus.  The earliest disciples and apostles who continued to spread the 
teachings of Jesus.   
 

We are surrounded by those pillars of faith in history—Martin Luther King 
Jr., Joan of Arc, Oscar Romero, Dorothy Day, Dietrich Bonheoffer, Mother Teresa, and 
so many others whose lives and faith were inextricably connected. 
 

We are surrounded by those pillars of faith we have known personally—
parents, grandparents, family members, friends, teachers, mentors, and all of those 
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who have shown us glimpses of God…all those whose love has nurtured us, whose 
wisdom has shaped us, whose examples make us want to follow in their footsteps.    
 

“Therefore, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses,” we 
can trust that we do not go this journey alone.  Their stories and examples root and 
guide us as we run with perseverance the race of faith that is now set before us. 
 
II. 

In the text from the gospel of John that Wes read, Jesus is speaking to the 
disciples and giving them instructions on how to live and what to do after Jesus is no 
longer with them.  And he, too, tells the disciples that they will never go the journey 
alone—that after he is gone, God will send them another Advocate—the Holy 
Spirit—to be with them forever, rooting them and guiding them on their journeys.  
This term, Advocate, means “one who has been called to our side.” Other versions of 
this text paraphrase this term as Helper, Comforter, Counselor, or Companion.  We 
are wise to remember that this Advocate, is promised to the community of faith as a 
whole, not just to its individualized members based on their varying levels of faith, 
obedience, and commitment.  The Spirit promised here is a community Spirit. 
 

And that community Spirit, that Spirit that is still speaking to this day, calls us 
to live our lives patterned after Christ’s—lives shaped by love, and compassion, and 
justice for all of God’s children.  Lives that are not lived just for ourselves, but for the 
good of others.  Lives that are connected and integrated and whole. 

 
As we run with perseverance the race of faith that is now set before us, Jesus 

calls us to keep his commandments—which are rooted in love, guided by the Spirit, 
and practiced in community. 

  
III. 

So confirmands, if there’s anything that we want you to know as you begin 
this new chapter in your faith journeys, it’s that you do not go this journey alone, 
either.  
 

Your journey is just that…yours.  There is no set timeframe or course for our 
journeys.   We are guided by different experiences and beliefs.  We have our own 
questions and doubts.  Some journeys are, quite frankly, easier or more clear-cut 
than others, for better or worse.  Just because your journey doesn’t look like 
everyone else’s, or winds around, or has more questions than answers doesn’t mean 
that you’re doing it wrong.  
 

And yet, at the same time, your journey is connected to our journeys, and our 
journeys are connected to the journeys of all of humanity.  They are uniquely ours, 
but they are for more than just ourselves. 

 
Dr. Omid Safi, Director of Duke University’s Islamic Studies Center and 

regular columnist for Krista Tippett’s On Being blog, published an article this week 
in which he writes:  
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In these days, it seems like we are living on the brink. Pomp and bluster seem 
to rule the day. There is conflict here at home, and around the world. … 
 
One of the truths we know is that …[the] up-there and down-here mingle, the 
earthly and the heavenly mirror each other. We have no choice but to 
continue to redeem the world, to save the world from our own selves.  
We are, ironically, the cause of the breaking and just might be the channel of 
healing. To make the world whole, we ourselves have to become healed, 
become whole. Our well-being and the world being well are linked together. 
 
To tend to our own inner life is not selfishness; it is wisdom, it is essential, 
and it is unavoidable.1  

   
Confirmands, a journey of faith that links together our own well-being and the world 
being well is a journey of transformation and discipline.  God loves us just the way 
we are, but God loves us too much to let us stay that way.   
 

In order to grow and learn and change and heal, we must commit to asking 
the hard questions, to seeking authentic answers, to finding practices that connect 
us and nurture that connection to God, to one another, and to our truest selves.   
In order to grow and learn and change and heal, we must create the time and space 
in our schedules to stop, to be quiet, to listen for that still small voice of the Spirit, 
and what it is saying to us, and how it is calling us to live and to love. 

 
IV. 

Confirmands, your journey connects you to something bigger and greater 
than yourself, something bigger and greater than any of us.   

 
Your journey connects you to this great cloud of witnesses that have come 

before you, this great cloud of witnesses that has already run this race of faith with 
perseverance. 

 
Your journey connects you to the Spirit, who continues to speak to all of us 

the ways of truth, the Spirit that Jesus promises will be with us forever. 
 
Your journey connects you to Jesus, the one we call Messiah—Christ—and it 

connects you to the Way of Jesus that calls us to shape our lives like his, to shape our 
lives so that they look like indiscriminate love.   

 
But most of all, your journey connects you to the love of God that will never, 

ever let you go.  
 
On this day and always, may it be so.  Amen. 

                                                        
1 Omid Safi, “Tending Our Inner Life to Make the World Whole”  (https://onbeing.org/blog/omid-
safi-tending-our-inner-life-to-make-the-world-whole/) 

https://onbeing.org/blog/put-on-your-own-mask-first-the-safety-of-self-care/
https://onbeing.org/blog/put-on-your-own-mask-first-the-safety-of-self-care/

