
Spirit of Peace

Acts 16:9-15; Psalm 67; Revelation 21:10, 22–22:5; John 14:23-29

The refrain to that little song asks “Is there anything that’s worth more than peace and love on the

planet Earth.” It is a dream that all of the world seeks to being to reality. Last Sunday (if you were lucky

enough to be here to hear my sermon!) you heard that Jesus commands us to love, even to love people

who sit next to us in church. That’s a tall order, as one person shared with me at coffee time last Sunday

because the person that sits next to them every week is their life partner, of similar magnitude to Jesus

elsewhere ordering us to turn the other cheek, to love our enemies, and to pray for those who persecute

us. Jesus has this habit of ratcheting up some biblical command, already difficult enough to obey, like,

“Don’t commit murder,” with, “But I say to you that everyone who is angry with their brother or sister will

be in danger of judgment.” 

Is Jesus serious? Let’s see the hands of those who have honestly never had an inclination to

smack someone for a comment made at a church board meeting.

Thus today’s Gospel comes with a promise of a very specific, utterly essential gift that Jesus

gives us: “The Companion, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, will teach you

everything and will remind you of everything I told you.” Then he adds “Peace is my parting gift to you,

my own peace, such as the world cannot give.” That says to me that Jesus doesn’t expect us to obey

him, to live the life of discipleship with these challenging words, to love others as he has loved us

without some external help. The name for that help is “Holy Spirit,” or as Jesus speaks of the Holy Spirit

here in John’s gospel, “the Companion,” sometimes translated as “Counselor,” “Comforter,” or

“Advocate.” And by embracing the Spirit we will have peace.

For the disciples at this time in their walk with Jesus, surely they are near despair. Jesus

encourages them by promising to send them just what they need to do the heavy lifting. He will send the
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Holy Spirit, the same Spirit that possessed and inspired him to preach at Nazareth, the same Spirit that

seized him to drive the money changers out of the temple, to stand up courageously to the authorities,

that supported him in his last hours of agony on the cross, and that thrust him from the tomb at his

resurrection. That same Spirit he now dares to bestow upon his disciples.

Today’s Gospel reminds us that Jesus doesn’t expect any of us to be Christian by ourselves. He

gives us the help we need to be faithful, an Advocate who will stand up for us and who will remind us

about things we might too easily forget.

Now I’ll be the first to admit that Jesus commands us to venture courageous, countercultural,

demanding lives. He orders us to love each other, to pray for our enemies, to take up the cross and

follow. But he does not expect us to do these demanding tasks or to live and to die by ourselves. Christ

gives us what we need to be what he calls us to be. Thus you will note that the church prays for the gift

of the Holy Spirit (epiclesis) every time we read scripture, preach, baptize, celebrate communion, or

stand against injustice. We know that we cannot pray as we ought, enjoy the peace of Christ, or be the

body of Christ in motion as we ought except through the gifts of the Spirit. Little in the Christian faith is

self-derived. None of it can be accomplished on our own. 

A former bishop, disillusioned with the state of the church, asked a distinguished church

consultant, “Why do we have such uninteresting preaching and so many static, sedate

congregations?”The bisihop said that he expected the consultant to cite some organizational,

institutional problem, some need for the retraining of clergy. Instead he was surprised to hear the

consultant respond, “Neglect of the third person of the Trinity.”

Without the empowering and prodding of the Holy Spirit, the church is always in danger of

becoming just another well-meaning, sometimes helpful, only human organization. 

Is one reason why so few congregations attempt anything demanding is because they are

attempting to be the church on their own, limiting their work to what they, on their own, are able to
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accomplish? 

Come, Holy Spirit! 

I hope that you will agree with me when I say that it’s reassuring to hear that the Holy Spirit “will

teach you everything and will remind you.” None of us is born Christian. We must learn the faith, and in

the Holy Spirit we see that God loves us enough to teach us all we need to know to be with God. Nothing

will be held back or whispered only to a few. Jesus tells us some astounding truth that’s easy to forget.

Therefore the Companion reminds us. Here is truth we cannot teach ourselves, truth that is not only a

great mystery to us but also truth that we, in our human failings, cannot attain on our own. Therefore the

Companion is a truth-teller who speaks the truth to us. 

I heard a story about a person who suffered a great wrong at the hands of another. She was

justifiably angry at the injustice perpetrated against her. In an encounter with her wrongdoer her rage

boiled over and she was in the process of “giving him a piece of my mind.” But instead in that moment

she remembered that Christ commanded us to forgive our enemies.

So she prayed, “Lord, I’ll try to do what you want me to do, and say what you want me to say, but

you’ll have to help me.” I am bold to believe her remembrance was the work of the Companion, the true

eternal truth-teller, the teacher, the living reminder otherwise known as the Holy Spirit.

It’s easy enough to think like a Christian when you’re sitting inside the confines of the church. But

the reality is that we spend most of our lives outside of the sacred precincts of the church. Thankfully,

the Companion is with us forever, at all times and places, helping us to be the disciples Jesus calls us to

be, bringing to mind things we might otherwise forget. The Holy Spirit is the “more” of the church

inspiring us reminding us to be more.

Will Willimon told a story about a little church in Alabama that had been saving for a decade to

build its own church and to enable the congregation to move out of the rented space where it

worshipped. A couple in the church had raised four foster children. One Sunday, during the prayers of
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intercession, the couple said that social services had asked them to take on three more children who

had become homeless. They asked the church for prayers “to help us find a larger place to rent so we

can take in these kids.

With that, one of the oldest members of the congregation blurted out, “Wait a minute! I just

remembered: we don’t need to ask God for that money. Let’s give them our building fund money!” There

was applause. That Sunday the church gave the entire building fund to enable the family to have a

larger home. Willimon stated: I believe that such a miracle is attributable only to having ordinary people

pray, “Come, Holy Spirit!” and then for God to grant that request.

The recent uproar around Gretta Vosper, a United Church minister who calls herself an “atheist”

has a lot of folk in the United Church trying to figure out if we have boundaries around what a person can

believe, or say they don’t believe, and still be a part of The United Church. Is the church guide by the

Spirit or are we just a bunch of good people?  

Stanley Hauerwas & Willimon write: “The Holy Spirit is the agent of God’s kingdom. That kingdom

is present, often hidden, in the church. The Holy Spirit is the way that God keeps actively loving us in

time, the way that the Trinity keeps showing up to us, keeps pointing us toward the truth embodied in the

Crucified. By God’s love, we live in the age of the Spirit, that new time in which the church exists and

testifies to the world that our time is not our own. God has taken time for us, and the sign of that divine

intrusion is the Holy Spirit at work in the church that lives and works in the world. 

Nicholas Lash puts it this way: “To confess God as Spirit is to acknowledge that the world is not

under our control, nor in that of any other creature, system, force, or thing, for everything is breathed by

God. To pledge ourselves pliable to God, the Spirit may breed anarchy, but it undoubtedly sets our face

against all forms of fatalism.” 

Life in the Spirit, Christian discipleship, is rightly construed as life out of our control because we

live by borrowed breath. The modern world enjoys thinking that we have at last come to the point in
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human development when we live under no control other than self-control. When the Holy Spirit enters a

life, we are seized, guided, commandeered by God. Therein is our hope.” —Stanley Hauerwas and William H. Willimon,

The Holy Spirit (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2015). Come Holy Spirit, Blow through the church. Bring the Peace that Jesus

promised. A peace that the world cannot give but peace that the Comforter can. Thanks be to God.

Amen.
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