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Texts: Acts 17:22-31 • Psalm 66:8-20 • 1 Peter 3:13-22 • John 14:15-21

Acts 17:22-31
Then Paul stood in front of the Areopagus and said, “Athenians, I see how 

extremely religious you are in every way. 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. 

“The God who made the world and everything in it, he who is Lord of heav-
en and earth, does not live in shrines made by human hands, 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. From one ancestor he made all nations to inhabit 
the whole earth, and he allotted the times of their existence and the boundaries 
of the places where they would live, so that they would search for God and per-
haps grope for him and find him — though indeed he is not far from each one of 
us. 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.’ 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. 

“While God has overlooked the times of human ignorance, now he com-
mands all people everywhere to repent, 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
Bless our God, O peoples, let the sound of his praise be heard,
who has kept us among the living, and has not let our feet slip.
For you, O God, have tested us; you have tried us as silver is tried.
You brought us into the net; you laid burdens on our backs;
you let people ride over our heads; we went through fire and through wa-

ter; yet you have brought us out to a spacious place.
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I will come into your house with burnt offerings; I will pay you my vows,
those that my lips uttered and my mouth promised when I was in trouble.
I will offer to you burnt offerings of fatlings, with the smoke of the sacrifice 

of rams; I will make an offering of bulls and goats. Selah
Come and hear, all you who fear God, and I will tell what he has done for me.
I cried aloud to him, and he was extolled with my tongue.
If I had cherished iniquity in my heart, the Lord would not have listened.
But truly God has listened; he has given heed to the words of my prayer.
Blessed be God, because he has not rejected my prayer or removed his 

steadfast love from me.

1 Peter 3:13-22
Now who will harm you if you are eager to do what is good? 
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, 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; yet do it with gentle-
ness and reverence. Keep your conscience clear, so that, when you are maligned, 
those who abuse you for your good conduct in Christ may be put to shame. For it 
is better to suffer for doing good, if suffering should be God’s will, than to suffer 
for doing evil.

For Christ also suffered for sins once for all, the righteous for the unrigh-
teous, in order to bring you to God. He was put to death in the flesh, but made 
alive in the spirit, in which also he went and made a proclamation to the spirits in 
prison, 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 persons, were 
saved through water.

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, who has gone into heaven and is at the right hand of 
God, with angels, authorities, and powers made subject to him.
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John 14:15-21
”If you love me, you will keep my commandments. And I will ask the Father, 

and he will give you another Advocate, to be with you forever. 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.

”I will not leave you orphaned; I am coming to you. In a little while the 
world will no longer see me, but you will see me; because I live, you also will live. 
On that day you will know that I am in my Father, and you in me, and I in you. 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.”

Many of you have heard the joke about going to see Star Wars in a movie the-
atre and how you know you are there with a bunch liturgical Christians when the 
movie comes on and says, “The force be with you,” and the audience stands up and 
says, “and also with you!”

We say it at the beginning of every Communion liturgy and others we hold 
here. The Lord be with you.

It is both a greeting and a blessing. I have a colleague in this city who uses it 
as a way to begin meetings and have everyone quiet down so they can begin. The 
Lord be with you. 

It is greeting and blessing and prayer, that the Lord will be with you AND it is 
a statement of a truth — the Lord be with you, is with you.

Jesus reminds the disciples here that even though he is leaving this life soon, 
he will be with them; the Lord will be with them.

I spent the last six days in Washington, DC. You may know that I am working 
on a Doctor of Ministry degree at the Wesley Theological Seminary in the capitol 
city. Not a dull place to be.
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I walked over to the capitol one evening and walked around and prayed. I 
was tempted to raise my hands and go full Pentecostal, but there were lots of secu-
rity around this week and so I wasn’t sure how they would take that!

Many have described our age as an age of malaise, of quiet desperation, of 
fear and anxiety. Listening to the news, or reading the news, we can readily under-
stand why some would respond with pessimism, cynicism, if not despair. 

We live in an age filled with anxieties about all manner of things inside and 
out — challenging economics, broken relationships, political instabilities, hardships 
inside and out. 

I find it common today to hear people say, “I just can’t look at the news any-
more. I get so depressed. It’s just too overwhelming.” There is a feeling of powerless-
ness, up against a brick wall. There is a sense in which you can’t quite see the way 
forward. 

This feeling was not foreign to the disciples of Jesus. They felt all of this. 
Anger, fear, anxieties, betrayals, deep disappointment.

During the Easter tide season, we read about the various farewell discourses 
they are sometimes called, the farewell speeches of Jesus to his disciples. They come 
on Thursday and Friday before his death, and they come after the resurrection.

And in each one of them are sets of truths and instructions and commission-
ing orders for after Jesus’ physical presence.

“I will not leave you orphaned, I am coming to you.”
There are many many lonely people who need to hear this word from Jesus. I 

am with you. 
Whenever we hear this word orphan, we mainly think of children. 
Jesus is picking up here on the many times repeated command in the Old 

Testament that the faithful are to care for the “widow, orphan, and resident foreign-
er among you.”

Some of you know that our family has been a foster family in the past and so 
this word orphan is a very emotionally packed word for me.
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You have heard it about our state that this very night there will be children  
living in foster care offices because there are not enough foster families to go around. 
There are not enough residential facilities and funding to treat foster children with 
severe mental, emotional, and physical difficulties.

“I will not leave you orphaned, I am coming to you” has particular resonance 
and power in this setting, it is good news for those real life orphans who are lone-
some, afraid, abused, neglected, and unsure.

It is good news for us followers of Jesus who are trying to live faithfully and 
for all people who think they are alone. “The Lord is with you” is an elevator speech 
that any of you can offer to anyone you meet. This is good news for a lonely world!

God will always be with us. Dr. Scott Hahn writes about the Armenian earth-
quake of 1998 in one of his books. 25,000 people died in that earthquake. 

A distressed father ran frantically through the streets to the school where his 
son was. He kept remembering that he had said: “No matter what, Armand, I’ll al-
ways be there.” His heart sank when he saw the school in rubble. He darted toward 
the east corner where he knew his son’s classroom had been and started digging 
with his bare hands. One of the bystanders said, “Forget it, mister, they’re all dead.” 

He looked up and replied, “You can criticize me or you can help lift these 
bricks.” A few pitched in for a time, but the man kept digging: 12 hours, 18 hours, 
24 hours, 36 hours — and finally he heard a muffled groan. He pulled the board 
back and cried, “Armand!” From the darkness came a slight, shaking voice, “Papa?” 

They found 14 of the 33 students still alive. When the child Armand emerged 
he turned to his friends and said, “See, I told you my father wouldn’t forget us.” 

That’s the kind of God we have. One who pursues us relentlessly, one who de-
serves our faithfulness and gives us cause for hope.

That’s the kind of trust and hope that sustained Jesus in the excruciating 
aloneness and suffering on a dark Friday afternoon. When we are up against the 
seeming impossible, when we want to cry out, “God, our God, why have you aban-
doned us?” we remember early Sunday morning, and then we are ready to tell oth-
ers the reason for the hope within us. 
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The person of the Holy Spirit is what Jesus is gifting here to the disciples and 
to us. The original language here has multiple meanings. Parakletos in the Greek for 
Spirit can mean advocate, as Jesus says “God is not only with us but God is for us” 
— pursuing us, advocating for the best in us. 

Holy Spirit parakletos is also comforter and helper, you might have heard. 
Parakletos Holy Spirit also means this: to come alongside, to come alongside.
It gives me hope to know of a God who comes alongside the lonely, the or-

phaned, me and you.
Hope, says Augustine, has two lovely daughters: anger and courage. Anger so 

that what must not be cannot be, and courage so that what can be, will be. 
A sense of hopeless can indeed set in, but as Dorothy Day, founder of the 

Catholic Worker movement, once said, “No one has a right to sit down and feel 
helpless. There’s too much work to do.”

And this is how we give an account for the hope that is in us, as I Peter says 
— We offer ourselves as bearers of hope. Anger at what’s wrong, courage to do 
what’s right. 

Maybe you have heard me speak about the couple our family ran into who 
had fostered or adopted 81 children over the course of their lifetime. There was a 
news story of a family in California who has done similarly. Ordinary people who 
have courage to be bearers of the hope of Christ. 

Your call may not be to foster dozens of children, although it might be to fos-
ter one or two or who knows?! It could be to be a child advocate in the foster care 
system. Work to combat human trafficking among God’s children, serve in our chil-
dren’s ministries here, mentor a youth in our Iconoclast poetry program, our after-
school program, or in another way.

The church finds a vocation when it is able to account for the hope it has in 
Christ when it offers that hope in tangible ways to the orphaned of all ages. 

The Lord is your hope and mine in this life and the one to come. The Lord be 
with you. 
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Acts 17:22-31 
Saint Paul Preaching in front of the Aeropagus by Mariá Fortuny, 1838-1874
Watercolor and gouache on colored paper, c. 1855-1856
National Art Museum of Catalonia, Barcelona

Fortuny, the leading Catalan painter of his day, had an international reputation.  His paintings 
tend to be colorful, and his technique anticipated the impressionists. The Dallas Museum of Art 
has some of his etchings

Here he creatively uses color for emphasis. Note the cross formed by what appears to be a 
spear and a walking stick. Paul used his fluency with the language, culture, and customs of the 
Greek world to present the message of Jesus Christ in an attractive and persuasive manner. 
Some of the philosophers, well-schooled in moral philosophy and metaphysics, are thoughtfully 
stroking their chins, taking in and reflecting on Paul’s words.

Curated by Norman Mahan


