
St. Paul’s
United Methodist Church

5501 Main Street
Houston, Texas 77004-6917

713-528-0527
www.stpaulshouston.org

Being at Home
by 

Rev. Thomas A. (Tommy) Williams
May 3, 2015

Fifth Sunday of Easter  
8:30 and 11:05 a.m. 



Being at Home • May 3, 2015 • Rev. Thomas A. (Tommy) Williams • Page 1

Texts: Acts 8:26-40 • Psalm 22:25-31 • 1 John 4:7-21 • John 15:1-8

Acts 8:26-40
Then an angel of the Lord said to Philip, “Get up and go toward the south to 

the road that goes down from Jerusalem to Gaza.” (This is a wilderness road.) So 
he got up and went. 

Now there was an Ethiopian eunuch, a court official of the Candace, queen 
of the Ethiopians, in charge of her entire treasury. He had come to Jerusalem to 
worship and was returning home; seated in his chariot, he was reading the proph-
et Isaiah. Then the Spirit said to Philip, “Go over to this chariot and join it.”

So Philip ran up to it and heard him reading the prophet Isaiah. He asked, 
“Do you understand what you are reading?” 

He replied, “How can I, unless someone guides me?” 
And he invited Philip to get in and sit beside him. Now the passage of the 

scripture that he was reading was this: “Like a sheep he was led to the slaughter, 
and like a lamb silent before its shearer, so he does not open his mouth. In his 
humiliation justice was denied him. Who can describe his generation? For his life 
is taken away from the earth.” 

The eunuch asked Philip, “About whom, may I ask you, does the prophet say 
this, about himself or about someone else?” 

Then Philip began to speak, and starting with this scripture, he proclaimed 
to him the good news about Jesus. As they were going along the road, they came 
to some water; and the eunuch said, “Look, here is water! What is to prevent me 
from being baptized?” 

He commanded the chariot to stop, and both of them, Philip and the eu-
nuch, went down into the water, and Philip baptized him. When they came up out 
of the water, the Spirit of the Lord snatched Philip away; the eunuch saw him no 
more, and went on his way rejoicing. But Philip found himself at Azotus, and as 
he was passing through the region, he proclaimed the good news to all the towns 
until he came to Caesarea.
Psalm 22:25-31

From you comes my praise in the great congregation; my vows I will pay 
before those who fear him.

The poor shall eat and be satisfied; those who seek him shall praise the 
LORD. May your hearts live forever!

All the ends of the earth shall remember and turn to the LORD; and all the 
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families of the nations shall worship before him.
For dominion belongs to the LORD, and he rules over the nations.
To him, indeed, shall all who sleep in the earth bow down; before him shall 

bow all who go down to the dust, and I shall live for him.
Posterity will serve him; future generations will be told about the Lord,
and proclaim his deliverance to a people yet unborn, saying that he has 

done it.

1 John 4:7-21
Beloved, let us love one another, because love is from God; everyone who 

loves is born of God and knows God. Whoever does not love does not know God, 
for God is love. God’s love was revealed among us in this way: God sent his only 
Son into the world so that we might live through him. In this is love, not that we 
loved God but that he loved us and sent his Son to be the atoning sacrifice for our 
sins. Beloved, since God loved us so much, we also ought to love one another. 
No one has ever seen God; if we love one another, God lives in us, and his love is 
perfected in us. By this we know that we abide in him and he in us, because he 
has given us of his Spirit. And we have seen and do testify that the Father has sent 
his Son as the Savior of the world. God abides in those who confess that Jesus is 
the Son of God, and they abide in God. So we have known and believe the love 
that God has for us. God is love, and those who abide in love abide in God, and 
God abides in them. Love has been perfected among us in this: that we may have 
boldness on the day of judgment, because as he is, so are we in this world. There 
is no fear in love, but perfect love casts out fear; for fear has to do with punish-
ment, and whoever fears has not reached perfection in love. We love because he 
first loved us.

Those who say, “I love God,” and hate their brothers or sisters, are liars; for 
those who do not love a brother or sister whom they have seen, cannot love God 
whom they have not seen. The commandment we have from him is this: those 
who love God must love their brothers and sisters also.

John 15:1-8
“I am the true vine, and my Father is the vinegrower. He removes every 

branch in me that bears no fruit. Every branch that bears fruit he prunes to make 
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it bear more fruit. You have already been cleansed by the word that I have spoken 
to you. Abide in me as I abide in you. Just as the branch cannot bear fruit by itself 
unless it abides in the vine, neither can you unless you abide in me. I am the vine, 
you are the branches. Those who abide in me and I in them bear much fruit, be-
cause apart from me you can do nothing. Whoever does not abide in me is thrown 
away like a branch and withers; such branches are gathered, thrown into the fire, 
and burned. If you abide in me, and my words abide in you, ask for whatever you 
wish, and it will be done for you. My Father is glorified by this, that you bear much 
fruit and become my disciples.”

I only know my own heart and life and I don’t know it well enough. But I 
know this: I need connection. 

I like to be around people, I like to be included, I like to include others. Even 
when I want to be alone, I like to be in a public place where there are other people 
to be alone with. How funny is that?!

There is a book actually by that title, Alone Together. It is a sociological com-
mentary on contemporary society. Apparently I am not that unique. 

Our current culture is characterized by that title. 
Perhaps never before have there been more opportunities for connection, for 

community for relationship. 
Of course social media helps to facilitate connection. You can follow Kim 

Kardashian or James Harden’s twitter feed, the Duggars or Chef John Besh, and 
know when they are in the grocery store. I suppose that connects us with them in 
some strange way!

Even if life in a monastery seems attractive to you, its whole life is shaped 
around community. 

Perhaps never before now have there been more platforms and forums to 
connect with others. And never before, studies suggest, have people felt so isolated 
and alone, in the Western world that is.

So there it is. Jesus speaks in our passage to that very need and where our 
lives can be best rooted.
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I am the vine, you are the branches. I suppose this reminds us our place in 
the whole scheme. Life doesn’t originate with us; we are outgrowths of something 
rather than the source. 

I am not an expert on vines, but I know there are many kinds. They all seem 
to have one thing in common though – once they begin growing, they are hard to 
pull apart. They are intertwined and over a very long period of time, they become 
so interconnected that they are very hard to pull apart.

To change metaphors on you, think of adoption. I know as an adoptive par-
ent that bonding and attachment are things that take great intentionality. A parent 
has to do and behave in very particular ways for that new child to see them as their 
parents, to trust them, for love to grow and fear to subside. Attachment is one way it 
is described.

Lately I’ve been thinking of that analogy as it relates to us here. These past 
couple of years, those of you who have been around a while have been asked to at-
tach, to bond, to some new staff and new lay leaders. To adopt new friends if you 
will. God bless you. I’m so grateful for the generous ways we are growing together.

I am convinced now more than ever that it is our common identity in Jesus 
Christ that ultimately connects us together more than styles, preferences, or other 
markers.

I am the vine, Jesus said, and you are the branches.
I am reminded of Pierre Teilhard de Chardin’s words for us to “trust in the 

slow work of God. We are quite naturally impatient in everything to reach the end 
without delay. We would like to skip the intermediate stages. We are impatient of 
being on the way to something unknown, something new. And yet, it is the law of 
all progress that it is made by passing through some stages of instability – and that 
it may take a very long time. Above all, trust in the slow work of God, our loving 
vine-dresser.”

God’s connecting work is a labor of love. And, as the letter of John reminds 
us, this Divine perfect love casts out all fear. 
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I wonder: Is perfect love even possible in this life? 
We have been shown an exemplar life of this in Jesus. Is it possible for us? 
Can we come to a point of such perfect love that our fears can be consistently 

cast out?! Or are we playing a losing game? 
Our Methodist founder John Wesley certainly believed that the perfect love 

of God and neighbor could be experienced in this life if people are connected to 
God in prayer, worship, service, etc.

For John’s Gospel all of these passages are to help us understand what it is to 
follow Jesus. Ask for anything you wish and it will be granted, is ultimately, I think, 
Jesus’ invitation to teach us whatever we need to know in order to follow Him. And I 
suppose if we follow Jesus it will also radically change what we are wishing and ask-
ing for.

For John’s Gospel, the Greek original language is significant today. “Abide in 
Me” are the words we have that remind many of us of an old hymn of the church. 

The original can also be translated as “be at home in me.”
It speaks of that bonding, doesn’t it, of attachment, of abiding, resting, know-

ing and trusting the love of God which casts out fear. 
When we are at home in that love is when our lives are deeply connected to 

God and one another and we begin to bear fruits of love.
Virtues are another way to describe what comes from a life connected to God.
I’ve recently begun reading the new book by David Brooks titled The Road 

to Character. While I am always a little leery about books with such titles, I find his 
columns in the papers smart and good hearted. 

The book hinges on the juxtaposition of “resume” virtues and “eulogy” virtues. 
The “resume” virtues are quantifiable, achievement-oriented, and measure up to an 
extrinsic standard of success: get good grades, build out extracurriculars, increase 
earning potential, earn a higher degree, work up the corporate ladder, buy a bigger 
house, network with the right people. Brooks basically says that approaching life this 
way will crush your soul. 
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Brooks advocates for the “eulogy” virtues by asking what you want people to 
say about you when you die. These are more intangible qualities: Do you know what 
matters most at the end of the day? Are your relationships strong? Is your work 
done with love?

In The Republic, Plato connects the human soul with the soul of the city. The 
soul’s health correlates to the city’s health. A well-ordered soul is akin to a well-
ordered republic. The soul of the city reflects the souls of the individuals within the 
city. If there’s order in souls, there’s order in the city. 

The disorder in cities and nations and neighborhoods, in both power struc-
tures and every day people, are a direct result of soul disorder, of disconnection 
from the very source of life itself. 

None of us do well when we are unattached from that which is our source of 
life and nourishment.

I am the vine, you are the branches, abide in me, and you will bear much fruit. 
And the fruit we will know begins inside of us and moves into our city and arenas 
of life.

I am always afraid of pruning time in the garden. I don’t have a lot of time 
to garden, but we do have some beautiful rose bushes out front. They grow too tall 
largely because of my own fear. My fear is that when I cut them, they won’t grow 
again. I fear that they won’t survive the suffering, if you will.

But as you good gardeners know, if it is in the right place on the stem and in 
the right season, they will come again and grow, and more beautiful than before.

When I admire saintly heroes and heroines…more than their words, I admire 
their lives that bear fruit.

Dr. Fred Craddock, a Christian preacher and teacher tells an amazing story 
about Albert Schweitzer.  Schweitzer wrote a book back in the early part of the 1900’s 
called, The Quest for the Historical Jesus, which according to Craddock, was woefully 
lacking in its understanding of Jesus Christ and his saving work in the world.  

It turns out that Schweitzer was playing an organ concert in Cleveland, Ohio, 
once so Craddock bought a bus ticket to go up and hear him play. He worked up a 
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series of stunning, piercing questions to throw at Schweitzer, to call into question 
his understanding of Jesus. He wrote them down on a legal pad. He was going to 
catch him in a corner after the concert and engage him in a serious discussion.  

After the concert was over, Schweitzer came into the Fellowship Hall to visit 
with people. He was white haired, with a bushy mustache, stooped over, 75 years old. 
He was a master organist, a medical doctor, a philosopher, writer, missionary in Af-
rica and a Biblical scholar. He stayed only a minute, and then addressed the crowd. 
“You’ve been very warm and hospitable to me,” he said. “Thank you for it, and I wish 
I could stay longer among you, but I must go back to Africa. I must go because my 
people are poor and diseased and hungry and dying and I have to go.  We have a 
medical station at Lambarene. If there’s anyone here in this room who has the love of 
Jesus, would you be prompted by that love to go with me and help me?”  

Craddock said that at this point he looked down to his legal pad full of ques-
tions, and they were absolutely stupid. “And I learned again,” Craddock said, “what 
it means to be a Christian and had hopes that I could be that someday.”

We know it when we see it, don’t we? — a life intertwined well with God. 
Someone teaches us by their lives. 

We know it when we live it ourselves don’t we? So, why not today renew that, 
why not now? And not just for ourselves, but for God’s love to be made known in 
the world.

In the name of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Amen. 


