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First Reading Acts 17: 22-31 
In Athens, Paul faces the challenge of proclaiming the gospel to Greeks who know nothing of either Jewish or Christian tradition. He proclaims that the “unknown god” whom they worship is the true Lord of heaven and earth who will judge the world with justice through Jesus, whom God has raised from the dead.
22 Paul stood in front of the Areopagus and said, “Athenians, I see how extremely spiritual you are in every way. 23 For as I went through the city and looked carefully at the objects of your worship, I found among them an altar with the inscription, ‘To an unknown god.’ What therefore you worship as unknown, this I proclaim to you. 24 The God who made the world and everything in it, he who is Lord of heaven and earth, does not live in shrines made by human hands, 25 nor is he served by human hands, as though he needed anything, since he himself gives to all mortals life and breath and all things. 26 From one ancestor he made all peoples to inhabit the whole earth, and he allotted the times of their existence and the boundaries of the places where they would live, 27 so that they would search for God and perhaps fumble about for him and find him—though indeed he is not far from each one of us. 28 For ‘In him we live and move and have our being’; as even some of your own poets have said, ‘For we, too, are his offspring.’ 29 “Since we are God’s offspring, we ought not to think that the deity is like gold or silver or stone, an image formed by the art and imagination of mortals. 30 While God has overlooked the times of human ignorance, now he commands all people everywhere to repent, 31 because he has fixed a day on which he will have the world judged in righteousness by a man whom he has appointed, and of this he has given assurance to all by raising him from the dead.”
Psalm 66: 8-20
8Bless our God, you peoples; let the sound of praise be heard. 9Our God has kept us among the living and has not allowed our feet to slip. 10 For you, O God, have tested us; you have tried us just as silver is tried. 11 You brought us into the net; you laid heavy burdens upon our backs. 12 You let people ride over our heads; we went through fire and water, but you brought us out into a place of refreshment. 13 I will enter your house with burnt offerings and will pay you my vows— 14 those that I promised with my lips and spoke with my mouth when I was in trouble. 15 I will offer you burnt offerings of fatlings with the smoke of rams; I will give you 

oxen and goats. 16 Come and listen, all you who believe, and I will tell you what God has | done for me. 17 I called out to God with my mouth, and praised the Lord with my tongue. 18 If I had cherished evil in my heart, the Lord would not have heard me; 19 but in truth God has heard me and has attended to the sound of my prayer. 20 Blessed be God, who has not rejected my prayer, nor withheld unfailing love from me.
Second Reading 1 Peter 3: 13-22
The author of 1 Peter encourages Christians to remain faithful even in the face of defamation and persecution. In baptism we are made clean to act in accordance with what is right.
13 Now who will harm you if you are eager to do what is good? 14 But even if you do suffer for doing what is right, you are blessed. Do not fear what they fear, and do not be intimidated, 15 but in your hearts sanctify Christ as Lord. Always be ready to make your defense to anyone who demands from you an accounting for the hope that is in you, 16 yet do it with gentleness and respect. Maintain a good conscience so that, when you are maligned, those who abuse you for your good conduct in Christ may be put to shame. 17 For it is better to suffer for doing good, if suffering should be God’s will, than to suffer for doing evil. 18 For Christ also suffered for sins once for all, the righteous for the unrighteous, in order to bring you to God. He was put to death in the flesh but made alive in the spirit, 19 in which also he went and made a proclamation to the spirits in prison, 20 who in former times did not obey, when God waited patiently in the days of Noah, during the building of the ark, in which a few, that is, eight lives, were saved through water. 21 And baptism, which this prefigured, now saves you—not as a removal of dirt from the body but as an appeal to God for a good conscience, through the resurrection of Jesus Christ, 22 who has gone into heaven and is at the right hand of God, with angels, authorities, and powers made subject to him.
Gospel John 14:15-21 
In final words to his disciples on the night of his arrest, Jesus encourages obedience to his commandments and speaks of the Spirit, who will be with them forever.
[Jesus said to the disciples:] 15 “If you love me, you will keep my commandments. 16 And I will ask the Father, and he will give you another Advocate, to be with you forever. 17 This is the Spirit of truth, whom the world cannot receive because it neither sees him nor knows him. You know him because he abides with you, and he will be in you. 18 “I will not leave you orphaned; 

I am coming to you. 19 In a little while the world will no longer see me, but you will see me; because I live, you also will live. 20 On that day you will know that I am in my Father, and you in me, and I in you. 21 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.” 
Sermon
Some of you who have been part of local Lutheran churches for a long time might remember my colleague Pastor Paul Burgeson. Pastor Paul served at Bethel Lutheran Church in Boardman before his retirement and served as an Interim pastor at a few local churches after his retirement before moving south of Columbus to be closer to his sons. During the time I’ve spent with Pastor Paul, he had shared a lot of stories and lessons learned, some of which will stick with me for a long time. Today, in particular, I am reminded of one of his faith lessons that I know I’ve shared with you before, which helps us understand the gospel passage for today.
	Pastor Paul liked to say that our witness as followers of Jesus is all about with-ness. He talked about our message, our witness to the good news of Jesus is to tell others that God, through Chris, is WITH us in our lives and that one of the ways we witness to faith in God is by our with-ness, our relationship to one another in this church community as well as our with-ness, our relationship with those who are poor or struggling in our surrounding community. To simplify, God with us is the good news that strengthens our faith and is the message we have to share with others. Our with-ness, our relationship with others in this church community and beyond is the visible witness for others to see that God is with us.
	Today’s gospel passage picks up on the heals of where we left off last week. It is still Jesus’ final meal and final hours with his disciples before his arrest and crucifixion. Jesus is still saying many things that are of highest importance for his disciples to understand. He’s really hitting home the point that he, Jesus, in the one who reveals who God is. Jesus’ teachings are God’s teachings…Jesus’ compassion and mercy are God’s compassion and mercy…Jesus’ love and outreach to humanity is God’s love and outreach to humanity…Jesus’ suffering will be God’s suffering for the world God so loves.
	But there will be a time when Jesus isn’t present in bodily form in this world anymore. The disciples gathered with Jesus in this passage will get a taste of this when Jesus is arrested 

and crucified. I think we can safely say that none of this makes sense to them until after Jesus’ resurrection. What Jesus shares in today’s passage is the assurance of God’s with-ness even when Jesus is no longer present in-person. Jesus will ask the Father to send another Advocate, who will remain with Jesus’ followers forever.
	The word that is translated “Advocate” here is the Greek word “Paraclete,” which can also be translated as comforter or helper. While Jesus revealed God’s presence in this world, laying the foundation for faith in God being with us, the Advocate…which we know as the Holy Spirit…will help and comfort believers with faith in God’s presence, love and forgiveness when we have no visible reminder. While this is a different experience for the disciples who are gathered with him, these words of Jesus are a promise, an assurance that followers of Jesus will never be orphaned, abandoned, forgotten.
	Take note of this familial language that Jesus uses… “I will not leave you orphaned.” The idea of being orphaned is meant to convey a feeling of disconnect, like no one knows us, no one cares about us, we are all alone in the world. But Jesus promises that this will not be the experience of those who follow him. The other Advocate, the Holy Spirit, will remind us that nothing can remove the with-ness of God. God is always with us, in suffering, in uncertainty, even in death. Through Christ’s death and resurrection, God is with us always. The advocate is tasked with giving us faith in that promise. We will always belong with God. We will always be a child in God’s family.
	At the same time, twice in this passage, Jesus tells us that those who love him will keep his commandments. This connects us back to Chapter 13, when Jesus tells his followers, “I give you a commandment that you love one another. Just as I have loved you, you also should love one another.” While Jesus emphasizes, promises that his followers will remain connected in love and relationship to God, now he tells us how we can love him…by following his commandment to love one another. We may not be orphans, but we are also not an only-child in God’s family.  Following Jesus’ commandment to love, to serve one another is an important part of experiencing God’s love. 
	That is where our with-ness comes in. First of all, Jesus says that he will be seen by those who keep his commandments. It is in loving one another that we will see the presence of Christ with us. Second of all, in Chapter 13, Jesus says that by loving one another, everyone will 

know that we are his disciples.  That is how our with-ness, our willingness to stick together, to love and forgive one another becomes our witness, so that when others see it, they see the love of God, through Christ, alive and well among us.
	As I said before, although we have not been orphaned by God, we are also not only-children in God’s family. Jesus gathered a community of followers and those followers gathered more followers into communities of faith, into church communities. We live out our faith in community, by gathering with others who believe in Jesus. We continue to gather in these church communities for this opportunity to love one another in humility and service. Gathering with one another give us the opportunity to see Christ alive through the work of the Spirit and for the opportunities to love one another.
	Loving one another can take on many different forms. It includes forgiveness when we have major disagreements or we offend someone. It includes supporting their lives, like when we go see the activities in which our youth are participating. It includes praying for one another when someone is sick or seeking guidance. It includes seeing one another’s struggles and being there for them. It includes just showing up so that we can look around at each other and feel that we are all in this together. When we value our with-ness, the importance of gathering together, of loving and serving one another as Jesus commanded, we provide a witness in our community that the living love of God is being revealed once again in among us, this time through the community gathered in the name of Jesus. Amen.
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