Sermon:  Come and Stay in My Home
Scriptures: John 14:23-29; Acts 16:9-15
Preached: May 22, 2022 at Nottingham Presbyterian Church by Rev. Merritt N. Schatz

	“Where are the helpers?” This question came from a person struggling with the dual events of last weekend – the brutal murder of ten people at a grocery store in Buffalo, NY; and the horrific invasion of a church luncheon which resulted in the death of one man, but it could have been many more. These tragedies came on top of the pain of watching the news from Ukraine and the stresses of the pandemic. The person typing that question was overwhelmed by the constant barrage of awful situations, most well beyond our control. The writer was falling back on Mr. Rogers’ advice for dealing with inexplicable pain: when bad things happen, look for the helpers. Seeing people help makes us remember that the world is not all bad. However, this writer was having trouble naming the helpers. 
In fact, each of last weekend’s tragedies did have notable helpers. The guard in the store tried to stop the gunman, but the gunman was wearing body armor. A worker at the Deli department ushered others into a safe area to protect them. The gunman at the church had prepared to do much more damage, having chained and nailed exits shut so that those in the church could not escape. However, the actions of a doctor, there with his widowed mother, drew the gunman’s fire and gave others a chance to tackle the gunman. The doctor succumbed to his injuries. I don’t think the writer was ignorant of or ignoring these helpers. Like many of us, the writer was just overwhelmed with the continuing occurrence of tragedies. Where were the people who could effectively prevent such tragedies from happening? Why did some of these helpers have to die while helping? These horrific events are disturbing. So are the hundreds of other murders which occur almost every week around the country. There are plenty of stories that cause fear. There are more than enough stories that divide us. Where are the stories of people being good to one another, caring for one another in ordinary and extraordinary ways? In short, where are the stories which give us hope? 
	Our Gospel reading for today continues with Jesus’ teachings on the night of his betrayal. In this tense time before the crucifixion Jesus is warning the disciples of what is to come. He is also trying to comfort them and strengthen them for the difficulties which lie ahead. He is trying to give them hope. Two thousand years later we too need to be reminded of Jesus’ promises and the hope they give. 
At times all seems lost. The tragedies are overwhelming. We may even wonder, ‘Has God finally given up on humanity?’ Where is our Divine Helper? 
	Jesus tells his disciples, and us, that although he will go away, he will also come back. But even before we can see Jesus face to face, God will send the Holy Spirit in Christ’s name. Although we cannot touch Jesus’ hand, or see his face, we know his presence through the Holy Spirit, the Advocate, the Helper, the Comforter, the Challenger. Jesus says, “I am telling you this now, before it happens, so that when it does happen, you will believe.” ‘Not only am I coming back,’ says Jesus, ‘My Father and I will make our home in you.’ 
	‘We will make our home in you.’ God – Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, is not a guest in our lives, popping in from time to time just when we need God – or, especially when God wants to surprise us! The Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are not renters of space in our lives, a part of our lives just for our benefit, available at our beck and call. Jesus promises that the Triune God will make God’s home in our lives – in our personal lives and in our life as the community of faith that spans all the continents. God’s presence gives us courage to follow God’s call to serve God and one another. 
	Paul’s trip to Philippi is one example of an apostle who lived out this truth of God’s presence and direction. Paul had his course all mapped out, where it meant the most sense to Paul to travel spreading the word of Jesus Christ. Paul’s preferred travel itinerary was designed to travel to places in Asia. God put roadblocks in the way of these plans. Then one night Paul had a vision of a man from Macedonia calling out to him saying ‘Come to us!’ Macedonia was in Europe. It was a different culture. In most places there was not even the foundation of the Jewish faith to build upon. Yet Paul listened to God’s call. 
	Paul and his team landed in Neapolis and then went overland to Philippi, a Roman colony. They must have arrived mid-week, as it was several days until the Sabbath. By that time they had realized that Philippi had no synagogue – the place where they would usually start their teaching about Jesus. Paul knew, however, that there still might be people interested in knowing about God. So, on the Sabbath, Paul and his fellow travelers went outside the city gates, down to the river to see who might have gathered there for worship.  
	Paul would not have been overly surprised to find that most, if not all, the worshippers were Gentile women. If there had been even ten Jewish men in the whole town, there would have been a synagogue. Paul was not deterred. He simply took the position of teacher, sitting among them, and began telling them about Jesus. Luke tells us that one woman, Lydia, was particularly receptive to this teaching. God had opened her heart. By this point in the book of Acts, it was no longer questionable to baptize Gentiles, so Lydia and her household were baptized. In response, Lydia says, “If you have judged me to be faithful to the Lord, come and stay at my home.”  Lydia had already invited the Lord Jesus Christ into her heart and life, now she extended the invitation to Christ’s servants.
	Paul, or someone in his group, must have demurred, saying “This is kind of you to offer, but it is not necessary.” They might not have wanted to give the impression that baptism required a payment, of any kind, in return. Whatever the reasoning or the argument, Lydia must have persisted. Luke tells us that she prevailed! Was Paul the helper or Lydia? Both! Either could have feared the other, but they did not. They both allowed the Holy Spirit to lead them. 
	Where are the helpers when it appears that liars, murderers, greedy people, tragically misguided souls, and those bent on destruction and giving pain have the upper-hand, nationally and internationally? The helpers are within us, and among us, if we look for them. They may be waiting by the riverside or looking for those who wait. They may be wealthy as Lydia, or poor. They may know where they are going or wandering looking for what God wants them to do. 
	When God dwells in our hearts, and in our midst like Paul we have the courage to go outside our comfortable safe walls. Like Lydia, we have the courage to listen when God speaks. The Holy Spirit gives us the courage to speak up against wrongs, to challenge injustice, to strengthen the weak, and give hope to the hopeless. 
The armor we have is not like the body armor of the gunman in the store in Buffalo. We are still vulnerable to the pain which can be inflicted by others. However, the spiritual armor we receive in Jesus Christ enables us to be Christ’s faithful followers despite our fears. We are people who, like Christ, risk coming in last, being hurt, losing what the world thinks profitable, in order to show the love and care God offers in Jesus Christ, and which Christ tells us to share with one another. Our efforts may be great or small. 
	The helpers can be seen in people like Isaiah Jewett, an Olympic runner who in a semi-final was in an accidental collision with another runner. Though he was could have jumped up and run immediately, Jewett stopped to help his competitor up, losing his chance to advance to the medal race. 
	The helpers are people like the young couple with a toddler at home, who adopted four sisters so that the children could stay together. The helpers are medical professionals who have been or are going to Ukraine during a war, to help those who need their care. The helpers are medical personnel and others who worked throughout the pandemic, risking their own lives, even while some others were dismissing the pandemic as fake. 
	The helpers may make headlines – like government officials who vote or act their conscience even though they know they risk losing their position or being voted out of office. The helpers may also go largely unnoticed, like voters who vote for integrity rather than party line or self-interest. 
You, my friends, are also the helpers the writer of the plea was looking for. Time and again I learn of your actions (not usually from yourselves!) in which you have put the needs of others before your own. 
	Helpers, if we are truly helpers in the love of God, are not looking for headlines, not looking for thanks, or advancement of themselves. God’s helpers are looking through God’s eyes, listening to God’s direction, and following through with God’s love. God’s helpers treat God as a member of the family not as an infrequent guest. They listen to God often, seeking God’s counsel, respecting God’s role as head of the household, loving this beloved presence which empowers their every action. 
	There is much in this world that causes fear. The call which God makes to each of us is to find ways to bring peace and hope into every situation. We cannot solve all the world’s problems. We may not be able to solve some of our own. We can, however, make the world around us a better place. We might even make a difference in someone’s life. There are millions of helpers. Together, empowered and encouraged by God, we can make a difference in the world.
God has made God’s home with us through the loving example of Jesus Christ. Embrace, and be embraced, by this holy presence. Boldly go wherever God calls you, with a confidence that exudes compassion, mercy, and grace rather than condemnation, fear or rejection. Invite others to join you in your home, in your life, where they will meet Jesus in your actions, in your love which introduces them to the divine love of God. 
When we do this, we reduce fear. When we reduce fear, we lessen the anxiety which produces hatred, venom, and ignorant violence. ‘Peace,’ Christ says, ‘peace I give to you, not as the world gives. Do not let your hearts be troubled. Live in me and the Father and I will make our home in you.’ 
Thanks be to God for the giving of this holy promise. Amen. 
