Sermon A Easter 6 2026_SCED
Isn’t the Apostle Paul "cluey"? He is in Athens, surrounded by religious people, but not by Christian people. The evidence of this religiosity is all around: Idols, temples, statues, shrines - even a shrine to an unknown God. Paul wanted for all the people gathered at the popular meeting place, the Aeropagus, he wanted for all Athenians, the distinctive stature that comes from knowing Christ, but he did not share a religious language or tradition with them. How could he help them to understand about Jesus the Saviour who died on the cross for them, or God of Father, Son and Spirit.

I wouldn’t be surprised if this situaton didn’t sound rather familiar to us(?) 

This is almost exactly the situation that is found in our society in this 21st century. We too are surrounded by religious people. Many believe in tarot cards, astrology, paganism, palmistry, white witches, psychics, numerology, spiritualism. What’s more it’s all big business.  And these religions have their symbols, too: crystals, dream catchers; pentangles to name a few. 
Ordinary people who might come along to church for family weddings and funerals know the language of these so-called religions, but not that of Christianity. Like Paul, we Christian people want for them the distinctive stature that we believe comes from knowing Christ, but these religious, indeed spiritual, well-meaning people have no Xn background or upbringing: and this has been so for a long time: 1996 - primary two class at Trinity College most of whom had never heard of Noah.

Let’s look at how Paul made connections. He caught the people’s interest by referring to the shrine of the unknown God. A monument dedicated to mystery. If there is something that fascinates people of all ages, it’s exploring what they believe to be mysterious in life. And Paul didn’t call his listeners bad names because they weren’t Christian. He acknowledged that the Athenians were religious/spiritual. He began to talk to them about the Christian God who is a God of Spirit. And again, the idea of mystery and sacredness around the Spirit of God is interesting and intriguing. Paul differentiated this Holy Spirit from the religious spirits of their deities by pointing out that the Holy Spirit is freer, less easy to pin down, because this Spirit does not live in shrines. He claimed that his God is a creative, life-giving spirit making and inhabiting the Universe. Paul therefore makes the idea of the Holy Spirit accessible to his listeners as he knew that as fellow human beings, they would instinctively know something of the Spirit, as at a deep level we all search for spiritual realities in our lives.
I think we can make the same sort of connections today when we are privileged to be given the opportunity to talk to others/seekers about God. And if we are going to do so, we must know what it is we can say about God as a Spirit. Sometimes we too can be unclear about who the Spirit is, and about how we can personally know the Spirit. It is good at this stage in our Church year, two weeks before Pentecost, that we ask ourselves what we can know about this Spirit who was to be given to the disciples at Pentecost, and who inspires God’s life and love in us through our baptism, and whom we will celebrate at Pentecost, two Sundays from now.
Today's Gospel is helpful, as Jesus reassures the disciples just before the time of his death, that another helper or advocate will come to be with them. This Spirit is Paracletos: It’s first meaning, in translation, is Advocate: someone like Jesus who will intercede for them before God the Father; someone who will be a consolation to them in their difficult moments. These are outward movements of the Spirit which helped the disciples, and helps us, to remember the Spirit is one of the persons of God and is not just a sacred force that we internalize. This word Paracletos also means Spirit of truth. Therefore, someone who helped the disciples and who will help us to understand God's right ways in our lives, giving wisdom in our heads, compassion in our hearts, and a will to do what is right. This is the inward movement of the Spirit; reminding us that we can receive the Spirit as gift. Our gospel reading tell us that as Jesus is in the Father and the Father is in him, that we also are included in the sense that the Spirit will be in us and will cause us to be united with God and with Jesus.
What do we know about how this Spirit is given and received? Firstly, we are told in the Book of Acts that the Spirit was given to the disciples by God the Creator at Pentecost as a great force.  It is this same Spirit who is given to us in baptism as a promise which we accept by faith. It is not that the Spirit is absent in the being and life of those who have never been baptized. How could the Spirit who formed them in the womb be absent from them.  No the Spirit is not absent from unbelievers. It is simply that they haven’t consciously received the Spirit. We who are baptised have not only been given God’s Spirit as gift, we have openly and consciously received it. (It’s a little like the idea of being given a gift by someone that you leave unopened in a cupboard, as opposed to being given the gift, and receiving it and opening it with joy.)  With infant baptism this gift is received and held in trust by the child’s parents, who know the promise contained in the gift and who bring the child up to know that promise so that they are encouraged to open that gift for themselves.
But there are obstacles in the 21stC developed world that prevent even Christian people from being open to the Holy Spirit in our lives. We forget we are spiritual people, or we don’t feel like we are: busyness, concerns, anxieties, materialism (which is a kind of idolatry) all get in the way. Often, we don't pray enough; or when we pray, we don't wait for God or listen for God in the silence. And at a deep level we might be a little afraid of intimacy with God through the Spirit. We feel we don’t deserve it, or we don’t want to be vulnerable to God. Yet God judges us worthy through Christ, and God wishes to give us the gift and giftedness of the Spirit to make joyful and ennoble our lives, and give us the stature of the children of God which will be seen by others and will reach others through our witness.

Prayer.

Most Loving God, Holy Spirit, help us to know you,
as a friend who is with us, and prays in us and for us;

help us to know you as a gift of wisdom that we receive within ourselves,

a wisdom that draws us into the mind of God, the heart of God and the will of God;

help us to know you as the Spirit of truth through whom others may be drawn also.

Most Loving God, Holy Spirit,

As Pentecost approaches, help us to know you.  Amen
